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Chapter 1

“Computer, prepare the battle room for advanced-level simulations.”

“Request acknowledged, Squire Lyons,” the battle room’s system replied. “Making preparations now.”

A series of holographic projectors extended from circular cavities on the deck, overhead, and bulkheads. As soon as the computer loaded the particular simulation Elle and I would run today, those projectors would summon sparring partners. Elle had said she wanted to complete a G21 simulation, and no amount of convincing from me would change her mind.

I didn’t know a lot about the tech, but Matthias had found it inside Petuaria Station and brought them back to our starship. Installing the projectors into the battle room had taken almost a week, and this would be my first time giving them a spin.

Matthias had told me how this particular combination of science and rune-magic functioned. The holograms were actually mimics summoned from a void world, and they could imitate whatever organism the computer fed through the data channels. The mimics couldn’t completely replicate a creature, but they could deal damage, so there was always some risk involved when running these high-level simulations.

I double-checked my equipment while I waited for Elle. After examining the glyphs and sigils, I determined that all my enchanted items were repaired and ready for combat.

All I needed now was my girlfriend.

I heard the doors open and watched Elle saunter into the battle room clad in complete Runetech armor.

“Hello, Nicholas,” Elle said as I wrapped my arms around her.

“You look stunning.” Her raven-black hair curved down either side of her high-cheekbones, and her hazel eyes sparkled with eagerness for our simulation. Even her new equipment couldn’t completely obscure the elegance of her ample curves.

I ran my eyes over the dazzling armor that the point clerk had scored on Petuaria Station, and her customary golden coat barely fit over her light exoskeleton armor. Golden runes peaked through the garment, and they ebbed and flowed with magical energy. The two daggers at her sides gleamed as the overhead lights touched them.

By the stars she looked magnificent in her equipment. Lethal and sexy was a winning combination.

My other girlfriends had their own attractive qualities, but neither Natali nor Casey could ever look as desirable or deadly in Runetech armor as Elle did.

“Should we get started?” I asked. “I want to see how powerful you’ve become with all your new gear.”

“Oh, I plan on showing you. Maybe you will even learn a thing or two?” Her mouth turned into a sexy smile, and the mention of competition seemed to dispel any self-doubt I thought she might have had.

“Maybe,” I said with a wry smile.

I was eager to see how Elle fared against some stronger opponents with her new equipment and improved fighting skills. Ever since I returned from Pillager’s Bastion we had been training intensely, so I assumed Elle could handle more powerful simulations.

“I’m ready,” Elle said as she checked over her equipment for the last time. “Will I get to see the new rune Casey built for you this time? The Lesser Fenrir rune, wasn’t it?”

“That’s the one. And I figure this simulation could be the perfect one in which to try it out,” I said with a broad grin. Casey had adapted the rune from one of the Bone King’s items, and while the new rune wasn’t as powerful, I wanted to see what it did.

“Should I initiate the simulation now?” Elle asked, and I got the feeling her nerves were making her stall.

I smiled at the beautiful raven-haired woman and then shot her a thumbs-up. With an audible gulp, she lifted her eyes to the computer console in the center overhead.

“System. Initiate G21,” Elle called out to the computer.

“Voice match confirmed, Point Clerk Elle McGrath,” the system responded. “Simulation G21 is beyond your clearance level,” the system retorted.

While Elle’s point clerk clearance had allowed her to initiate every other simulation we had run so far, this one must have been particularly dangerous.

Elle scowled up at the blinking lights on the bulkhead before she turned to me. “Do you mind initiating the sim?”

“Sure,” I said as I stifled a smile and repeated the request for G21.

“G21 First Round commencing in 60 seconds,” the electronic voice announced as the computer accepted the simulation.

The lights in the overhead and along the deck turned a deep crimson as the computer countdown began. I triggered my helmet, and my visor closed over my face. Elle did the same, and I found myself smiling at her. We had left Petuaria Station two weeks ago, and every day since then we sparred in the battle room, but this was the first day she’d decided to run simulations with holographic enemies that were actually dangerous.

I snatched my Falchion of the Shroud from my prot-belt and then triggered my gauntlet’s Summon Energy Targe ability. The circular shield buzzed to life around my left hand as I took a fighting stance.

The Stalwart’s computer generated a holographic representation of a Grendel portal, and a few seconds later a squad of Elites burst through. They were all a little translucent, but their imitation weapons would still deal enough damage to send Elle and I straight to the regeneration chamber if we got hit.

The lizard-men charged toward us, and I watched Elle leap into their frontlines. She weaved around the scaled monsters like a cobra while her daggers plunged into their armor like venomous fangs. The Grendels opened their mouths to scream, but the mimics sounded more like rodents than actual lizard-men.

I lifted my shield to block an overhead strike and then delivered a killing blow to the Grendel’s exposed torso. I experienced peculiar tactile feedback when my blade entered its body, almost like my weapon had plunged into a jelly substance. Blood spurted from the enemy’s fatal wound, and I half-expected my armor to be covered in green lizard goo. Instead, the ichor turned into a gray-black gas that fragmented as soon as it touched my armor.

I triggered my Shroud rune and charged at the Grendel-mimics attacking Elle. They couldn’t see me coming, and I hacked the armored back of one with my short sword. The blade chopped apart its almost pudding-like body, and its gaseous blood exploded over my armor. Elle slashed the throat of the final Elite with a precise backhanded swing, and the translucent lizard toppled over. Now that we had felled the first wave of enemies, their corpses suddenly disintegrated like ash blown in the wind.

“You’ve gotten a lot better,” I said to Elle.

“Are you saying I was bad before?”

“Not at all. You were excellent, but now you’re badass. I think your talents are wasted being a PC.”

Elle smiled at the compliment and opened her mouth to respond, but the battle room’s computer cut her off.

“G21 Second Round commencing in ten seconds,” the computer announced as a second holographic portal appeared. “Ten... nine... eight...”

Elle sheathed her daggers and pulled a staff from over her shoulder. “When am I going to see your Lesser Fenrir rune?”

“I can show you now,” I said as the next portal opened.

This time, two Grendel Ogres emerged from the magical rift. The giant on the left slapped a hefty club in its massive hands while the other wielded a double-bladed battle-axe. Both seven-feet-tall monstrosities had scales covering their faces and torsos and pink flesh elsewhere, but their slightly transparent bodies shimmered as though maintaining their current form was taxing on the mimics’ biological systems. While they weren’t actual Grendels, the void creatures that mimicked them would still put up a fight.

My hand dropped to my prot-belt and entered the key sequence for my Summon Lesser Fenrir rune. I felt the ring finger on my right hand tighten as the enchantment activated, and then a void portal opened in front of me. Energy crackled around the magical gateway while a frigid gust tore into the battle room. The strength of the wind sent my coat billowing behind me, and I squatted a little so I wouldn’t be blown over.

A fur-covered figure leaped through the portal and rose up on its hind legs. The Fenrir was humanoid but with a wolf’s head, but its digitigrade stance meant it walked on its toes rather than its heels. The wolfman opened its massive jaw and howled as it turned to acknowledge me.

I ground my teeth as I struggled to control the wolfman’s passions. All I could feel was an intense hatred for the Grendels, and I didn’t need to issue it any mental commands because it sprung toward the giants with its powerful legs.

“Wow!” Elle said, and then she moved to engage the giants.

“Stay back!” I yelled as I wrestled with the monster’s mind. “Let my Fenrir handle this.”

The point clerk came to an abrupt pause as the titans clashed. The wolfman used its elongated canines to rip the flesh from the first giant’s throat and then snatched the dying enemy’s club to crush the other Ogre’s skull with a single savage swing before it could respond to the attack.

The fight was over in seconds, and my heart soared with the potential of my new rune. Sure, these Ogres hadn’t been real Grendels, but they were still tough opponents. My summon had killed them easily, and my brain sizzled with the thought of what the wolfman might do to a lizard or anyone else who stood in my path.

The two Grendels already disintegrated, but my summoned Fenrir remained. It spun around as though searching for more enemies, and it took one look at Elle before opening its maw and roaring in her face. Spittle flew from its mouth and spattered the point clerk’s visor. Elle lifted her staff in readiness for a fight, and the wolfman seemed a second from tearing her to shreds.

My fingers skipped across my prot-belt in a flurry of motion, and the wolfman vanished after the key sequence deactivated the Summon Lesser Fenrir rune.

“The Lesser Fenrir is much stronger than the sprites and bears,” I said to Elle. “It’ll take a bit of time before I can fully control it.”

“This is what the battle room is designed for, but I am pleased it didn’t get its massive teeth around my throat.”

“That would have been bad. I kinda like you being alive.”

Elle shuddered a little. “It’s a terrifying summon. It looked like it wanted to devour me.”

“Maybe it was just reading my thoughts, because I would love to devour you.” I pulled the point clerk toward me and pressed her lips to mine. Her mouth opened slightly, and my tongue ventured inside.

Elle pulled away after a minute and smirked. “You know exactly how to make me forget all about how your wolfman almost killed me, don’t you?”

“It wasn’t going to kill you,” I said, unsure of whether it was a lie or not.

“If that was only a Lesser Fenrir, then I wouldn’t want to know what a regular Fenrir is like.”

“Yeah,” I said. “The original was damaged pretty badly, which is probably why the Bone King didn’t summon any wolf-men against us when we fought him. Casey fixed it up, though.”

“You still have the original?” Elle asked as her eyes narrowed a little.

I nodded. “It’ll be a good item to use after I become a knight. At least, it will be if I can control the creature it summons.”

“I would be careful, Nicholas. You are starting to acquire more and more Lich knight equipment, and you have shown no intention of handing them over. You still haven’t given me the amulet.”

“Soon,” I promised. “I need it for backup. Once I’m a knight, I won’t need to use its rune anymore.”

The Overlord’s Heart allowed me to bypass my limitations and trigger Knight runes for a limited duration. It had come in handy several times in the past, but I had also learned that there was something weird about the item. On our last mission, I had experienced a strange waking dream when holding it. There was also the fact that the Lich specialist role was forbidden within the RTF, and while I wasn’t planning on pursuing that pathway, wielding Lich items was very close to being the kind of thing which would have me court marshalled.

Still, their power intrigued me.

“What about the scepter?” Elle said as she raised an eyebrow. “Or the ring?”

I shrugged. “I suppose I can hand them over, too.”

“And the breastplate?”

“I guess I am building quite the collection.” I chuckled to dodge the question.

“What are your intentions, Nicholas? Not those excuses you tell yourself, but your true motivations.”

I stared into the point clerk’s eyes and tried not to lie. I couldn’t just tell her that the Bone King’s equipment was far more powerful than any of my other items. Nor could I explain to her that I didn’t plan on handing them all over even after I became a knight. I knew the Lich role was a pathway forbidden to RTF knights, but did that mean I couldn’t utilize a few pieces from its repertoire? Surely there were good uses for items like the scepter which could send souls stored within the breastplate to animate the corpses of void creatures?

“You should shower before we enter Castle Stirling,” Elle said, and I realized I hadn’t answered her. She must have known my thoughts because she didn’t press further. “I have to finalize the inventory for when we dock. Knowing my luck it’ll be some uptight senior point clerk scouring through my records.”

“I thought all point clerks were uptight,” I said as I turned my face to hide my smile.

“You should be careful, Nicholas. You wouldn’t want me to reprimand you.”

“Oh, I think I’d enjoy that.” I took Elle’s head in my hands and kissed her again. Our tongues roamed each other’s mouths, and I only stopped because the doors opened.

A squad of artillerymen entered the battle room, and I stepped back a bit from Elle.

“Are you two finished with the simulation?” an artilleryman asked me.

I nodded at the soldier, commanded the computer to power off, and then walked with Elle into the passageway.

“We have an hour or two to spare before landing. Maybe we should go back to your quarters?” I asked the point clerk after we entered the elevator. We tended to end our battle room sessions with a shower together in her private bathroom, and I wasn’t one to shirk tradition.

“As much as I would like to spend the rest of our journey pleasuring each other, we should prepare for arrival. It’s the Queen’s birthday, and the castle will be celebrating with a great festival. I have been a few times before with my mother, and it truly isn’t worth missing.”

“To be honest, I’m more eager to collect the bounty for the Bone King. I’m not sure exactly how many KPs I’ll receive after I validate the pirate warlord’s DNA, but the captain assured me that it’d be a lot. More than enough for me to take the knighthood examination.”

“You will make an excellent Space Knight.” Elle stood on her tiptoes and kissed me on the lips. Our mouths didn’t stay together long because the elevator arrived on Deck 4.

“I’ll see you after I trade in the bounty?” I had spent the previous two days dating Casey and Natali, so I could devote the rest of today to Elle.

“Ah, that won’t be possible. Point clerk duties will have me occupied until the early hours of the morning.”

“I guess that means you’ll be missing the festival?”

“Unfortunately.” Elle frowned before she gave me one last kiss goodbye.

I watched the hypnotic sway of my girlfriend’s hips as she moved toward her quarters, but my fascination with her derriere became dissipated when the doors closed, and the elevator plunged to Deck 2.  Leaving the elevator, I crossed into the passageway and skirted around servitors as they performed their scheduled maintenance of our starship. Yeoman and other crew members busied themselves with preparations for our arrival, and I allowed them to continue working as I passed. The crew was a ragtag bunch that were almost never without a beer in hand, but they wore their RTF uniforms with pride.

The Stalwart didn’t look like much from the outside, and her internals were equally unimpressive. Loose cables dangled from the overhead like intersecting branches of a forest, and a good half of the computer terminals on the bulkheads were out-of-order. Over the past few months, I had learned that appearances were deceiving, and now I was glad to be a part of this beautiful vessel.

I spotted Faye standing beside a servitor carrying a container filled with tubes of food. She gave me a broad wave and jumped up and down on her feet as I approached the galley’s entrance. The movement made her large breasts jiggle in her low-cut blouse, and an artilleryman almost tripped over his feet as he passed her.

Faye shot the man a playful smile, and he hurried away. I laughed under my breath as I approached our new cook. The blonde was almost as tall as me, and her rolled shirt sleeves showed toned arms that suggested she wasn’t a stranger to hard work. Her golden hair hung over her shoulder in a thick plait, and a few loose strands swooped over her sky-blue eyes.

“Nick!” she yelled as her lips parted to show gleaming teeth.

“Hello, Faye,” I said with all the professionalism I could muster. She really was beautiful, and I had a hard time not staring at any one of her amazing assets.

The cook frowned as she peered into the servitor’s container. “I was intending to make something special for tonight’s meal, but no one told me we would be arriving at Castle Stirling in less than an hour.”

“That’s a pity. You know, we’re all really grateful for your cooking. You can do some amazing things with gruel-tubes.”

Faye’s porcelain skin flushed a bright red. “I only want to do my part. How about I cook you a meal some time? As a thank you. Nothing more.”

“Maybe after I pass the knighthood exam?” I asked after I detected the hidden intent in her tone. I could tell she found me handsome, and a meal probably wasn’t the only reward she intended.

“It’s the least I could do. You did rescue me from the Bone King.” Faye rubbed my arm, and I was glad my armor’s sensors didn’t make me feel more than a slight touch. I probably wouldn’t have been able to resist if I had actually felt her skin on my own.

“And I’m glad I did,” I said after I swallowed. “I look forward to tasting what you cook up.”

Faye clasped her hands to her chest and beamed. “I can’t wait to show you a delicacy from my home world. These tubes won’t quite match the taste, but I’m sure I can pick up the right ingredients inside the castle.”

“Just where are you from?” I asked. I had barely talked to the woman since she had become part of the crew, and I realized I knew so little about her.

“Skanzda. It’s a small kingdom in the Abonai System. We only own one planet and its twin moons.”

“Oh, yeah, I know the kingdom.” It was so small that my little knowledge of it had come from an offhand comment one of my Academy tutors made while describing inconsequential kingdoms. Beautiful women were about the only thing Skanzda exported so that explained why Faye’s mother had sold her to the Bone King.

The thought of the pirate warlord’s harem made me bristle.

“I have to prepare for our arrival,” I said to the blonde.

“Okay. Please don’t forget about our meal.”

“I won’t,” I said with a smile. I thought she was beautiful, but I already had three girlfriends on my roster. Even though adding another was only asking for trouble, there was no harm in flirting.

When I first read my father’s encrypted letter and decided to request an assignment to the RTF Stalwart, I never thought my time aboard the starship would involve dating three of its most beautiful crew members. I couldn’t help but to grin as the door to the squire quarters slid open upon my arrival.

Archaic computer terminals lined the bulkheads, a narrow doorway led to the shared bathroom, and twelve bunks separated by individual wash basins crammed into the five by five-meter room. The Stalwart’s other squires, Neville, Richard, and Nathan were the three other occupants of these quarters, but there was space for more. I hadn’t ever really thought about new squires being assigned to our starship, but more would probably be sent after we became knights. They would likely be more nobles whose families had gotten on the wrong-side of the RTF like my friends had.

Or maybe Academy graduates whose dead fathers had cryptically requested their presence here. But that was highly unlikely. I still didn’t know exactly why my father wanted me on this starship, but I guessed he intended for me to help Captain Cross on the mission to locate King Justinian’s lost armor pieces.

“Hey, fellas,” I said to the other squires while I started removing my Runetech equipment.

“How’d the battle room session go?” Nathan grinned at as he planted his legs through his squire fatigues and pulled the garment over his shoulders.

“Ah, not too bad.”

“Did you give it a try?” Neville asked me.

I knew exactly what he was talking about since all the squires had wanted to be there to see the Summon Lesser Fenrir rune for the first time. I had wanted them to come, but Elle was still a little bashful about others watching her go through the battle room drills.

“Yeah,” I said as I lifted my right hand and marveled at the Lupine Band. “It’s amazing.”

I recounted the fight in the battle room while they changed into their fatigues in preparation for landing.

“Woah,” Richard said. “The Fenrir sounds really powerful.”

“I honestly didn’t expect the Lesser Fenrir would be that strong,” I said. “Casey only made the rune Squire class, but it’s still better than any of my other summoner-type enchantments.”

“It was adapted from a Lich item,” Nathan said. “There was no way to know how powerful it would be since the RTF doesn’t have a way to classify it. Casey probably stuck the Squire identification on it just so you could use it.”

“I doubt she would do that,” I said.

“You are sleeping with her,” he countered.

“Woah, easy brother,” Richard said. “Why does the mention of Lich items make you go so weird?”

“Because they’re forbidden.”

“Not the items,” Richard countered. “Just the specialist role.”

“I don’t think there’s a difference.”

“I’ll probably give them up after I become a knight anyway,” I said.

“Probably?” Nathan raised a single eyebrow, crossed his arms over his chest, and frowned at me.

“Yeah,” I said with a smile and a shrug. Nathan groaned, and I tried not to chuckle. Sure, the Lich items were dangerous, but I could learn to control them. Their usefulness would only increase after I was endowed with a knight’s palm runes.

“If we’re done arguing, I would like to scan the ring,” Neville said. “I want to snapshot it for when we venture into Castle Stirling. There are some enchantries which might have something similar.”

“Sure.” I heard Nathan groan when I removed the ring from my finger and handed it to the other squire.

Neville scanned the item with his prot-belt, and the statistics displayed in holographic lines of green text.

Item type: Lupine Band

Runes inscribed: Summon Lesser Fenrir

Rune class: Squire

Rune effect: Opens portal to void world, summoning a [Lesser Fenrir]. Ninety-minute cooldown. [Lesser Fenrir] lasts fifteen minutes or until dealt a fatal wound or rune is deactivated.

[Lesser Fenrir]: Humanoid creature with primitive intelligence (70). Possesses the [Enrage] ability.

[Enrage]: Strength and agility increased by 50% when [Lesser Fenrir] sustains critical damage.

“You probably don’t need to go searching for a similar item,” I said to Neville as he inspected the item. “Why not just get Casey to enchant another ring with it?”

“I have already asked her. She used the last of her Alpha Dust on your ring. Unless we’re planning on clearing some high-level portals before the test, I’ll have to buy something.”

We all let out a collective sigh, and I imagined the others were having the same thoughts as me: it had been too long since we had battled Grendels. Almost my entire time at the Academy had involved learning how to kill the lizard aliens, but we hadn’t fought a single one since Ecoma. I was really starting to miss plunging my sword into scaled abdomens.

“You’re thinking about taking the summoner role?” I asked Neville as he took a snapshot of the ring and then returned it to me.

“Nah. I’m still convinced marksman is the path for me, but having a summon around could provide some fodder.”

“Good thinking,” Richard commented with an impressed nod. “Maybe I should get myself a Lesser Fenrir, too.”

“Why am I surrounded by idiots?” Nathan groaned. I smiled at his protective nature and figured it was part of the reason why he intended on becoming a shield knight.

Richard ignored his twin brother and turned to me. “What did the Fenrir look like?”

“You know how Grendel Warriors are kinda like human lizards? Well, the Fenrir is kinda like a wolfman.”

“Is it strong?”

“Took down two Grendel Ogres. They were mimics, but that’s still pretty impressive.”

“It’s damned impressive,” Neville said. “The Fenrir will make a great addition to your bestiary when you become a summoner.”

“I’m still not sure about the summoner pathway, but I’d like to get more of a feel for it. I enjoyed the slayer practice on our last mission, but there’s something about the summoning role that always pulls me back.”

“Speaking of your last mission, can we take another look at the items you brought back?” Richard asked me.

“How many times do you have to see them?” Nathan rolled his eyes.

“You have something better for us to do? We have time before we arrive at the castle,” Richard countered.

“I don’t mind,” I said as I opened my footlocker, removed the three items I had kept from the Bone King’s corpse, and placed them on my bunk.

The three squires peered over my shoulder at the gleaming equipment. I heard exhales of admiration for my newly acquired gear, and my lips pulled into a pleased smile.

“Can you scan them?” Richard asked. “I want to see their stats again.”

“Sure,” I said as I picked up the scepter and allowed my prot-belt to register the item. The statistics displayed as a floating hologram of green text.

Weapon type: Animator’s Scepter

Additional damage: None

Power class: Knight ([unknown])

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Soul Drain

Rune class: Knight ([unknown])

Rune effects: Upon dealing a killing blow to an enemy, their soul is extracted and stored within any soul batteries on user’s equipment.

Runes inscribed: Animate Void Minion

Rune class: Knight ([unknown])

Rune effects: Uses 1x [soul] to animate the corpse of a dead void minion. Caution: rune has adverse effects on most summons.

Richard held out his hand, and I passed him the scepter. The diamonds on its surface made it look a little delicate, but I had tested its durability inside the battle room and proven otherwise. While I couldn’t activate the rune without using my amulet, I had still been able to wield it like an ordinary, unenchanted item.

“So ‘unknown’ means it’s a Lich item, right?” Richard asked as the scepter’s jewels made multicolored lights flicker over his face.

“Or another specialist role the RTF doesn’t recognize,” Neville said.

“It’s a Lich item,” Nathan said with a disgusted expression.

Richard placed the scepter on my bunk and then turned to the other items. “Let’s see the chest piece.”

I grabbed the breastplate adorned with all kinds of skulls and scanned it with my prot-belt.

Armor type: Wraith Collector

Absorption rating: Advanced

Power class: Knight ([unknown])

Armor effect: 6x soul batteries (can store six [souls])

Runes inscribed: Greater Might’s Aura

Rune class: Knight ([unknown])

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 100%. Permanently active.

“There’s some clear synergy between this item and the scepter,” Richard said with what sounded like admiration. “You’re going to be a badass when you graduate.”

“He’s not keeping them. Are you, Nick?” Nathan asked me.

I shrugged. “I know it’s probably bad to keep them, but with gear this great, we’ll be better protected when we fight Grendels. I want us all to be successful, so I think I should keep them until I find proper gear to replace them.”

“Didn’t Elle say something?” he pressed.

“Not exactly.”

“That’s because you’re her boyfriend.”

“Maybe,” I said with a smile. I found Nathan’s reaction to these items a little surprising considering his usual gung-ho attitude.

“I think the ring is the best of the three.” Neville lifted the trinket in two fingers and placed it in his palm. The runes on its curved surface sparkled a neon green, and we all took in a breath as we stared. My Lupine Band had been enchanted with this more powerful ring’s rune in mind.

Nathan sighed. “Go on and scan it.”

I took the ring and fed it into my belt’s reader.

Item type: Wolf’s Hour

Runes inscribed: Summon Fenrir

Rune class: Knight (Summoner)

Rune effect: Opens portal to void world, summoning a [Fenrir]. One-hour cooldown. [Fenrir] lasts until it is dealt a fatal wound or rune is deactivated.

[Fenrir]: Humanoid creature with base-level intelligence (90). Possesses the [Enrage] active ability.

[Enrage]: Strength and agility increased by 50% when [Lesser Fenrir] sustains damage.

“Do you think the Bone King was a summoner as well as a lich?” Richard asked after he read the statistics.

“Maybe,” I said. “But this ring could have been one of his non-Lich items.”

“You can have two, right?”

“Yeah,” Neville answered for me. “The restrictions are different when you become a specialist though. Normally there’s a twenty-four-hour limit dictated by a knight’s prot-belt, but a specialist can use two non-class items with a three hour cooldown to swap other items into their current equipment stack.”

“It’s a pity you can’t use the item now,” Richard said. “I’d love to see what a real Fenrir looks like.”

All the squires looked up at me, and I figured they were waiting for me to tell them that I could use the ring right now if I desired. The Overlord’s Heart amulet allowed me to use items above my current class for a limited time period, but I preferred not to draw attention to yet another Lich piece in my possession. The squires obviously knew I possessed some means of activating equipment beyond my class, but they hadn’t ever directly asked me about it. Besides, I was hesitant to use the amulet anyway after the weird dream I had experienced on my last mission.

“Crew, prepare for arrival,” Commander Reynolds’ voice said over the intercom.

I placed my items in my footlocker, locked the container with my palm rune, and then looked at my uniform. A small box lay beside my fatigues, and I opened the lid and saw a small swab. This was my ticket to a really big bounty: the Bone King’s DNA.

“So are you going to use the Bone King’s items or sell them?” Nathan pressed as I grabbed my towel and threw it over my shoulder.

“I have to pass the knight test first,” I said. “I’ll decide after that.”

“He’s going to keep them,” Nathan muttered to the others and palmed his face.

“I appreciate your concern, but you don’t need to worry about me,” I said. “You don’t have to agree with me either. All I know is that the items are powerful, and they could get us out of a bind.”

Nathan sighed. “Alright, Nick. But if something bad happens, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Nothing bad is going to happen,” I said with more confidence than I felt.

I headed to the shower through the rear doorway, removed my clothes, and stepped into the cubicle. The warm water soothed my muscles, and I tried not to let Nathan’s constant worrying concern me. I knew he only wanted to help, but I would be careful. My thoughts soon turned toward our destination and turning in the bounty. Excitement brewed in my stomach, and my fingers and toes tingled with anticipation.

I hurried into my fatigues, slipped the DNA swab into my coat pocket, and went to grab my prot-belt.

“No Runetech allowed inside the castle,” Neville said. “Apparently, they have security stations everywhere, and we already have a bad reputation because we’re from the Stalwart.”

“It’s only a prot-belt. Not like I can do any harm with it.”

“Those are the rules.”

“I’d definitely feel better if I was sporting some kind of Runetech. We thought we weren’t going to get into any trouble when we went to Petuaria Station.” I looked longingly at my belt. Without the forcefield it generated, I would be just like a regular human, vulnerable to bullets and laser fire.

Well, maybe not exactly like a regular human. I still had my mutant ability.

“This is Castle Stirling,” Neville said. “It’s the safest place in the kingdom.”

“You just love trouble, don’t you?” Nathan smirked at me.

“Not really, but trouble always seems to find me, even in the safest of places.”
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Chapter 2

I entered the Stalwart’s cargo hold alongside the other squires, and we strapped ourselves into a bulkhead’s anchoring stations. Nathan lagged behind, and I spotted him talking with one of our new Ecomese crew members. The female empath was a little more voluptuous than her counterparts, and I noticed Nathan give her a kiss on the cheek after he finished speaking with her.

“What was all that about?” I asked my friend as he slipped into the anchor beside me.

“Just making friends with the newbies,” he said. Now that we weren’t inspecting Lich equipment, he had returned to his usual jovial self.

“So that’s why you’ve been coming to your bunk late at night, eh?” I smiled at Nathan, and his mouth broadened into a grin.

“She might not be able to work all her magic on me, but she really knows how to use her hands. I wonder what she could do if I didn’t have an implant in my skull.”

“I’m glad you’ve found someone,” I said. “Neville and Richard, you should have a look around at Castle Stirling. Nathan and I shouldn’t be the only ones whose romantic lives have taken an upward swing.”

“My father already has a noblewoman in mind for me,” Neville said.

“So, who is she?” I felt the Stalwart tremble as we moved through an LR portal, and my stomach fluttered with the thought of growing ever closer to Castle Stirling.

“Marigold Bennett. My father thinks joining our houses will provide a bridge into the good graces of the other houses.”

“Is she good looking?” Nathan asked.

“No,” Neville answered immediately.

“How about wealthy?” Richard asked.

“Probably the poorest house in the kingdom. But the Bennetts have good relationships with the other houses, which is why I’m to marry her.”

“My condolences.” Nathan offered the other nobleman a pitied frown.

“You don’t get a choice?” I asked my friend. The whole process of arranged marriages for political reasons seemed really archaic, and it made me think being an Outlander maybe wasn’t all bad.

Neville shrugged. “Nobles marry who their parents tell them to marry. It’s the way it’s always been.”

“Not for us,” Richard countered with a laugh.

“Our parents practically disowned us after our house was disgraced, so we can do whatever and whoever we want.” Nathan grinned, and I noticed his gaze move toward the Ecomese female he had been talking with earlier.

“I’d prefer a fighting girl myself,” Richard said. “Someone I can spar with. I’m pretty jealous of the whole thing you’ve got with Elle McGrath.”

“And Dr. Lenkov,” Nathan said.

“And Casey Roman,” Neville added.

“I’m a lucky guy,” I agreed as the five-meter-long view screen in front of me triggered to show the area outside our starship, and my lungs filled with air in one long gasp.

I had seen hundreds of videofeeds of Castle Stirling in my life and studied this miracle of human engineering ever since I first learned how to read. But knowing I was only minutes away from entering the mighty edifice made my heart soar with anticipation.

The actual castle consisted of hundreds of spires reaching upward, but they were only a small part of the giant space station. A sprawling network of violet, salmon, and azure colored structures spread out from the center to form a circular disc. Military and civilian starships sailed toward its docking stations like worker bees entering their hive.

An assortment of incredibly powerful engines hung from beneath the colossal station like a tail, but there was no gas being expelled from their chambers at the moment. When Castle Stirling wished to travel to another star system, its tail would turn perpendicular to the rest of the station so the thruster engines could move it through a long-range portal summoned by a large cohort of jump mages. The process of moving such a giant structure through space was both costly and difficult, so it has only happened on a few special occasions.

Like a knighthood examination.

I had no idea where our tests might take place, and the thought of visiting more foreign planets while staying inside Castle Stirling made my limbs tingle with excitement. There were dozens of star systems where the Caledonian Kingdom could stage the tests, and I couldn’t wait for the opportunity to tick a few off my list.

Our starship shook as she entered a docking shaft, and a few minutes later she berthed inside the station’s outer ring. We were still dozens of kilometers from the Queen’s inner sanctum, but I still couldn’t help smiling as I unclipped the harness from around my body and lifted myself free from the anchoring slot.

“Greetings, soldiers,” the captain said after he entered the hold alongside Commander Reynolds and the Space Knights. Although the grizzled officer wasn’t wearing any Runetech, he still seemed imposing. The royal blue coat he wore marked him as the captain of an RTF starship, and his white-peppered beard suggested he had been in the role for quite some time. There were still so many mysteries surrounding the man, but I had come to trust him with my life.

“Captain!” everyone answered.

“We want to wish the squires good luck on their exam,” Commander Reynolds said, and her dark eyes met mine. The short-haired woman was only a few inches over five-foot, but her small stature didn’t make her weak. I had watched her carve Grendels with her short swords, and her enchanted shield had protected me against enemy knights. Her austere demeanor was almost constant, but I had won her affections after our last mission.

“The test is today, Commander?” I hadn’t turned in the bounty, so I still didn’t have the required 50,000 KPs earned to sign up for the exam.

“No, Squire Lyons. The first will begin in two days, but we will probably be too preoccupied with other matters to give you our blessing then.”

“The Queen requires our counsel,” Captain Cross clarified. “The revelation that the Dax kingdom possesses advanced cloaking technology is something we must discuss with her. If she wishes, I will present our findings to her inner circle. But you squires mustn’t concern yourselves with this matter. It is imperative you concentrate on your exam and leave this matter to us.”

“You guys are going to kick ass,” Moses said with a smile. His teeth gleamed like polished stones within his dark face, and I couldn’t help noticing how he towered over the others. The shield knight was at least a foot taller than Olav and Leith, and his dreadlocks were like thick cables made of copper-colored steel wool.

“Damn right they are!” Olav hooked his thumbs into his belt and lifted his chin. The berserker’s red mohawk glistened with fresh hair wax, and his uniform tugged against his muscular chest as though it would tear open at any moment.

“To the squires!” Leith slipped his hand into his coat, and I half-expected him to pull out a dagger. Instead, he brandished a drum of beer, and I wasn’t surprised to see the other knights whip out their own vessels to join the toast.

After everyone took a long swallow, the captain continued addressing us.

“Flanagan will accompany the squires for the duration of the exam. It is a tradition for a starship’s herald knight to lead her squires as a sponsor. Flanagan will assist without fully participating in any drills or combat situations.”

I hadn’t spent a lot of time with our herald knight, so I was pleased to hear he would be guiding us. Even though he was probably the least serious and the most mischievous of the knights, at least his experience would come in handy.

“Tradition? Since when?” Flanagan asked. The herald wore a Space Knight’s black uniform with all the flare of a runway model. The coat had been cut midway along his upper arms so his muscles popped out whenever he moved. The royal blue lines along the uniform’s seams made his icy-blue eyes stick out from behind his lengthy blonde hair. He flicked his head back so the golden locks tumbled over his shoulders like a lion’s mane.

“Since I gave you the order, Flanagan,” Captain Cross answered, and I could tell he was fighting off a smile. “You have a problem with the order?”

“Not at all. I was just hoping I could see Queen Catrina for a bit.” He wriggled his eyebrows at Moses, but the shield knight didn’t share the joke.

“You will remain respectful of our monarch,” Commander Reynolds cautioned.

“I never said I would try anything. That’s what I have my imagination for.” Flanagan tapped the side of his skull. “But I could really use a refresher.”

“Flanagan,” Captain Cross said the herald’s name in warning.

“Ah, sorry, Captain. I’ve been on the ship too long. I suppose I can meet with the Queen after I’ve finished with the squires.”

The grizzled officer nodded in forgiveness before he returned his attention to the crew. “Enjoy your time inside Castle Stirling, but try to remain inconspicuous. We have enemies aplenty who will pounce on us if we give them a reason.”

We all saluted the captain, and then he dismissed us.

The Stalwart’s hydraulic exit ramp hissed before it dropped onto the gangway outside. I marched alongside my squire friends, and we were joined by the knights. I nodded at the officers I had come to call my friends, and they gave me proud smiles.

“Hey, fellas,” Flanagan said as he strolled toward us. A bag hung over his shoulder, and he adjusted it a little.

“Sir!” we all responded.

“Relax,” the herald said as he slipped his hand into his coat, retrieved a gold-colored flask, and took a long swallow. “You’ll be my little compadres from here. I plan on showing you how to have a good time on Castle Stirling before your exam.”

I exchanged glances with the other squires, and their faces took on mischievous grins.

“What are you intending, sir?” I asked.

“A spot of fun. Actually, a whole lot of fun. There’s some great places to party if you know where to look. We’ll make up for the others visiting the Queen. Don’t worry; you’ll get your chance. Only not right away. We have to keep the whole mission on the down low. You savvy?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “There’s just one thing I’d like to do first.”

“What’s that?”

“Hand in the Bone King’s bounty.”

“Ah, you got it, Nick.” The herald slapped me on the back and then started marching down the gangway.

I said goodbye to the other knights before I followed after Flanagan with my friends. Many other starships were moored inside the terminal, and most were from outside the Caledonian Kingdom. The roaring bear insignia marked Rutheni vessels while the hulls of Aquitanian ships glistened with the scarlet rose.

“The Queen’s birthday brings all sorts of riff-raff,” Flanagan commented as we passed a starship only a little bigger than a skiff. I didn’t recognize the symbol on its hull, nor did I recognize the insignias of at least the next ten we moved past.

At the end of the terminal, we entered a small carriage that took us through an underground tunnel spanning the rest of the docking district and into the city proper. Crafts of all shapes and sizes raced along airways like schools of fish, and I could have spent all day trying to decipher what kingdom each of them belonged to.

Towering buildings with crenelated walls, ramparts, and towers stretched to the horizon. From the high vantage point within the train, I could see walls separating the various districts distinguished by bright noble house crests, emblems of foreign kingdoms, insignias of realms, and other markers. Beyond it all was a dazzling structure made of a white metal, and magical energy rippled around it in a kaleidoscopic hue of colors.

The Inner Sanctum.

It was where the Queen sat upon her golden throne and reigned supreme above all.

When the train came to the station, we exited the carriage, and walked down the platform.

My nostrils filled with the almost honeycomb like scent of Arcane Dust, and a tingling sensation touched my nostrils when I inhaled. Enchantments could be seen all over the city, and I concluded that this place was as much magical as technological.

I craned my head and spun in a circle to try to take everything in at once. Musicians played on every corner as the people celebrate the Queen’s birthday. Laughing children chased each other through the streets, and I suddenly realized I hadn’t seen any children since the mission on Tachion. I missed this part of life, and seeing the innocent faces of the kingdom’s youth touched something inside of me.

“This is why I fight in the RTF,” I said mostly to myself, but Neville turned around to face me.

“Festivals?” he asked.

“Nah. To protect our people. I’ve always loved the Queen and wanted to serve her, but part of me was always tied down to my Outlander heritage. I love my people, but they’re not just Outlanders. We’re Caledonians.”

The squire gave me a confused look. “Are you feeling alright?”

“There are people from all over the kingdom here. Not just nobles. I can see Alkegians, Outlanders, Core World nobles, even Wayfarers. We might be one of the smallest kingdoms, but billions of people belong to it. We’re all united under the Queen.”

Neville didn’t seem to know how to answer me, and I chuckled under my breath. I probably sounded like some kind of sappy fool, but seeing all these different people gathered together gave me a profound respect for the kingdom’s unity. Normally the different races tended to stay within their own respective groups, but everyone celebrated the Queen’s birthday together in a way that ignored their differences.

“That holo balloon kinda looks like you, Nick.” Richard gestured at a giant object floating above the main drag, and I had to admit it did kind of seem like an Outlander RTF squire. Outlander children played beneath it while their parents captured videos for their sons and daughters.

“It’s just a coincidence,” I said. “The Outlanders need someone to sympathize with, so the kingdom probably just designed some generic squire for the festival.”

“Yeah. Someone like you.”

I dismissed the thought and returned my attention to the rest of the city.

“Take a look over there.” Neville pointed at a building with a single violet eye glowing on its frontage. Mages in purple robes moved through its doors, and the runes on the ground beneath their feet illuminated to grant them access.

“Good to see it’s in the same place,” Flanagan said as he stared at the building. “I thought maybe they might have rearranged everything since I was here last. Come on, I’ll take you to the bounty collector and then we can celebrate in style.”

We followed Flanagan to a chrome building with blue standards bearing the trident insignia of the RTF hanging from either side of its giant doors where knights and squires entered. The combination of sheer size and elaborate detailing on its frontage made me realize that this was the locus of the kingdom’s military. The Royal Trident Forces HQ.

A few armed knights walked through the entrance doors, and I paused for a second to watch where they were going. I didn’t think anyone was allowed to be armed inside the castle, but then I saw them relieve a few others at a security station beside a water fountain. They hailed the passersby and ushered them through the scanners. An alarm sounded when one man lifted his arms over the device, and the knights surrounded him with their weapons drawn. The man dropped to his knees while he was searched, and a knight snatched a knife strapped to the man’s calf.

I turned my back on the arrest and marched into the RTF headquarters. Flanagan went to the concierge desk, and he received the location of the bounty collector from the attendant. As we moved through the foyer, the polished floors reflected the lights from the chandeliers, and I felt like I had stepped into some kind of palace. I didn’t really expect a military building to be so fancy, but the expensive looking décor changed when we came to the restricted zone.

Flanagan approached the screening terminal and removed the pack from over his shoulder.

“What’s this?” the security officer asked as he opened the bag. The color in his face suddenly drained, and he looked like he was about to reach for his sidearm.

Flanagan quickly leaned over the terminal and whispered something to the officer. The man’s eyebrows lifted halfway up his forehead, and I saw Flanagan chuckle. The herald then passed through without incident, and I stepped inside the screening hub with my arms raised.

“You’re clear,” the officer said to me after the laser scanners fanned over my body, and I entered the next area to wait for the other squires to finish.

The squires’ names and assignments flashed across the monitor above the security point, and I noticed a few knights and squires behind me snicker after they read “RTF Stalwart”. When we were all done, there was a crowd of at least thirty other RTF personnel staring at us. Most gave us looks of disdain, but a few wore proud smiles.

Their expressions confused me, but they weren’t smiling at my friends. Their smiles were all directed at me.

Four squires broke from the others and approached me. They were all young with innocent expressions that made me think they hadn’t yet fought on a real battlefield. Fresh recruits like this had probably come straight from the Academy. I had only graduated a little over three months ago, but I felt much older than them. While I still had a lot to learn, I had experienced a lot since graduating.

“Nicholas Lyons?” a squire asked me tentatively.

“Yeah,” I answered. I wasn’t sure whether his nervous smile was just an act because the last squire who I had spoken with had belonged to Lord Ramsay’s retinue. I recalled the satisfying feeling of pounding that squire’s face with my fist, and I couldn’t help grinning.

“We’ve heard about your exploits on Tyranus,” the squire continued. I noticed his friends stood a little back as though I was some kind of celebrity they couldn’t quite believe they were meeting.

“Ah,” I exhaled as I prepared myself for a ribbing.

“We graduated from the Academy last week, and you’ve become a bit of a big name.”

“Really?” I asked. I was surprised the whole mission hadn’t been deemed classified since it had been a ‘colossal fuck up’, in the words of the Academy starship’s captain.

“Of course, man! You and Ludas Barnes were the only survivors of a Level Three rift.”

I half-smiled at their assessment since I had fought much more dangerous portals since then.

“So what are you doing on Castle Stirling?” another squire asked me.

“Taking the exam,” I said.

The squire pulled back his head in surprise. “The knighthood exam?”

“Is there any other?” Richard put in.

“You’ve earned 50,000 KPs in three months? Aboard the Stalwart?”

“We got into some trouble with a few pirates, and one of them carried a hefty bounty,” I said. “I killed him.”

“What kind of pirate would be worth that much?”

“The Bone King,” I answered.

Everyone inside the room suddenly quieted, and I realized they had all been listening into our conversation while pretending to speak among themselves.

“Shiiiiit,” the squire said. “You’re fucking amazing. Here, do you mind signing this?” The squire removed a small playing card, the kind I remembered collecting as a kid. Normally they summoned small holograms of famous knights, so I expected to see the likeness of some powerful berserker midway through cleaving off the head of a Grendel.

Instead, I saw myself. The artist’s rendition wasn’t entirely accurate since I was wielding two axes, and my nose was a little too big, but it was definitely me.

Maybe I had been wrong about the holo balloon outside. Maybe the Outlander children had been playing beneath a giant replica of me.

“Holy shit,” Nathan said as he peered over my shoulder. “That’s you.”

“Yeah,” I said. I wasn’t sure how to take this sudden plunge into notoriety, but I signed the card all the same.

“It’s for my little bro,” the squire quickly admitted after I handed back the card.

The other squires left me with my friends, and the room slowly resumed its chatter.

“Let’s get going,” Flanagan said.

“It definitely wasn’t for his little brother,” Richard said to me as we marched through a sequence of fairly plain concrete passageways.

“This is weird,” I said. “I don’t feel like some kind of celebrity.”

“Fame doesn’t last forever,” Flanagan said. “They’ll forget about you soon enough. Me? I used to be the most renowned herald throughout the kingdom. But now? I bet you won’t find a single bar that still plays my songs. And none of the RTF runesongs I wrote would be attributed to me.”

“I’ve never heard of you,” Neville said, and I cringed a little at his brutal honesty.

“Ha! There you go. You just proved my point. Fame is fickle.”

“So are a lot of things,” Nathan said.

“That’s why you seize opportunities, young squire,” Flanagan said with a forced scholarly tone. “Booze, battle, and beauties. I call them the three Bs of life. Sure, they aren’t around forever, which is why you enjoy them while you can.”

After descending seven floors via an elevator, we arrived at a gloomy level complete with a musty smell and water dripping from the ceiling. Ancient computer terminals lined the walls, and a few were kingdom access points used for accessing personal databases. We passed a few unattended counters with LED signage that had half their letters missing. I could still read them, and they were all labeled with some variation of ‘Bounty Collection Point.’

“Doesn’t look like this level gets very many visitors,” Neville said as he stretched his legs so he wouldn’t step in a puddle.

“The last time I was here, this passageway was teeming with collectors,” Flanagan said as we came to the only manned booth. “The targets numbered in the hundreds, and every other knight risked his life to kill one.”

“Are you folks lost?” the collector said as he lifted a bespectacled head from behind his computer screen. He pressed a button on the side of his chair, and the seat raised up a bit so his eyes were level with mine.

The collector gave me a dirty look like the last thing he wanted today, or any other day, was to service customers. There didn’t seem to be any other people working on this dilapidated floor, but I guessed the short man relished being alone.

At least the day’s business would be quick and easy, and we could get onto whatever Flanagan had planned. All he had to do was approve the DNA sample and provide me with the currency I had earned by killing the Bone King.

“You look kinda busy, so I’ll get straight to the point,” I said, and I heard my friends chuckle behind me. “We’ve come to collect a bounty.”

“Is that so?” The collector leaned back into his chair, put on a fake smile, and lifted his hand to indicate the wall behind him. “Which of these ten bastards do you think you killed?”

The space was decorated with holographic portraits of mean-looking criminals, and I spotted the Bone King between a woman that might have been Treyin’s twin and an elderly man whom I doubted could stand without assistance, let alone meet the criteria for the Caledonian Kingdom’s most-wanted list. From the attire the other criminals were wearing, I guessed the list was a little outdated. Fashion trends changed so quickly, and the outlaws’ frilled collars and waxed facial hair suggested they were either really into vintage styles, or were deemed worthy of bounties decades ago. Some of them had likely already died of old age, so the collector was probably suspicious of folks trying to turn in bounties for criminals who had bitten the dust naturally.

“This all you’ve got?” Flanagan gestured at the wall. “Times really have changed.”

“Yes,” the collector shot back, and he seemed to grow in displeasure by the second.

Peace and prosperity marked King Justinian’s era, so it made sense that there weren’t many bounties around anymore. That might change if the kingdoms went to war again, and there would also be more criminals to fill the void left by the Bone King’s death.

The collector sighed. “I’ll have you know that you’re not the first bunch that’s come through here claiming to—“

I cut the man off when I pulled the DNA sample from my pocket and planted it on the counter.

The collector removed his glasses, exhaled on the lenses, and then rubbed them on his shirt. “Let’s see what you’ve managed to swindle.”

“It belongs to the Bone King,” I said as the collector carefully lifted the swab between two fingers like it contained a deadly virus. He slipped the object into a mechanism connected to his computer, and then a popup appeared on the screen. The word ‘Match: Bone King’ flashed in bright yellow text and flickered over the collector’s face.

“The DNA is a match, but I will need more than just a sample for such a large bounty. Do you have something else you can use to prove you actually killed the Bone King?” The collector peered over the counter and roamed his eyes over my body. As though satisfied that I couldn’t prove that I had killed the Bone King, he brandished his fake smile again.

“The body is in our starship,” I explained as I tried to contain my frustration.

“Can you have it sent here?” The man’s smile didn’t fade, and he clearly thought I was stringing him along. He seemed to enjoy the conversation now that I was squirming with annoyance.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I’ll organize it right away.”

I couldn’t wait to see the collector’s smug expression fade when I hauled the Bone King’s headless corpse atop the counter. It’d be worth traveling all the way back to the Stalwart just to see the look on his face.

“There’s no need,” Flanagan said as he slipped his pack from over his shoulder and hauled it atop the counter. “I have a part of him with me.”

We all peered into the pack as Flanagan peeled the cloth away and revealed a metal box. He entered a sequence into the keypad, and the lid popped off with a hiss. Vapor plumed from inside the box, and the Bone King’s preserved head was staring up at me from inside.

“Ahhh!” the attendant screamed as he scrambled backward. His beady eyes looked about to burst, and he sucked in air to calm himself.

“I figured the collector would want more than just a DNA sample,” Flanagan said as he gave me a wink.

“I-I-I’ll confirm the identity of this, and then you can be on your way.” The collector heaved the box from the counter, disappeared from view when he stepped down from his chair, and then appeared again as he carried the box through the backroom. A little less than a minute later, he returned and pounded his computer console’s key.

He actually seemed a little excited, and I guessed he was glad finally to be performing his designated role in the RTF.

“I apologize for being a little cold to you earlier,” the collector said as he navigated the next few windows on his monitor.

“A little?” Neville asked, and I could tell my friend had been annoyed by the man’s treatment of me. Our friendship had come a long way, and my chest swelled with admiration for Neville.

“Maybe more than a little,” the collector agreed as he hit the keypad one last time, and then he looked up at me with a genuine smile. “I have transferred 100,000 KPs into the account of Squire Nicholas Lyons.”

“Woah!” Richard said from behind me.

“You’re fucking rich!” Nathan gave me a congratulatory slap on the back.

Flanagan’s smooth face widened into a grin. “Sounds like you’re buying the next round of beers, Squire Lyons!”

I couldn’t believe what the bounty collector had told me, and my mouth was too dry to form words. I slipped past my friends as I rushed along the corridors to an ancient-looking kingdom access point. The screen was a little dusty, so I rubbed my sleeve over it so that I could see better. The navigation menu fired up and requested my ID. I held my thumb over the bioreader, navigated to my bank account once the system registered my identity, and then requested a balance readout.

Current Kingdom Balance: 111,520

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 129,025

I almost choked after I read my balance. Repairing my items after the last mission had cost me 5,000 KPs, but my account was still 100,000 KPs larger than when I had last seen it. I had earned more than double the amount required to undergo the knighthood examination. I was probably not only the highest earning squire this year, but I could have earned more than any other squire in history.

The bounty collector wouldn’t be the only one to learn I had killed the Bone King, so I imagined all the other squires at the exam would also know. I didn’t like the limelight all that much, and completing a 100,000 KP bounty would put a target on my chest.

As if the examination wouldn’t be hard enough, now there would probably be a bunch of jealous squires who wondered how an Outlander had managed to kill the Bone King while stationed aboard the Stalwart. My worries only increased when I remembered the sour looks we’d been given by other RTF soldiers as we walked through the castle’s streets.

It didn’t matter. I wouldn’t let my naysayers get to me, and I would complete the knighthood exam. After all, how difficult could it be? I had fought knights from other kingdoms, knights from my own kingdom, and defeated a pirate warlord. The tests couldn’t possibly be more difficult than that.

At least that’s what I told myself as I navigated to my inbox to check for any unopened messages and found one from Mom. I pulled my fingers apart to open it, and my mother’s face suddenly appeared on the screen.

Hello, Nick. I hope your assignment is going well. I have heard some terrible things about the Stalwart’s crew. Please tell me you are staying safe. Take your time before taking the knighthood exam. I wouldn’t want you to come home with your mind wiped or worse—for you to end up dead. Do you remember Sal? From the grocery store? He had a cousin that took the test, and he never came back. Apparently, he was a real star of a squire, too. Anyway, I probably have nothing to worry about. 50,000 KPs will take you a long time to earn. I give you all my love. Know that your father would be proud of you.

Mom gave the camera a smile, and I noticed tears forming in her eyes before she ended the recording. I blinked back a few tears of my own while I considered how little Mom knew about my situation. I hadn’t told her the Stalwart wasn’t exactly a humanitarian vessel. Neither had I mentioned taking the knighthood examination. She would find out in a few weeks, and I hoped it would be after reading of my success rather than seeing me in a mindwiped state or receiving a message that I would never be coming home.

I transferred 5,000 KPs to my mother, enough for her to complete her monthly bills with a fair amount to spare. She will probably wonder how I had obtained the currency, but she would worry needlessly if I sent any more than that.

My balance updated after the transfer completed.

Current Kingdom Balance: 106,520

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 129,025

Before I could shut down the system, a new message flickered on the right side of the screen. I selected the icon and then saw the sender’s identity.

Her Royal Majesty, Queen Catrina.

Holy shit. Holy fucking shit.

My heart stopped beating in my chest, and I pressed my finger on the screen to open the message.

Squire Nicholas Lyons,

You have rid our beloved kingdom of the criminal scourge known as the Bone King. For this, you will have my eternal thanks. I only hope the small bounty you have won is sufficient to show my gratitude.

The crown’s blessings be upon you as you serve the Caledonian Kingdom.

Her Royal Majesty, Queen Catrina.

I read the message four more times, and each time my heart soared with devotion for the Queen. Even though this seemed like a form response that anyone who turned in a bounty would receive from the monarch, it was more than most other RTF personnel would ever get. I planned to send this message to Mom as soon as I explained everything that had happened since my graduation. She would probably hang a copy above the mantelpiece in her apartment and brag to the other Outlanders about her son the RTF squire.

A smile spread across my lips as I closed my account on the terminal and walked back to my friends. They flooded me with congratulations again, and I felt kind of bad for taking all the bounty. Flanagan assured me I had earned it, but I would have to purchase a few kegs of beer for the crew.

It was a small price when I had six figures in my bank account.

While we moved back through the dank passageways, the herald knight bragged about the beautiful women, delicious beer, and rocking tunes inside our intended destination. Excitement made me walk much faster, and my friends matched my pace. By the time we exited the RTF headquarters, we were all practically skipping like schoolgirls.

We walked down the steps to a main road and stepped inside a road-tram so we wouldn’t have to wade through the crowds. I peered through the windows and watched children gather beneath giant flying holos. Some looked like cartoon versions of Grendels, while others were knights in Runetech armor.

The entire city was abuzz with the festivities, and I was glad we had a few days to kill before the exam. Music boomed from above me, and I looked up at metal towers with pulsing neon lights. Men and women gathered on their balconies, and they were all dressed in the gaudy clothing of nobles.

“Are you thinking a place like that?” Nathan asked Flanagan as he gestured at the salmon-colored building above us.

“Nah. What I have in mind is even better. You need the perfect place to relax before the exam.”

We took an elevator down to a subway and entered a train carriage bound for the Outer Ring. I watched the underground tunnels pass by through the window until the carriage emerged into another district. This area had fewer people in the streets, and the buildings were more formal and didn’t have neon signage. Landscaped gardens surrounded their frontages, and I realized they belonged to Caledonian nobles when I saw house insignias marking their gates.

“I don’t recognize any of those noble houses,” Flanagan said with a frown. “Maybe things have changed a bit since I was here last.”

“How long ago was that?” Nathan asked, and he seemed as perplexed by Flanagan’s past as me. The herald didn’t look a day over thirty, but he spoke about the castle as though he hadn’t visited it for decades.

“Too long,” Flanagan answered in a tone that suggested he wouldn’t answer any more questions on the matter.

“Will we pass any buildings belonging to your houses?” I asked the other squires.

“Nah,” Richard said. “Ours is too poor to have a satellite house inside the castle.”

I turned to Neville. “What about yours?”

“We already passed it.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

Neville shrugged. “It’s kinda small. There’s not much to see.”

My friend obviously didn’t want to talk about his family, so I remained silent until we were no longer in the noble district. This section of the city was a little gloomier, but it was still impressive for its size. The false sky was hidden behind dozens of intersecting cables and a network of balconies that connected one building to the next.

“This is the place,” Flanagan said as the carriage eased to a halt.

We all left the train and moved from the platform to a dim street. I shuddered as the frigid air touched my skin, so the atmospheric systems were probably faulty in this area. We stepped into an underpass with graffiti marked walls before we passed shady characters congregating in the gutters above ground.

“Ah, seems it’s really gone downhill since I was last here,” the herald muttered as he marched toward what looked like a cubicle of some kind. The structure was only large enough for one person, so I thought maybe it was a portable restroom. I entered after the herald and saw that it was the entrance to a staircase.

The soles on my shoes stuck to each step, and I was immediately hit by the smell of rancid alcohol and tobacco. But another scent filled my nostrils and brought back the memory of my home world.

Sandalwood.

The aromatic trees grew on Dobuni, and I remembered Mom filling our house with incense sticks. When I came to the bottom of the stairs, I saw dozens of Outlanders sitting around the tables while they played cards. The barmaids were all Outlanders, too, and I found myself inhaling the familiar scent of sandalwood while absorbing the sights. Images of Dobuni lined the walls, and I recalled visiting the national parks and tribal monuments with Mom. The clientele all bore the olive skin and almost gray irises of my kin, and they were drinking the dark stouts our people were renowned for. Gambling machines sat in the far corner, and I smiled at a few elderly ladies with headsets screaming into the virtual reality games as they sought to win big.

Even when I was little, I could hear the adults having fun inside pubs like this and couldn’t wait until I could join them. This place could have been plucked straight from my home world, and nostalgia stirred in my stomach like a warm soup.

“Surprise,” Flanagan said to me with a smile. “I was worried that this place might have gone under, but it looks like it’s still the same ol’ hole in the wall I remember.”

The patrons quietened as we approached the bar, and I guessed they weren’t accustomed to a bunch of RTF squires and a knight entering their spot. Their glares made me wonder if I was an outsider now, but I dismissed the thought as I took a stool at the bar with the others. I noticed a dusty portrait of Queen Catrina nailed to the wall.

The barman wore a tanktop, and scars dashed across his arms. He scowled at us as we all took stools.

“I’ve paid my taxes,” he said as he wiped the counter in front of me.

“Relax, friend!” Flanagan nodded toward me. “My Outlander friend has plenty of KPs, and we are very thirsty.”

“Hey, I recognize you,” the barman said to me. “You’re the Hero of Tyranus, aren’t you?”

Before I could answer him, he snatched a bottle of bourbon from above him and poured a generous amount into a tumbler in front of me.

“Thanks,” I said as I downed the entire drink in one lung gulp. The strong booze burned my throat as it descended, but it left an incredible feeling inside my stomach.

“You like it?” the barman asked me.

“Yeah,” I croaked.

“The name’s Randy Perkins,” he said as I shook his hand. “How about a round for your friends, too?”

“You’re my kind of man.” Flanagan said as Randy filled four tumblers with the bourbon.

The others took the glasses and drained them, and I heard Neville gasp as though he’d just swallowed liquid fire.

“Whatever happened to Johnson?” Flanagan asked the barman.

“Johnson?” the man responded with a frown.

“Yeah. The old owner.”

“Never heard of him.” Randy started drying a glass with his towel and then paused. “Actually, yeah, I think there was a guy a long time ago who used to run the place. But that was almost a hundred years ago. You sure you’re thinking of the right guy?”

“Ah, I must be recalling someone else,” the herald said. “No matter. I can play a few songs for you in thanks for your hospitality.”

“The patrons aren’t exactly fond of Core World music.”

“I know a few Outlander ditties,” Flanagan countered.

Randy shrugged. “Be my guest. Almost anything would be better than what Igor’s playing. We’ve broken his instruments a hundred times, but he still comes back with a new one every night.”

Flanagan grinned as he sauntered over to Igor and prodded the musician on the shoulder. “Mind if I play a little something?”

Igor took a little while to respond, but he handed Flanagan a ukulele. The herald tuned the instrument as everyone watched on, and then he broke into a familiar tune. The ballad was Outlander in origin, but the melody was changed a little. The patrons seemed surprised that Flanagan knew the song, and it wasn’t long until they were all clapping and cheering for more. The herald obliged their demands with another tune, and then he bowed to their applause.

“I wrote that one myself,” Flanagan said as he plopped into the stool beside me.

“That can’t be right,” I said. “That’s been an Outlander folk song for a long while.”

Flanagan winked as he slapped the ass of a passing barmaid. The blonde woman gave him a playful whack, and then he pulled her into his lap. I half-expected her to tear away from him, but she immediately planted a firm kiss on his lips.

“Flanagan seems to be enjoying himself,” Neville said as the herald and the barmaid started making out.

We continued drinking and singing songs with the locals for hours, and my body was abuzz with alcohol and merriment. I couldn’t help thinking that it was a pity more Outlanders hadn’t joined the RTF. If I continued earning currency, I could probably set up some kind of scholarship for Outlanders. My father had left money for me, so there was no reason why I couldn’t do the same for other youths from my home world.

The music slowly died down, and the patrons reduced to only a handful. We hunkered around a table as Igor started playing a more eerie tune.

“What did the captain need the transporter cube for?” Nathan asked Flanagan.

“It’ll make our mission much easier. We can link the cube to another one the Queen possesses, and then sending her the king’s items won’t require a personal delivery.”

“Why does she want them?” I asked.

“Well, if we gather all the items then...” Flanagan trailed off as his lips slowly morphed into a mischievous smile. “You’re a crafty bugger, Squire Lyons. I’m not so easily suckered into revealing classified information. Now, if you had yourself a pair of breasts and a plump ass, I might not have so easily caught onto you.”

The Queen’s desire to see her father’s armor returned seemed reasonable, but I wondered why it was such a clandestine mission. Because other kingdoms or rogue knights might seek the equipment for their own use? I had witnessed the power of the late King’s items, so that theory wasn’t out of the question. Still, I felt like there was more at play.

“It’s getting a little late,” Neville said with a hiccup. “Maybe we should—“

An ugly sound came from Igor’s violin, and I guessed he had dragged the bow harshly across the strings. The musician was staring in wonder at the entrance, and I turned my head to see a gigantic man squeeze through the doorway followed by twelve muscle-bound thugs.

I immediately recognized the fat man clad in black and gold pinstripe robes.

Gregory. The thug leader of the Outlander Resistance in Bratton who had tried to kill me when I wouldn’t join his ranks.
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Chapter 3

“You know the guy?” Flanagan asked, and I guessed he had recognized my displeasure at seeing my old acquaintance.

“I killed a few of his thugs on Bratton.”

“Should we leave?” Nathan asked.

“I think we should hang around to see what he’s doing on Castle Stirling.”

“Fine by me,” Flanagan said with a shrug. “Maybe we’ll even get to trade a few blows with the fat man and his friends.”

The last person I was expecting to see was the gangster who had offered me a job on Bratton. We had unfinished business, and I imagined he would still remember how I had butchered his henchmen inside the Wayfarer commune.

I didn’t want to destroy the tavern in a brawl since the barman had been so kind, but Gregory was the type of scum that unleashed the violent part of me. I glanced at my friends, and they all gave me supportive nods.

“Gregory!” Randy barked as his expression darkened a little, and he even glanced over his shoulder at the portrait of the Queen.

The fat man and his thugs moved across the room, and my hand dropped instinctively to my hip. I grasped at thin air, and I remembered I wasn’t wearing any weapons, so I returned my hands to my beer and eyed Gregory and his men as they approached the bar.

The fat man’s eyes met mine, and I could see no surprise in them. Did he know I would be here? If so, then this particular visit had a purpose in mind, and I kind of hoped he would try to get his revenge.

“Hero,” Gregory said to me with a smile that seemed forced. He scowled at a stool as though realizing it would crumble under his immense body weight if he sat on it. The fat man nodded at a chair beneath a table, and one of his men dragged it to the bar.

“Gregory,” I said through clenched teeth.

“It’s been a while. It can’t be a mere coincidence that you and I are here together. Perhaps fate has arranged our paths to cross again?”

“The answer’s the same as last time,” I said. “I’m not working for you.”

“Oh, I could have guessed your response. After all, you did kill my men. They were valuable to me. Very valuable. I expect repayment.”

“You’re not getting it,” I said. The other squires exchanged nervous glances, but I had plenty of experience with bullies, so I knew that I couldn’t give Gregory an inch.

“I can really feel the tension in the air,” Flanagan said after he made a loud slurp of his beer. “It’s almost palpable. I can nearly palp it.”

Gregory scowled at the herald and focused his attention on me. “Tell me, what exactly are you doing on Castle Stirling?”

“He’s taking the knighthood exam, big boy,” Flanagan said with a devious grin, and I could tell he was eager for this situation to turn bloody. I didn’t exactly share his desire, but maybe paying Gregory back for all those dead Wayfarers wouldn’t be so bad.

The herald’s insult made Gregory snarl. “You should be very careful how you speak to me. I know you’re from the Stalwart. A washed-up knight like you obviously doesn’t know who I am. You wouldn’t want that pretty face of yours ruined now, would you?”

“Ha! Was that a threat?” Flanagan slammed his palm on the counter and let out a deep-bellied laugh. “Not only are you the fattest man I’ve ever seen, but you’re the funniest, too.”

Gregory’s face turned a bright pink, and his jowls jiggled as he tried to contain his wrath. “Hero of Tyranus, do you truly think you are serving your fellow Outlanders by working for RTF halfwits like these?”

“Halfwit? I’ll have you know I’m at least a three-quarter-wit,” Flanagan shot back.

“Grrrrr,” Gregory growled audibly, and the men behind him stepped forward in a barely veiled threat.

“I can guarantee you that you’ll lose if you try anything,” I said without an iota of doubt.

“Thirteen against four? Those are not good odds without your precious Runetech.”

“You’re right,” Flanagan quipped. “Perhaps you should call in the rest of your thugs from the ground.”

Gregory’s mouth turned lopsided in confusion. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then who are they?” The herald pointed to the security monitor above the bar where at least another dozen black-clothed men were gathered above the stairwell.

“Ah,” Gregory exhaled. His patience surprised me, and I might have admired the virtue had I not wanted to pound my fist into his lumpy face. “They aren’t thugs, they are simply my supporters. Many are in favor of my business.”

“Business?” I asked. “Like undercutting the kingdom and forming a resistance?”

“That’s a pretty good summary,” Randy said from behind the bar. “Now, are you folks going to throw down or just blow hot air? Because I have an excellent insurance plan, and I wouldn’t mind getting some renovations.”

I turned my head to Flanagan, and his lips pulled into a gleaming smile.

“If you’re asking me, then the answer is ‘yes’. You’ve been on the Stalwart now; you should know that’s always the correct response to a fight.” The herald gave a gleeful yip before he drained his mug and slammed it on the benchtop.

Gregory bristled a little, and I wondered whether his implicit threats were all empty. I was sort of excited to give the fat man and his henchmen a beating, but I was a little worried that the ones above the staircase might have weaponry. The security inside the space station was pretty tight, but that didn’t mean criminals couldn’t slip through the cracks. Without armor or prot-fields, knives and bullets didn’t need to be enchanted to deal lethal damage.

“They don’t have any weapons,” Flanagan whispered to me. “Really time to ratchet up the fun.”

Gregory jumped from his stool with the speed of a man a quarter his size. He raised both meaty fists, and his henchmen took fighting stances of their own. Flanagan nodded at us, and I sprung from my chair and delivered a sweeping kick to the nearest thug. His legs buckled, and I climbed on top of him. My fist made short work of his face, and his bones cracked beneath my fists. I felt the sting as his teeth cut into my hands, but I ignored the pain as I left the unconscious man and tackled another.

“Better call in the cavalry, fatty!” Flanagan yelled at Gregory as he clocked a goon with a hard right. Blood spurted from the thug’s nose and painted the floor. The herald jumped onto a table and started kicking mugs in the direction of the thugs. The glasses shot toward the men like crystal cannonballs, and they yelped as they tried to evade them.

“Get down here!” Gregory barked into a comm.

Neville ducked beneath the swing from a giant of a man while Nathan grabbed a nearby beer mug and cracked an enemy over the head. The glass shattered, and I heard Igor start another song. The ditty sounded almost comical, and the fight continued as though playing with a soundtrack.

A barmaid squealed as a thug rushed passed her, and I grabbed a chair in both hands and smashed it over the man’s back. He bellowed as he fell to the ground, and I kicked him upside the head to silence him. I saw movement behind me and spun around just in time to evade an attack. A thug’s attempt to kidney-punch me missed, and I grabbed his head in my hands and threw him onto a table. The metal buckled beneath him, and he groaned as he tried to stand.

I left the injured man as Gregory’s reinforcements invaded the bar. Nathan and Richard were the first to engage them, and they worked together to take down the thugs. One twin grabbed a man while the other pulverized the opponent’s midsection with fists like a jackhammer. When they were done, I saw Flanagan leap from a table and latch his legs on either side of a goon’s neck. He pulled the man to the ground and then choked him into unconsciousness.

I shot a look to Randy, and the barman grinned at me while he polished glasses calmly. The brawl seemed to please him, so I smiled back. I hadn’t imagined fighting Gregory’s thugs would be so enjoyable, and I laughed as I split a man’s nose with a left jab. Blood burst from the thug’s face, and he grabbed his head in both hands and retreated.

Igor’s song came to an end, and all I heard were groans from the injured thugs. My friends had received a few cuts and bruises, but they were all standing. All the goons were in various states of injury, with Gregory the only one still standing.

“Hero!” the fatman screamed, and the entire room seemed to tremble as he sprinted toward me. Each footfall caused a tremor, and his flabby body rippled like a pool of jelly. I ducked as he swung at me and then clocked him in his flabby stomach. My hand seemed to sink halfway up my forearm, and Gregory stumbled back with a pained gasp.

My friends were all watching me from the bar, and the tavernkeep had given them fresh glasses of beer. I figured they were all sitting this one out.

This was my fight.

Gregory descended upon me like a human mountain, and the shadow of his giant form enveloped me. He leaned forward to grab me, but I bobbed beneath his arms. Then I jumped, twisted in the air, and punched him in the back of the head. He crumpled like a detonated building, and I heard my friends cheer.

I stood over the fat man as he struggled to his feet. Instead of coming back for more, he slowly scuttled backward.

“I just wished to celebrate our beloved monarch’s birthday,” Gregory said as he wiped the blood from his right ear. He sounded like a spoilt child who hadn’t gotten his way.

“Fuck off, Gregory,” I said as I glared at him. “I don’t want to see you ever again.”

The fat man scowled and retreated up the stairs. His henchmen groaned as they stood and followed their leader out of the bar. The other patrons had fled when the fight first started, so now there were only barmaids picking up the broken glasses.

“Leave those,” Randy called out to the women. “Need the place to look real bad for the insurance company. Why don’t you ladies take the rest of the night off? You can come into work in two days.”

The barmaids jumped with glee, and Flanagan grabbed two of them before they could leave. He kissed one after the other and then gripped both their asses before they hurried away with a giggle.

“Nicely done,” the barman said after giving us all a vigorous applause. “I think you’ve all earned a lifetime pass. It’s about time someone put Gregory in his place.”

“Do many Outlanders support him?” I asked.

“Not a lot. But there is a faithful few. He’s cooking something up in Castle Stirling. I just hope he doesn’t bring all of us Outlanders into it.”

“I met an enchanter named Max on Bratton. He seemed to think the resistance didn’t have much influence or power.”

“It only takes a few bad apples,” Randy said with an ominous tone that worried me a bit.

I noticed something on the ground and picked it up. It was an earpiece used as a comm, and I guessed it had fallen from Gregory’s ear when I struck him. I almost threw it away, but then I thought maybe it could be useful. I doubted the Outlander Resistance would ever bring their plans to fruition, but keeping tabs on them wouldn't hurt, so I pocketed the device.

“Thanks for the good time, Randy,” Flanagan said. “I better get the lads back to the starship.”

“One thing before you leave,” the barman said. “Where’d you learn to play those Outlander songs?”

“I grew up on Bratton,” Flanagan said. “A family of Outlanders raised me as their own. Core World baby that was left for dead on the streets, and they were the only ones who would help a crying infant.”

“Then you’re one of us by adoption.”

“Nah. I’m just a Caledonian. Like you. We’re all Caledonians, despite where we come from.”

“I hear you,” Randy said. “You folks stay out of trouble. Gregory can be a mean motherfucker.”

We left the bar in a shamble, but before I entered the stairwell, I saw Randy grinning at the mess like it was a million KPs. I doubted his insurance claim would be that valuable, but I was glad we could do some good for him while also beating up Gregory and his men.

“That was a bunch of fun,” Nathan said after we finished climbing the stairs.

“Aye,” Flanagan said. “Now you four need a good night’s rest before your training begins.”

“Training? I thought the test wasn’t for two more days.” Neville said as we started to walk toward the subway.

“It’s not, but you’ll need to brush up on your skills. Starting tomorrow morning.”

“Ugh,” Nathan groaned. “I’m going to have the galaxy’s worst hangover tomorrow.”

“Just a few drills to make sure you’re prepared for the exam,” Flanagan yelled as we entered the subway. The trains roared as they moved along the tracks, and it was a good fifteen minutes before our carriage arrived.

I fell asleep a few times while we traveled, and Flanagan woke me up once we had stopped. I yawned as I stepped outside the carriage and followed the others along the platform to a second train bound for the docks.

I glanced at the city again and back to the RTF headquarters where I had scored the massive bounty. I would probably remember that place for the rest of my life. My heart stopped beating when I saw a few nobles gathered in the building’s front courtyard.

Duke Edmund Barnes was among them.

Seeing the man who had gotten me assigned to the Stalwart filled me with conflicting emotions, and I paused outside the carriage as my friends entered..

“Are you coming?” Neville asked from inside.

“I’ll get another ride,” I said. “There’s something I need to do first.”

The door closed, and the vehicle rocketed along the track and into the tunnel. With my friends gone, I continued watching Duke Barnes from the platform. The lord was engaged in conversation with other nobles dressed in fur coats. A small retinue of knights surrounded them, and I debated whether I should just leave without speaking to the duke.

The only thing keeping me there was all the questions I wanted to ask. Had he been in league with Silvester Polgar? Had destroying the Stalwart and her crew been a part of the duke’s plan all along? Captain Cross had suggested that Duke Barnes was behind the order, but I wasn’t so sure.

I crossed the underpass and marched toward the gathered lords. They were having a party of some kind within a segregated area guarded by armored knights. I should have known nobles like these would have certain privileges not afforded to the general population.

“What’s your business, Squire?” a knight asked me.

“I wish to speak with Duke Barnes, sir.”

“He’s busy, Squire” the man answered, and I noticed his gaze lift to my hair and then the rest of my body. He had just realized I was an Outlander, and he was probably wondering what the hell one of my kind was doing wearing the attire of an RTF squire.

“Please tell him Squire Nicholas Lyons wishes to speak with him.”

The knight opened his mouth to speak, but then my name must have caused him to stop. I wasn’t sure whether he admired me like those squires I had met earlier today, or whether he thought my Outlander heritage made me a disgrace to the RTF.

Before he could answer, Duke Barnes suddenly noticed me and rushed to the barricade.

“Squire Lyons? Oh, this is a pleasant surprise!” the duke pushed past the knight and clamped both his arms around me. The gesture was more affectionate than I had expected, but then I could smell wine on the noble’s breath. The lord was in a merry mood, so I figured this was probably the best time to ask him some pointed questions.

“Can we speak in private, my lord?” I asked.

The duke’s expression turned serious. “Oh, of course.” He led me to an alcove outside the VIP area and indicated for me to sit on a bench of polished veined metal. A few knights accompanied us, but they kept their distance so they wouldn’t overhear our conversation.

“You are probably wondering why I have not contacted you,” Duke Barnes said.

“Yes, my lord.” I decided against asking my questions right away since the duke seemed like he would speak freely without them.

“I am very sorry. After the RTF Bulwark was destroyed by pirates, I had to find another person to replace Polgar. The search took most of my time outside my regular kingdom duties. Polgar was incredibly loyal to me, and those types are not easily found.”

“Loyal? He threatened my mother. He said that if I didn’t fulfil his wishes, he would harm her.”

“Ah, yes. Polgar is quite brutish. I apologize on his behalf.”

“Is? You’re speaking like he’s not dead, my lord.”

“Oh, he is very much alive. If you can call his present state alive. He is recuperating in a vat of bioliquid. It will probably be at least a year before he can even feed himself.”

My mouth turned to cotton wool when I heard the sorcerer was still alive. I had witnessed his warship torn to pieces after I fired the rune-cannon at it.

“How did Polgar survive if pirates destroyed the RTF Bulwark? Was he not present?” I asked the questions carefully so I wouldn’t incriminate myself or the Stalwart in the warship’s demise.

“He opened a portal back to Tachion seconds before his ship was hit with quite the weapon. We haven’t been able to determine exactly what took down the Bulwark, but it was exceedingly powerful. Polgar is lucky to have survived.”

“Have you spoken with him since, my lord?” I asked.

“In fragments through the use of a diviner.”

“Did he mention me?”

“No. Any time you were mentioned, his mind went into a rage, and we could not speak to him for a full day afterward. I surmise it will be some time before he can even hear your name. You must have vexed him greatly.” The duke gave me a smile that suggested he was pleased with my effect on the sorcerer.

“I believe I did, my lord,” I said as I returned his smile.

“Now, I’m afraid Polgar did not report anything to me since you left for the Stalwart, so I am in the dark as to your mission. He was gathering intel from your conversations, but none of it survived the destruction of the Bulwark. Tell me, did you discover insurrection on the Stalwart?”

The duke hadn’t contacted me at all, even when he knew I could no longer speak with Polgar. The mission to find insurrection aboard the Stalwart seemed important, and if the duke’s real purpose was to learn of the crew’s true mission, then wouldn’t he have tried to contact me? Maybe the duke truly was in the dark. Maybe he didn’t have the slightest clue about our hunt for King Justinian’s lost equipment.

“I can tell you are thinking,” Duke Barnes said as he appraised me. “Is there something you wish to say? Speak now if you have been threatened. Rest assured, a man in my employ will not be put into danger.”

“Sorry, my lord. I’m a little drunk.” I hoped that would alleviate any of the duke’s doubts.

“Ah, well, that makes the both of us. Now, I must know. What did you find? Are the Stalwart’s crew rebels?”

“There’s no evidence of insurrection, my lord,” I said. “They are actually very loyal to the queen.”

“You noticed nothing out of the ordinary?”

“They’re exactly like you would expect for a humanitarian vessel. Washed-up knights who sometimes clear portals outside the kingdom’s authorization.”

“A petty crime.” The duke sighed. “Insufficient to prove insurrection. I would have thought my source more reliable, but I suppose paranoia can strike anyone. These are tenuous times we live in, my dear squire. Renegades could be anywhere.” The duke whispered his last sentence as he cast a wary look into the city.

Duke Barnes didn’t strike me as all that intelligent or wise, just delusional and paranoid. Captain Cross was either wrong about the man, or Barnes was an excellent actor.

“So, now that you’ve completed your assignment and found no evidence for insurrection, I suppose you’ll be wanting a new starship? I could get you aboard the Valor if you wish.”

“There’s no need, my lord,” I said. “I would like to stay on the Stalwart.”

“So be it,” Duke Barnes said, and I caught a glimpse of disdain on his face. “You Outlanders really aren’t ones to strive for excellence, are you? Not like we Core World nobles. Did you know my Ludas is taking the knighthood exam?”

“I did not,” I said.

I could hardly believe Ludas had acquired enough KPs to take the exam, but then he was assigned to the best starship. They had probably cleared Grendel portals every other day, and even low-level rifts would equate to a lot of currency after a few months. I hoped Ludas had changed after the Academy, but I doubted someone like him could shift in their personality so quickly. Even though Ludas had bullied me, I had forgiven him, so I was open to being proved wrong. Besides, a new and improved Ludas would mean competition against an old enemy, and that would be an excellent motivation for anything the examiners threw at me during the test.

“Ludas has changed much since graduating. I always favored the boy for his potential, but now he is finally living up to the Barnes name. But I speak too much of my son. I am more interested in your presence on the castle. What has brought the Stalwart here?”

“Our squires are taking the knighthood exam,” I said after recognizing the lord’s suspicion when his eyes narrowed.

“Is that so? I am surprised humanitarian missions have allowed them to gather the currency. They must have been stationed on the ship for quite some time.”

“Two tours, my lord,” I said.

“That is quite rapid indeed. Are you sure you saw nothing of insurrection there?”

“No, my lord.”

“But they must be more than they seem. Otherwise, they would not have been capable of killing the Bone King.”

I tried to force my mouth closed so the duke wouldn’t see the surprise on my face.

“You seem surprised?” he continued. “I learned of your impressive feat mere hours ago. It is quite incredible. But you didn’t really kill the pirate warlord, did you? I suppose a crew member found him dead after some leadership squabble among the pirates. I won’t ask how or why the Stalwart’s crew were embroiled with pirates, but I do not really expect more from petty criminals.”

“Uh...” I couldn’t think of anything to say in response, and the duke seemed like he had it all figured out, anyway.

“So someone decided to trade in the bounty. You drew the short straw, of course. Because you’re an Outlander, you were ordered to exchange the bounty.”

I shrugged. “Nothing gets past you, my lord.”

“No, it does not. I am perceptive, Squire Lyons.”

I wasn’t sure whether his words carried a hidden meaning, and the whole conversation was really making my stomach churn. The duke was almost impossible to read, and I figured I had already said too much.

“Can you do me a favor while you are on the castle?” the duke asked.

“Yes, my lord,” I said.

The duke’s sudden change in mood earlier made me wonder whether the request would involve King Justinian’s equipment. Surely Polgar had already told the duke about them. The sorcerer would have only kept the information to himself if he was working alone. But nothing Polgar had said to me indicated the duke wanted the equipment.

Could it be possible that the duke had nothing to do with the sorcerer’s harsh treatment of me and the crew, or the desire to obtain the king’s items?

“There is another squire undergoing the knighthood examination. His name is Finn Standish, and his house has proved quite troublesome of late.”

“I remember his name,” I said. “He made a number of records at the Academy.”

Those test scores had stared me in the face for a long while, and I could never quite beat them. I had become a much better fighter since joining the Stalwart, so maybe I could best Finn Standish now.

“The lad is an excellent warrior. Probably even better than my Ludas.”

I stifled a smile at the lord’s obvious blindness to his son’s abilities.

“Finn’s father, Count Standish, has become quite the thorn in our beloved Queen’s side. I believe he might be orchestrating some unfortunate events inside the castle.”

“Unfortunate events, my lord?”

“Yes. There have been a number of crimes whose only apparent purpose is to make Her Royal Majesty look inept. I believe Count Standish is behind this. Could you befriend his son and see whether he knows anything? A few seditious words are all that would be needed to incriminate him.”

“I can do that, my lord.” I had no intention of following through with the request. If Duke Barnes turned out to be working against the Queen, then Count Standish might actually be an ally. Without knowing it, the duke was playing into my hand.

I still didn’t know for sure whether the duke was dirty, but Captain Cross had said as much. I trusted the captain, and I didn’t trust Barnes.

“Thank you, Squire Lyons. You have proved yourself a faithful subject of our Queen.”

“Should we be concerned about this Standish, my lord?”

“He is an annoying and stubborn man, but I doubt he intends any real harm. A coup is out of the question. He lacks the brains.” The duke tapped his skull with a jeweled finger. “Now, I suppose you ought to return to your starship. Are you sure you wouldn’t like another assignment?”

“I’m sure, my lord.” I bowed my head to the duke and then hailed a passing vehicle. I stepped inside, scanned my palm rune over the terminal between the passenger and driver seats, and watched the city fade as we entered the docks.

Flanagan suddenly popped his head between the seats. “You have a nice chat with Duke Barnes?”

“Shit!” I yelled in fright as my body involuntarily jumped. My head smacked onto the vehicle’s roof, and I heard Flanagan chuckle behind me.

“I came back as soon as I dropped the others at our starship. Figured you were up to something, and what do I find but our little squire talking with Duke Barnes.”

“I’m not a traitor,” I said. It would look like treachery to Flanagan, and I feared he wouldn’t believe me.

“I know,” the herald said as the vehicle entered the dock where the Stalwart was anchored. “We’ll get out here.”

The craft stopped after Flanagan hit a button on the dashboard. The doors lifted, and I exited the craft. The herald swayed a little, and I guessed he was still really drunk. He fixed me with a lopsided smile and then wrapped an arm around my neck to steady himself.

“You’ll tell me the whole conversation, and I’ll report it back to the captain,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” I replied before I repeated everything that had been said between the duke and I.

“So, you were doing some digging? I guessed that was your intention. A little foolish since Barnes is a crafty bastard. We were warned about him.”

“By the Queen?”

“Nah. She thinks Barnes is a loyal subject, her best councilor. This was another source. He didn’t last long after he told us though. Found dead inside his home. Clean job, too. Had to be a slayer that did it.”

“What do you think about Count Standish? Could he be an ally?”

Flanagan shrugged. “I never heard of him. Duke Barnes is about the only lord I know by name. Practically all the bloody houses we passed earlier today are strangers to me.”

“How is that possible?” I asked. “You seem to know all this really old information, but nothing current. Where you stuck in a stasis chamber for centuries or something?”

“Ha! That’s one I haven’t heard before.” The herald didn’t provide me with an explanation, so the mystery of his past only became larger in my mind. “Now, there’s something else I need to speak with you about since I’m kinda your older, more handsome brother. It’s those Lich items you’ve been stocking up.”

I gasped as I led the herald up the Stalwart’s exit ramp. Was he about to tell me I had to hand over my acquired Lich items?

“What about them, sir?”

“Everyone knows you’ve been keeping them. Including the captain. We don’t exactly see it as a problem, so long as you know what you’re dealing with. That’s a dark path you’re treading. Most are consumed by the darkness, but a few can control it. You think you’ll be one of those few?”

“I have no idea, sir. I’m not sure I’ll keep them after I become a knight. I would need a mentor to train me as a Lich, anyway.”

“You’re right, but I doubt it would be so difficult to find one. The Stalwart has one among her crew. Matthias isn’t a big fan of the role, but I’m sure our Lich knight would train you if that’s what you wanted.”

“There’s a Lich knight on the Stalwart?” I said after pausing for a few seconds to make sure I hadn’t misheard the herald. “I thought the class was banned?”

Flanagan winked back at me. “It was, but this knight became a Lich a long time ago.”

“A cyborg?” I asked since only a cyborg could have lived long enough to have become a Lich before the ban.

“Not exactly.”

“That makes sense. The only cyborg aboard our starship is Matthias, and he’s made his opinions clear about the Lich knights.”

“Yeah. He’s not a big fan of them.”

“So who is it? One of the knights on that other mission?”

“You know about that?”

I nodded. “I know there are others. I also know you guys aren’t exactly telling me the whole truth.”

“We tell you what you need to know, Squire.”

“I thought you said there shouldn’t be any secrets?”

“I did.” Flanagan sighed. “Who we really are isn’t exactly a secret. It’s more knowledge we can’t exactly tell you right now. We’ve sworn an oath.”

“To the Queen?”

“Kinda.” Flanagan smirked at me before bursting into laughter. “You’ll figure it out soon, but I can’t tell you straight. I know you and Elle are still digging around. You discover our secret, and it’s not like we’re breaking our oath.”

“So, you won’t mind if we continue looking into the whole thing?”

“You have more important things to worry about, like not getting killed in the exam.”

Before I could reply, the herald sauntered into our starship as he plucked a few strings on his axe-harp. He almost seemed to be joking about the exam being potentially lethal, but there had been some seriousness in his eyes.

Could I seriously die from the knighthood test? I supposed it was possible since I had heard of squires never making it further than the exam, but I always thought they had fled to some other part of the galaxy after their failed test left them mindwiped and filled with shame.

I waited outside and scoped the area surrounding our ship. Now that I had learned how to control my teleportation ability, I figured it was a good idea to find a place where I could teleport if needed. I could probably teleport directly into the Stalwart, but there were still crew members who don’t know about my abilities. Now that Nathan was getting close to the Ecomese crew member, he could bring her back to the squire quarters. It’d be really awkward and hard to explain how I suddenly appeared in the room while they were hooking up, so I decided that this would be a good place to teleport to and from if I needed to use my ability at any time during our stay at Castle Stirling.

I meandered around the docks as though I was just checking out the various ships. There was activity almost everywhere because of the many vessels moored for the Queen’s birthday celebrations. After about ten minutes of searching, I found an abandoned alleyway a few meters from where the Stalwart was moored. The vacant street led into a condemned building that looked like it might have been a shipyard workshop at some point. Refuse lay scattered around its frontage, and it didn’t look like anyone had worked on the site for a long time, nor could I see any visible surveillance.

Now that I had a location, I returned to the Stalwart. The starship was quieter than usual, and I guessed everyone had worn themselves out. I slipped into the squire quarters and found my friends already deep asleep.

I changed into my bedclothes, nestled into the pillow, and thought about what the knighthood test might entail. Flanagan’s words had made me a little nervous, but his presence during the exam would help calm them. I’d defeated knights in combat before, so I shouldn’t have difficulty with a few tests. The other squires taking the exam had probably never fought high-level Grendel portals, traitorous knights, or pirate warlords, so the exam would need to factor in their experience levels.

We still had two days to prepare, and I imagined our training would be fairly relaxed until then.

My eyelids drooped down, and I felt myself drift into sleep for a second. Then I heard yelling and bolted upright. The lights suddenly turned on, and I was staring at Leith and Olav standing in the doorway.

“What’s going on?” Nathan groaned.

“Is the Stalwart under attack?” I asked the knights.

“No, we aren’t under attack, but there is much killing to be had.” Leith’s ghoulish eyes gleamed in the low light.

“Put some clothes on,” Olav barked. “You’re coming with us.”
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Chapter 4

We marched with Leith and Olav to the cargo hold where Flanagan and Moses waited with the captain and the commander.

“You squires have all shown yourselves worthy of our starship,” Captain Cross said. “Now it’s time you all received the special Stalwart treatment.”

A few minutes passed while I wondered what the hell this was all about, and then four servitors carrying footlockers entered the hold. I recognized my locker among them as the giant robots inserted the equipment boxes into the back of a skiff.

Moses came behind me and put a sack over my head.

“Where are we going, sir?” I asked him as he tightened the fabric around my neck so it wouldn’t fall off. The sack smelled like a mix of spoiled milk and blue-vein cheese.

“Hang tight. You’ll find out soon.”

I felt his strong hands on my back as he guided me up a small ramp and into a seat. I guessed I had entered the skiff, and I could hear the other squires grumble as they took their own seats to either side of me.

“Why are we blindfolded?” Nathan asked. “Is this some kind of weird initiation ritual? Because we’ve already been hazed a dozen times.”

“That was my idea,” Leith said from in front of me. “I thought it would help with the ambience. Does it make you terrified?”

“No, sir,” I answered. “It makes me want to gag.”

“Ohhh, I think I like that almost just as much,” Leith giggled. “It’s been a while since we washed them. The last few folks who had them around their heads weren’t exactly the cleanest bunch.”

“You didn’t wash them? Gross!” Richard said.

Leith cackled a little more, and I tried to avoid breathing through my nose.

“Here, you can take them off now.” Moses removed the sack from my head, and I tossed the filthy fabric over my shoulder.

The sudden light stung my eyes, but my vision adjusted after a few seconds. Flanagan, Leith, Olav, and Moses were sitting in front of me while the captain and the commander stood behind me. I was squeezed between the three other squires, and their expressions suggested they were as confused as I was by this whole situation.

“At least the Stalwart’s not under attack,” Neville whispered.

“Where do you think they’re taking us?” Nathan stared through the view screen as we passed over the city’s lights to a dimmer district. It was more rundown than the other parts I’d seen so far, even more so than the area where the Outlander bar had been.

“I think this is the start of our training,” I whispered back. “You guys prepared? Because I think it’s going to be tough.”

“We can handle it,” Neville stated.

“Speak for yourself. I just want to crawl back into bed. I was having this amazing dream about a bunch of Ecomese women. One had her mouth clamped around my balls while another was doing this crazy thing with her--“

“We’re heading into the warehouse now, Captain,” Olav cut Nathan off.

The skiff veered downward until we were flying just a few meters above the ground. No people moved along the streets, and the few vehicles I spotted were burnt out. Smoke belched from a bunch of buildings with shattered windows while neon signage flickered sporadically like dying heartbeats. The district looked like a ghost town, and I wondered what kind of training the knights might have planned for us here.

“Good to see she’s still standing,” Captain Cross said as he walked to the front of the cockpit. I figured he was referring to an arched steel warehouse covered in graffiti because the skiff was heading directly for it. The doors at the entrance slid open, and our vessel’s landing gear extended. The skiff lurched a little when it settled on the concrete, and my stomach stirred with anticipation for what these knights had planned for our training.

Sure, a little nervousness crept into my gut, but I trusted that whatever drills or exercises came next would best prepare us for the knighthood examination.

I exited the skiff after the knights and waited in darkness until I heard the roar of generators as they fired up. Large spotlights illuminated the high-ceilinged warehouse that looked like it might have once been a vibrant training center. Dust covered the surface of every machine, exercise station, and fighting ring. There was even a formidable army of robots, but they were ancient in construction so I guessed they probably didn’t even function anymore.

I was proven wrong when Captain Cross walked over to them, grabbed a controller from a nearby bench, and pointed it at the robots. After he pressed a button, a single machine’s bright green eyes illuminated. It jerked forward in a rigid motion I had expected from primitive machinery. My eyes widened when its awkward movements suddenly turned fluid. The robot performed a roundhouse kick with the speed and proficiency of a professional fighter.

“Will you look at that,” Olav said with a gasp. “I can’t believe the bloody things are still working.”

“They don’t make them like they used to,” Captain Cross said as he smiled proudly at the machines. “People these days think these BB-316s are obsolete, but there’s nothing that quite matches their programming capacity. Holos and mimics can only do so much, and real training requires proper tactile feedback.”

“So, this is where we’ll be training, Captain?” I asked.

“Correct. We are a team, so we’ll be training together as a team. You are some of the finest squires I’ve had the honor of commanding, and you deserve the best we can offer.”

“Steady on, Captain,” Olav jested. “They can’t have been better than me and Leith were. We were the best damned squires in the whole RTF!”

“Yeah. I thought we were your favorites?” Leith folded his arms over his chest and pouted.

“These squires were half the trouble as you pair,” the captain commented.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Olav laughed.

“And they consumed half as much beer.” Commander Reynolds smirked, and the slayer and berserker exchanged grins.

“The knights will take you through a few drills that will prepare you for the exam,” the captain said to the squires. “You’ll need to stay focused and give one hundred and ten percent. Many members of the hierarchy wish to see you fail. They think the Stalwart is a disgrace to the RTF, so they’re working hard to make it almost impossible for the squires to become knights. The examiners will probably support the desire for you to fail, so even a fraction of an error and you’ll be kicked out of the exam. You’ll have your work cut out for you, but I know you can all succeed.”

“Even me, sir?” Nathan asked with a kind smile.

The captain didn’t return the smile, and Richard jabbed his brother in the stomach.

“We’ll give it our all,” I said after looking at my friends.

“We can’t tell you exactly what you’ll face in the exams,” Captain Cross said. “We’ve all sworn oaths not to speak about our respective exams, but we can prepare you for whatever comes. The facilities here are more than sufficient. All we lack is time, but you’ll make up for that with effort and teamwork.”

“Yes, sir,” we echoed back.

“My robots should make for excellent training partners,” he said as he looked at the machines with pride.

“I would feel kinda bad for destroying them, sir,” Nathan said. “They’re probably priceless.”

“You needn’t worry about that. I have more than enough for you all to burn through.” The captain inspected us as he walked, and a small smile touched his lips. “This old place needs a good spit shine, so you’ll be cleaning it up before we begin.”

I led the example by grabbing a mop and filling a bucket with soapy water from a janitor’s closet. My friends soon followed, and then we all got to work. Even though the warehouse was a bit rusty and rundown, it had all the essentials for training. While we cleaned, Captain Cross explained that it was where he used to train whenever he visited Castle Stirling.

I wiped down a bench press and noticed pictures of various monarchs on the wall behind an equipment rack. They were all really old, but the most recent I could see was of Queen Beatrice. She reigned over two hundred years ago, and there weren’t any images of monarchs that came after her. I checked the dates of the trophies inside a cabinet and noticed they were from a similar time period. It wasn’t all that unusual to see old memorabilia inside a training facility like this, but I would have thought some items would be more recent if Captain Cross had once trained inside it. Maybe he had a penchant for antiques? He didn’t strike me as much of a collector, but then there was a lot I didn’t know about him.

A museum would probably purchase the warehouse and its contents for thousands of KPs since all the technology was so old. From the amount of dust covering every surface, it looked like it hadn’t been used for centuries. Not for the first time, I wondered exactly how old Captain Cross was. He didn’t look much beyond fifty, and the rest of the knights were at least a decade younger than him. But they all seemed to carry knowledge beyond their years even if some of them acted with a youthful exuberance that rivaled my friends and me.

“What the hell are those?” Nathan peered up from his mop and nodded at Moses. The shield knight had wheeled two rows of turrets into perpendicular lines and was now adjusting their trajectories.

“Looks like something we’ll have to pass through,” I said, and I scanned the room to see what the other knights were doing.

Olav had gathered a bunch of robots inside a painted circle while Leith and Treyin took more robots through a narrow doorway to my right. Flanagan had a tablet in hand as he moved through the strength conditioning section, and then he continued to a hundred-meter hurdle track.

I emptied the scummy mop bucket into a drain and looked over my shoulder at the captain and the commander. The two officers were observing the whole scene from plush chairs, but they both seemed in serious moods. I wasn’t sure whether they would personally train us as the knights were preparing to do, but then maybe they were simply here to oversee all the drills.

“Alright,” Flanagan said as he approached us. “This place looks clean enough. Time for you to show us what you’re made of. Grab your prot-belts from your footlockers.”

“Are we allowed Runetech inside the castle without approval, sir?” Nathan asked the herald.

“Did I just give you an order?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then hop to it.”

“What about our other equipment?” I asked.

“Leave everything but your prot-belt behind.”

We put down our cleaning tools, retrieved our belts, and followed the herald to the weightlifting section.

“Sir,” I said to Flanagan as we marched. “Did you intentionally give us the biggest hangovers of our lives?”

“My head feels like it’s going to explode,” Nathan groaned.

The herald winked at us as we all stood around the various free weights and benches.

“First rotation is throwing around some iron,” he said.

“No disrespect, sir, but aren’t you a herald? Shouldn’t we be playing axe-harps or something?” Richard asked as he stared at the fairly primitive weight room.

“You’ll be playing something later. For now, we need to set a baseline for your strength.”

Flanagan started us on the deadlift, and we all had to perform escalating sets from fifty kilograms. Another fifty was added each time, and we got to the point where we had to lift five times that number. I had the least difficulty with the weightlifting in general, but the twins beat me on the more technical movements like the clean and press.

“Alright,” Flanagan said after we finished. “Now I want to see you lift ten times the weight for twice as many repetitions.”

“That’s impossible,” Neville said as his eyebrows twisted in confusion.

“Not with these.” The herald grabbed a sack from a bench, reached into it, and tossed four small bladed harps onto the floor.

I took one of the weapons in my hand and pulled the harness over my shoulder. With the harp hanging, I would be able to touch its strings in the required sequences. A power gauge that would show the effectiveness of a runesong’s chord sat above the tuning pins. I scanned the item with my prot-belt, and the statistics appeared over my buckle.

Weapon type: Swift Bladed Harp of Brawn

Additional damage: None

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Ally Speed Aura

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Increases the speed of three allies by up to 300% as long as the key sequence is maintained. Rune degenerates rapidly and actual power is dependent upon user’s skill with weapon.

Runes inscribed: Ally Strength Aura

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Increases the strength of three allies by up to 300% as long as the key sequence is maintained. Rune degenerates rapidly and actual power is dependent upon user’s skill with weapon.

“You’ll take it in turns augmenting each other while you attempt to beat your previous maximum by three-hundred percent,” Flanagan explained.

“Three hundred percent is the top range, which means the timing would need to be perfect for the runes to work,” Neville said.

“Correct,” Flanagan said. “You also saw that the rune degenerates, right? So you’ll need to get it done fast. I really don’t want to spend a good hour repairing them.”

“What happens if we fail, sir?” Neville asked.

“You won’t fail,” Captain Cross said, and I turned to see him standing beside the commander as they watched us. Had he been there the whole time? I hadn’t noticed him or the commander leave their chairs and come to the weightlifting area.

“You’ve already proven yourselves as squires on our starship.” The commander looked at us with the expression of a proud parent. “Now you will undergo the same training every other knight on our starship did before their examinations.”

I found it hard to believe that every other knight had trained inside this warehouse since it looked like we were its first visitors in centuries. Moses had told me he had only joined the crew a few years ago, so I knew for certain he hadn’t been in this warehouse before.

“Get it done, squires,” Captain Cross said, and we all moved back to the weightlifting stations.

“I probably shouldn’t have to explain this,” Flanagan started as he leaned on a power cage, “but herald training is important even for those of you who think we aren’t front line warriors. The training will show you the importance of teamwork. To pass the exam, you will need to work together. Take advantage of each other’s strengths and help ensure your individual weaknesses don’t let the others fail the exam—or worse, die.” The herald’s handsome face remained serious, and I detected no humor in his remark.

“So what do we do next, sir?” I asked.

“I figure we’ll test the deadlift first. It’ll be a good show of your strength. You four ready to go again?”

We all confirmed our readiness, but I could tell the first cycle had taken its toll. While we weren’t exactly exhausted, we had hit our maximum capacity for the previous lifts, so our muscles would struggle to lift the same weights again.

After four barbells were all carrying three times our previous maximums, Flanagan charged us with deciding who would buff the others first.

“I’ll do it,” I said after reading the nervous expressions on my friends’ faces.

Nathan, Neville, and Richard wrapped shin guards around their lower legs and then strapped their knees to prevent any ligament damage. They all lined up to start their lifts, shadowed the pulling movement a few times to ensure their form was correct, and then slapped chalk into their palms to prevent their grips from slipping.

“Wait until I’m sure I have the rune completely active,” I said. “If you start to pull the weight up beforehand, you’ll hurt yourselves pretty badly.”

“Tell us when you’re ready,” Neville acknowledged with a nod.

The deadlift required both strength and speed, the combination of enhanced speed and strength could probably allow the other squires to lift the bars for a single repetition. I had played around with herald weapons at the Academy, but I had only dealt with basic activation chords rather than complex sequences. It would take all of my concentration to get it right.

I activated the Ally Strength Aura rune, and lights flashed along the weapon’s top arch to indicate chord charts for the runesong. The axe-harp’s power gauge showed a bright green when I plucked the correct strings at the right times. The Ally Speed Rune went active after I triggered it from my belt, and then I started plucking the new runesong as I read the chord chart lights.

After a minute, I got the hang of the speed rune, so I added the strength enchantment and played a combined runesong. The timing was really difficult to get right since I was playing two tunes at once, but the power-gauge showed two green bars after another minute. The sound blasted from the axe-harp, and my friends grinned as they crouched beside their barbells.

“I’m not sure how long I can hold this melody,” I said to my friends as my hands cramped with the effort of maintaining two runesongs at once. “Grab your bars!”

They obeyed immediately, and I watched their veins bulge in their necks while their bodies quaked with exertion. My fingers continued picking the strings, and I prayed I could maintain the aura so they didn’t put their backs out. I yipped with glee when they all completed their repetitions and slammed the barbells onto the ground. The floor shook at the huge amount of weight hitting the mats, and my friends dropped to their knees in exhaustion.

“We did it,” I said.

“Now we’ll move onto the squat,” Flanagan said.

The others groaned, but at least I had solved the puzzle. The tactic came in handy as we completed the next few extremely difficult lifts.

“Good thinking with the rune combination, Nick,” Flanagan said to me as we marched to the track. “You would make a good herald.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, but I wasn’t keen on becoming a herald knight. I might use a few of the runesong-type runes since I could see their benefit now, but I wanted to be on the frontlines, not hanging back while other knights encountered enemies head-on.

Hurdles lined the hundred-meter sprint section of the running track, and we tested well without any runes enhancing our abilities. After Flanagan logged our times, we went through a similar process as we attempted to complete the test three times faster. My tactic worked a charm yet again, and I realized enhancing a squire’s strength also made them jump higher. The strength runesongs made the leaps even larger than the speed version did, so I banked the thought as an upgrade I could use in the future. All it would take was an enchantment from Casey on another piece of equipment.

Despite the runesongs increasing our abilities, the hurdles were a little difficult since my legs were like jelly from all the deadlifts. Still, I managed to clear them all without falling on my face. Nathan wasn’t so lucky, and he scored an ugly graze on his forehead before he beat his previous time on his second attempt.

“Nicely done, squires.” Flanagan smiled at us. “Go hydrate yourselves and then I’ll pass you to Moses.”

“How’s your Ecomese girlfriend going to like your face now?” Richard joked with his brother as we replenished ourselves from a water cooler.

“She likes me for more than my damned good looks, bro.” Nathan smirked.

“How many more of these drills do we have to go through?” Neville asked after he drained his water.

“Four,” Flanagan answered.

“How’d they do?” Moses asked the herald after he approached the track.

“They passed.”

“That’s all that counts. Now we’ll see how well they perform in my drill. Come on, squires. Time to take some damage.”

We followed the shield knight back to the main section of the warehouse, entered a narrow doorway, and stood between two rows of gun turrets. The floors and walls inside this room were covered with large dents and charred spots which could have only come from the mounted weapons. My stomach churned at the thought of what our test might be inside this room, and my friends seemed to share my trepidation.

“My mission is to prepare you for the components of the exam that might require you to use protection runes,” Moses said. “A shield knight’s enchantments are what keeps a team alive out on the field. They’ll also help to operate some of the more advanced capabilities of a starship’s shield station. The role of protecting a squad isn’t glorious, but it’s essential. Any questions before we move onto the drill’s specifics?”

“What are these turrets for, sir?” Nathan asked the obvious question.

“These bad boys are going to be firing at you,” Moses said as he stroked the gun’s barrel.

“They’re firing inside the warehouse, sir?” Neville asked. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

Moses frowned at the squire. “The turrets have had their weapons set to stun, but I wouldn’t trust them. Captain Cross likes to boast about how good his equipment is, but these things are damned old. Old technology is unreliable at best.”

“Can we use any Runetech, sir?” I asked.

“None of your own equipment,” he confirmed, “but one of you can use this.”

Moses took a kite shield from the floor and held it up so we could see it. The black metal was unadorned except for two runes on its exterior.

“One person will use this shield to protect the others while they disable the turrets. If one of the turret’s projectiles penetrates your forcefield, then you have to start again. I hope you all have strong bladders because you’re not leaving until you beat this drill.”

“We’ll get it done, sir,” I said.

“Good,” Moses said. “Once we’ve gone through the scenario successfully once, you can move onto the next test.”

“Is everyone going to get a chance to use the shield?” I asked.

“We’ll go through it together the first time.”

“First time?” Nathan groaned. “We have to do it again?”

Moses grinned. “There’s a little over forty-eight hours until the knighthood exam begins. We’ve already signed you all up. You’re in for some serious work. The examiners won’t be pulling any punches. We have a regeneration chamber ready for you if you get hit. But you’re not going to get hit. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” we all chimed.

“Who’s first this time?” I asked my friends, but I already knew Nathan wanted to complete the first attempt.

“Me!” he yelled as expected. “I’ll scan the shield so you all know what we’re working with, then I’ll protect you all. If you follow my lead, we should have no problems.”

“You sound mighty confident, bro,” Richard said. “What was that saying about arrogant people?”

“They win,” Nathan answered.

“Ah, I don’t think that was--” Neville was cut off by a shrill whistle, and we all turned to Moses.

“Quit dallying,” he said. “The test starts in sixty seconds, whether the shield’s runes are active or not.”

Nathan quickly scanned the shield, and we all looked over his shoulder to read the statistics hologram his belt produced.

Armor type: Defender’s Kite Shield

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: Elemental Reflect - 10% of elemental damage is reflected back on attacker.

Runes inscribed: Enhance Prot-field (+1)

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Wielder’s prot-field durability increased by 300%.

Runes inscribed: Selfless Barricade

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Wielder can transfer their prot-field to protect a maximum of five allies. Size and thickness dictated by prot-belt key sequence.

“This is what I’m talking about!” Nathan said after we had finished reading the statistics.

“It looks powerful,” Richard said. “Can you handle it?”

“Of course!”

“Time’s up,” Moses said. “Fire up the runes and get started.”

Nathan linked the kite shield with his prot-belt, and the enchantments on the item’s surface burst with a golden brilliance. The turrets hummed as they powered on, and each gun turned to face us.

“Quickly!” I yelled to Nathan.

“It’s ready,” Nathan replied as his fingers finished the key sequence on his belt. A half second later, a domed forcefield made of hexagonal shapes enclosed Richard, Neville and I.

The first turret blasted what looked like a cone of blue energy into our forcefield, and icicles rippled over the protective dome when the turret’s projectile hit.

“Shit,” Nathan said. “That took down almost five percent of the forcefield.”

A blast shot toward us from another turret, but this time it was some kind of concussive force. It struck the frozen part of the forcefield, and the shield suddenly cracked like an eggshell. The turrets certainly didn’t look like they were set to stun, and there wouldn’t be much of us remaining if one scored a hit on me or my friends.

I heard Nathan groan in frustration as his fingers danced across his prot-belt. In a moment, he patched up the forcefield, but I could tell this particular drill was going to be harder than it had first seemed.

The sounds of the weapons firing was almost too much for my ears to handle, but I ignored them. We moved together toward a fire-breathing turret, and the flames fanned out around our forcefield. The gun swiveled as we skirted around the weapon’s base and continued to harass us with its firebeam. I found the deactivation switch and turned it off.

“We’re down to eighty-five percent!” Nathan yelled as we sprinted to the next gun.

This one spewed out electrical currents that struck our forcefield like forked lightning. I already knew where the deactivation switch was located, so it only took me a few seconds to power off the lightning turret.

“Seventy-nine percent!”

Our prot-field had taken more than a fifth’s worth of damage, and we still had eight turrets to clear. With the way we were going, we wouldn’t complete the test successfully.

The turrets continued to blast us as I deactivated the turret emitting concussive blasts. When the third gun went down, the rest suddenly silenced.

“What happened?” Neville asked, and I shot a look to Moses. He was watching us with his massive arms folded on his chest, but he didn’t explain the situation.

“Either they’re charging up, or we’ve been granted a bit of a grace period,” I said.

“Nathan, does your prot-belt have a recharging rune?” I asked the squire.

“No. That rune was on my chest piece.”

“Then our prot-field probably won’t gain more than a few percentage points before the turrets start firing again,” I said. “We don’t know how long before they start firing again, but you’ll need to keep the shields up. We should use this time to take out the remaining seven turrets while they’re not firing on us.”

“Good idea,” Richard said, but as soon as he made a move for the nearest turret, the gun jerked toward him. All the mounted weapons suddenly faced us, and their elemental blasts pounded into the shield almost at once.

“Forty percent!” Nathan yelled, and we kept moving so the turrets had difficulty aiming.

“The prot-field depletes with each hit, so sticking together doesn’t necessarily mean we’ll get the job done faster,” I said as we weaved toward the nearest turret.

“What’s your plan?” Richard asked as a fireball pounded into the forcefield above his head.

“Maybe we should split up.”

“We can’t leave the forcefield,” Neville said.

“We might not have to,” I said before I turned my head to Nathan. “Can you figure out a way to split the forcefield into three smaller ones?”

“I think so, but it’ll be tough to maintain them all at once. The field has dropped to twenty-two percent.”

“Can you do it?”

“Yeah. I can.”

“Nathan doesn’t sound so sure,” Neville whispered to me.

“He has to do it. Our time is running out, and the longer we take disabling the turrets, the more our prot-field degenerates. We probably have only sixty seconds to take out the last four turrets if we stick together.”

“And if we separate?” Richard asked.

“I’m guessing thirty.”

“Thirty seconds isn’t a lot of time for us to disable two turrets apiece.”

“It’s all the time we have.”

“I’m splitting the forcefield,” Nathan called out.

I watched the forcefield suddenly go down, and I leaped out of the way of an incoming ice-beam. I scrambled to my feet and checked to ensure my friends hadn’t been hit. Prot-fields encased both Richard and Neville, and I noticed another field slowly grow around me.

“Sorry, Nick,” Nathan said. “Took me a little while to get your field up.”

“Not a problem,” I responded after thanking the stars that I had dodged the beam. “Richard, you take the two ice turrets. Neville, you deal with the two concussive turrets. I’ll take the pair of lightning guns. Whoever finishes first will deactivate the final fireball one.”

“Got it,” Neville and Richard both said at once.

I shot toward the first lightning turret, circled around its base, and stripped the casing from its control panel. The deactivation switch looked a little damaged, so I grabbed a handful of cords and yanked them out. Sparks flew from the open wires, but I heard the turrets engines putter out before the gun went limp on its mount.

Lightning cascaded down my forcefield as I sprinted for the final lightning weapon. My field shimmered a little, so I guessed I probably had a few seconds to take down this turret before it struck me with the elemental gun. My heart skipped a beat when I saw that the deactivation switch wasn’t in the same location as it had been on the other turrets. My hands ran over the brackets to search for the control panel but couldn’t find it.

“Nick, your forcefield is about to go down!” Nathan screamed at me.

The turret’s stand wobbled a little whenever I put any weight on it, so I figured maybe I could use my strength. I placed both hands against the stand, clenched my teeth, and heaved. I shouldn’t have been able to move the weapon, but its old bolts snapped under the stress and the cannon toppled over.

The weapon’s aiming mechanism was still active, but it couldn’t move more than a few centimeters. Without the ability to turn all the way toward me, the cannon only emitted small bursts of lightning that arced along the floor until it ceased firing.

I heard something slam against my forcefield and spun to see flames surge along my forcefield. The final fireball turret was aiming its weapon at me, and the energy shield surrounding me suddenly vanished. I watched the fireball cannon glow as it prepared to shoot a second time.

“All of the prot-fields are down!” Nathan cried out as I dodged the turret’s projectile. The fireball struck the ground and left a charred mark.

This drill was really making a mess of Captain Cross’ warehouse, but from the marks all over this room inside the warehouse, I guessed this wasn’t the first time the turrets had been used to train squires before a knighthood exam.

“We need to get out of here!” Neville yelled, and I realized that he and Richard were both finished with their turrets.

The fireball cannon was the only gun remaining, and we couldn’t pass the test until we deactivated it. But a single hit from a fireball would disqualify us, and I imagined it would probably cause significant injury, too.

“No leaving the test zone,” Moses barked at us.

There had to be another way to take out the fireball turret. We just hadn’t thought of it yet.

Then I remembered the kite shield Nathan was wielding. Moses hadn’t forbidden Nathan from actually participating inside the test area where the turrets were, so I quickly formed a plan.

“Use the shield’s weapon effect!” I yelled at Nathan.

My friend’s face paled as he realized exactly what I wanted him to do. His jaw tightened, and he suddenly sprinted into the combat zone toward the final cannon. He leaped in front of the very next blast, raised his shield, and weathered the fireball. Flames reached around him like fiery fingers, but he was unharmed.

The turret glowed a deep red like a hot coal, and then it exploded in a shower of metal fragments. I leaped away from the blast as the pieces struck the ground around me.

“Excellent teamwork.” Moses walked toward us, and his eyes glistened a little. “You make me damned proud.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said. I hadn’t realized before how much the knights saw us as their pupils, and the shield knight seemed overcome with emotion at our success.

“I’m glad that’s over,” Nathan said with a sigh. “That was good thinking, Nick.”

“You intended us to use the shield like that all along, didn’t you?” I asked Moses.

“Sure did. Took you fellas long enough to realize it though. You would have made things a lot easier for yourselves if you had Nathan actually fighting alongside you rather than standing outside the battle zone.”

“When do I get a turn when I’m not the one being shot at?” Richard asked.

“You’ll have time to run through the drill again later. For now, you need to move onto the next station. Flanagan and I took you first because we’re a little easy on newbies. But the next one will be tougher, and the one after that even more so. The last test will prove the hardest, so you better prepare yourselves for serious business.”

“I guess Olav will be our final instructor then,” Neville said.

“Naw,” Moses said. “Olav is next.”

“Then who’s last?” Richard asked.

“You have the captain and the commander as your final station.”

They hadn’t setup any training stations, and I didn’t know what specialist roles they belonged to, so I couldn’t be sure what their drills would require.

“Go on now,” Moses said with a nudge. “On to Olav’s station.”

We moved back through the warehouse to the makeshift fighting rink Olav had constructed. My abdomen tightened when the berserker leered at us like we had just stepped into his trap.

“I’d like to introduce you to a few friends of mine.” Olav gestured at the BB-316s on the far side of the circular rink. As if on command, the robots brandished clubs in their mechanical hands. Some wielded electrical batons while others held regular looking clubs. None of the weapons were enchanted, so at least we had that going for us.

“Don’t worry,” I said to my friends after I noticed their apprehension. “They’re only stun weapons.”

“Half of them have stun weapons,” Olav corrected. “The other half have your regular clubs. And you should be very worried. These robots might not kill you, but their strikes will hurt like hell.”

The gleam in the berserker’s eyes reminded me of the period when he had wanted to kill me.

Why did Olav have to take so much pleasure in causing pain? Calling the man sadistic was an understatement, but I had learned to love his brutal nature.

I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when we aced his drill.
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Chapter 5

Olav stood in front of two metal crates with his hands entwined behind his back. “Moses taught you a bunch of important shit, but sometimes you just have to charge straight into a pack of fuckers and kill them. There’s nothing like blood splashing over your armor and splattering against your visor. Or plunging your axe into an enemy’s chest. Or removing his head in one quick sweep of your blade. Or having him scream when you cut off something that will never grow back.”

The berserker performed each action with an imaginary weapon against phantom opponents, and his golden eyes took on a maniacal gleam as he delivered the final pretend stroke.

“You squires hear me?” he asked after straightening.

“Yes, sir!” we responded as one. I exchanged glances with my friends, and we all fought to keep our smiles at bay. A few months back, the berserker’s performance might have terrified us, but we had grown to love his eccentricities.

Olav lifted a hand to the collection of BB-316 robots surrounding the circular fighting rink. “Now, you’re gonna have twenty seconds to disable every single bot that comes at you. If you fail, then I’m going to drop the timer by a second. Then you’ll do it all over again.”

“What happens if we fail twenty times?” Nathan scratched his head. “Won’t the timer be at zero?”

“You don’t want to know what happens then,” the berserker said in an ominous tone.

I didn’t want to discover what Olav planned if we failed too many times, so I drew inwardly to focus myself. I couldn’t let a single bit of doubt cause me to falter, and I knew my friends relied upon me staying level-headed.

I knew the test wouldn’t be impossible since every squire that ascended to knighthood while assigned to the Stalwart would have undergone similar tests. This warehouse would have been the training ground for dozens of squires, and its worn state confirmed the theory. I imagined graduation would bring more benefits than just private quarters. We would probably learn more of the secrets the crew kept, and the thought only made me more determined to get through this test without a hitch.

“What weapons can we use, sir?” I asked since I doubted we would be able to defeat the machines unarmed.

“You’ll get these practice swords,” Olav answered as he kicked a three-meter long crate in front of him. The box sprung open to reveal four basic practice swords with dull edges. “These weapons are equipped with an electrical current that will short-circuit the bots. But only if you get them in one of their vital regions.”

“Where are their vitals?” Nathan queried as he inspected the threatening-looking robots.

A bright blue glow crossed their metal faceplates, and the rest of their bodies were constructed of hard alloy plates. The plates were joined together by a plastic-like material only a centimeter long, so I guessed delivering an electrical charge to those spots would take them out. The attack would need to be both swift and precise before the robot could strike us with their own weapons. We didn’t have any armor so we would be completely vulnerable to their blows.

“That’s for you to figure out,” Olav said with a laugh. “You can equip the Runetech vests in this other crate. They all have identical runes, so no fighting over them.”

He kicked the second box open to reveal four fairly plain looking chest pieces. I grabbed one that was painted black and scanned it.

Armor type: Furious Vest

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Enrage

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Increases wielder’s speed and power by 20% when they suffer minor damage.

I finished reading the statistics holo and slipped the vest over my fatigues. The fit was a little tight, but I loosened the straps around my back and hips until it wrapped snugly around my midsection.

“I think we should--”

“Time to begin,” Olav said before Neville could explain his plan.

With the vests around our torsos, and the practice swords in hand, we stepped into the ring. Olav blew a whistle that sounded the beginning of the match, and we hadn’t even had time to formulate a plan of attack.

“Any one of these metal fuckers disable you, and you’re out!” Olav screamed before the robots’ faceplates shifted from blue to a deep crimson.

“I’ll lure them to me while you fellas take them down!” I yelled to the other squires as the robots charged.

I split away and taunted the robots so my friends could curve behind them. I wanted to test the vest’s rune, so I moved into a robot’s club attack. The enemy’s metal bar struck my shoulder, and pain lanced through my left side, but I had taken the blow in a position that wouldn’t disable me.

Magical energy surged along my limbs as the Enrage rune started to take effect. I slammed my practice sword into the robot that had struck me. The electrical current burst from the weapon and surged into the machine. The lights behind its metal plates went out, and I spun to face a robot with a stun baton.

This particular enemy was more dangerous than the others since its weapon could take me out with a single prod of its paralyzing tip. I ducked beneath a swing from the robot with the stun baton and drove my sword toward its metal midsection. The machine swept its free hand across my body, and I stumbled backward. It lunged forward with arms that seemed to stretch a meter, and the stun baton jabbed into the center of my chest.

I felt a hot pain, and my body shook a little, but I hadn’t been stunned. I figured maybe the robot’s weapon had malfunctioned, so I took the opportunity to spring forward for a second attack. My sword found its mark this time, and the robot crashed to the ground after the electrical current jolted it.

I heard Neville groan and turned to see him on the floor. A robot must have struck him with a stun weapon, and the twins were busy fighting their own opponents. I knew we only had a few seconds until the timer ran out, so I tried to take down the rest of the robots. My legs scampered along the ground with incredible speed, but before I could attack the nearest machine, the whistle blew.

The twenty seconds were up. And we hadn’t completed the test.

“Next round begins in thirty,” Olav said as I helped Neville to his feet.

Neville rubbed a spot on the back of his head. “Those stun batons really hurt.”

“Anyone have an idea how we can beat this thing?” Richard asked.

“I think this test works like the previous two,” I said. “There’s something we’re missing. Flanagan and Moses’ drills had seemed hopeless, but there was some kind of key to winning. We need to think.”

“This is a berserker test,” Nathan said. “We should think like berserkers.”

“What do berserkers do?” Neville asked. “Besides throwing themselves into battle without a care for their own safety?”

“They drink a lot of beer?” Nathan asked.

“Maybe that’s what we should do,” Richard said with a smirk.

“Drink a lot of beer?” his brother asked with a wide grin.

“No, just throw ourselves into the fight,” Richard said.

“I tried that,” Neville countered. “I didn’t even get to hit a robot before one with a stun baton paralyzed me.”

“Berserkers don’t just launch into battle without thinking,” I said after musing on our problem for a few seconds. “Sure, they’re the primary assault class, but there’s finesse to their attacks. They absorb damage from opponents they know won’t kill them and then use their runes to give themselves magical boosts.”

“I don’t understand what you’re getting at, Nick,” Nathan said as confusion contorted his face.

“One of the robots struck me with its stun baton, but I didn’t get paralyzed. My vest’s Enrage rune was active at the time, so I’m thinking maybe the twenty percent increase to my physical strength prevented it from taking me down. It still hurt like hell, but I remained standing afterward.”

“So we have to get hit by one of the robots first?” Nathan asked.

“Maybe not. I think we should hit each other right before the timer starts. The vests should soak up the attacks, so we’ll begin the next round with the Enrage buff already at maximum.”

My friends blinked for a few seconds as they thought through my plan, and then their mouths broke into grins.

“By the Queen!” Neville said. “That’s a great idea!”

“Then lets lineup and charge our runes,” I said.

I stood in front of Nathan while Neville and Richard faced each other. Olav was busy attending to the robots as we started laying into our partners with the practice swords. The Enrage rune on the front of my vest brightened as I endured Nathan’s light and quick hits, and I returned the favor until his enchantment was fully powered.

“You can’t let even a little doubt creep into your mind,” I said as we approached the fighting ring. “You have to be confident. We lost the first time. We can’t lose again.”

“Nick’s right,” Nathan admitted. “Sounds like Olav is going to tear us new assholes.”

“We’re going to pass this test and move onto the next. Then we’re going to ace the knighthood exam. Together. You hear?” I searched the faces of my friends and didn’t look away until they all nodded their acceptance. Grim determination replaced the doubt in their expressions, and they held their practice swords with a calm steadiness.

Once Olav finished rebooting the robots we had taken out during our first attempt, he blew into his whistle to begin the next round. This time we launched into the pack of robots with a berserker’s fury but still maintained our wits.

My strikes scored hits to the robots vital points, and my friends performed with equal speed and accuracy. Our enemies seemed to move almost in slow motion, and their sluggish attacks were easily avoided. The seconds slipped away while the magical energy surged through my limbs. I grabbed a robot’s wrist so it couldn’t strike me with its stun baton and chopped down on its neck with my sword. An electrical current jolted the machine, and blue lightning rippled over its form.

“Time’s up!” Olav announced as the final robot crumpled to the ground. “But you were supposed to let the robots hit you, not hit each other!”

“It was Nick’s idea to cheat!” Nathan countered, and then he wilted a bit when I glared at him.

“I didn’t say it was cheating,” Olav said with a smirk. “I loved it! From now on, when we all fight together, we are going to trade off punches to the stomach. It’ll make us all pumped up and ready to fight!”

We laughed at the berserker and marched to the water cooler with my friends. I knocked back a few liters of water while I considered how easily we had beat Olav’s test. It really showed how much I had progressed since joining the Stalwart. I had been fairly skilled while at the Academy, but the combination of high-level Grendel portals and superior enemies had honed my melee fighting abilities. If I had possessed this same level of skill on Tyranus, then Alice might have survived. I hated reflecting on the past like that, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something could have been done to save her.

I was snapped from my thoughts when Leith strolled through the doorway and approached the fighting rink.

“You done with the squires, Olav?” the slayer asked while we were all nursing our bruises. The Enrage rune had a significant tradeoff in order to activate, so I hoped the slayer’s drill wouldn’t require too much physical exertion.

“Yeah. They passed.”

“I knew they would. You’re far too lenient, friend.”

“I gave them my best session. They earned their victory.”

“Let’s see how they fair in my little drill,” Leith said as he beckoned us to follow him.

The slayer took us to where I had seen him lead a dozen BB-316 robots earlier. The doorway opened to a series of interconnected passageways shown on a map plastered to the wall.

“Looks like a maze,” Richard said from over my shoulder.

“That’s exactly what it is, Squire,” Leith commented. “I call it ‘Leith’s playground of suffering, anxiety, helplessness, and terror. Version 6.0’. The last squire we sent through here never came back. Let me know if you find his remains. I would prefer to bury them rather than leave them here.”

“Are you serious, sir?” Nathan asked as the color in his face vanished.

“Yeah. I wouldn’t want to leave the kid’s bones in here.”

“No, I meant did the last squire seriously die?”

“Of course,” Leith leered at us all as the madness in his dark pupils burned like fiery sparks. “Why would I joke about someone dying, Squire? You know I take my work seriously.”

“Uhh--” Nathan started to say, but I interrupted him before he could ask another question that was sure to get Leith talking about how much fun it was to murder people he didn’t like.

“What’s our mission, sir?” I asked since it seemed my friends were quickly growing nervous at the thought of entering Leith’s death trap. I doubted the truthfulness of the slayer’s story about the lost squire, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be some serious obstacles to overcome when we entered the maze. My friends needed to keep their cool if we were to beat this drill.

“You’ll be taking out the BB-316s undetected,” Leith answered me. “As soon as a single robot registers your lifesigns, you’ll fail. Then you’ll come right back here and do it again. And again. And again.”

“This should be easy,” Richard said as he nudged me with his arm. “Nick can just teleport through the whole maze and take them out.”

“No teleporting,” the slayer said. “Nick won’t be able to use his ability during the exam, so he can’t use it here. We don’t want anyone finding out he’s a mutant, do we?”

“No, sir,” Richard replied.

“You’ll each get a dagger to use during this drill,” Leith cackled as he handed us a weapon each. “Take a few seconds to scan them. Then you get to enter my playground! I can’t wait for the fun to start!”

I turned the dagger over in my hands while the slayer’s cackle turned into a laugh. The blade curved to a narrow tip while silver runes marked its black surface. The angle of the weapon’s sharp edge suggested it would be wielded with the point facing downward. I scanned the dagger with my prot-belt and watched its details flicker to life.

Weapon type: Gloom Chilanum

Additional damage: None

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Shroud

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Envelops wielder in invisibility for 3 seconds.

Runes inscribed: Smoke Bomb

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Generates a smoke cloud that obscures wielder’s lifesigns while immobile. Refreshes [Shroud] runes whenever used. Ten second cooldown.

“Time to enter my funhouse!” Leith yelled before I could really study the weapon’s usefulness.

I quickly deactivated the statistics hologram and marched alongside my friends into the darkness beyond the rear doorway. Absolute blackness covered my vision, and I wondered how we were meant to complete the test when we couldn’t see at all, but then the lights above me turned on.

“What’s the plan?” Richard asked, and I noticed everyone turned to face me. I had never been formally recognized as the leader of our group, but the responsibility seemed to fall on my shoulders all the same.

“I think this drill will be similar to the others. We’ve been given our equipment and a goal, but there’s probably some trick to completing it.”

“The Shroud and Smoke Bomb runes work together, but there’s a one second period where neither can be active,” Neville said.

“Correct,” I answered. “That one second will pose a problem, but we can probably deal with the robots in each passageway in under nine seconds. Then we’ll just wait for our runes to recharge before we cross into the next room.”

Tubes of red light suddenly illuminated on the ceiling, and a warning siren blared.

“What the fuck is that?” Richard asked above the noise.

“There’s a timer,” I said as I motioned at a small screen on the wall. “It’s counting down from ten. I’m guessing that we have to move onto the next passageway before it runs out.”

“Or what?”

“Let’s not wait to find out.”

Leith didn’t tell us about this part of the drill, but then I should have assumed that there was more to this test than a simple covert clear. A time limit would make things more difficult, and I imagined the slayer had invented some pretty harsh penalties for not moving onto the next area before the countdown hit zero.

I crossed through the doorway to the next corridor with my friends at my back. This one was absent of robots, but as soon as we stepped beyond the threshold, red lights illuminated in this section of the maze, too.

Another countdown started, and I realized we would have to clear this maze in a very short amount of time.

“Neville, do you remember the layout?” I asked since he tended to be the one with all the brains.

“Yeah,” he answered. “We have to go left at the next t-section.”

I moved toward the location and paused before I turned the corner. Two robots stood guard, and I quickly motioned for my friends to activate their enchantments before I triggered my Shroud rune.

I sprinted into the corridor with my dagger poised to strike, and the first robot didn’t even let out a beep before I swept the curved blade across its jugular. My attack severed the metal braces connecting its head to its chest in a shower of sparks. I leaped to strike the second robot, but Neville had already taken it out.

The red lights turned on, and the alarm sounded. Neville led us into the next room as a new countdown descended.

“Nathan,” I whispered after we all paused at a corner. “Check out what’s waiting for us in the next corridor.”

The squire activated his Shroud rune and disappeared. A few seconds later, the invisibility wore off, and he bolted back.

“There’s four robots guarding the next passageway,” he said between breaths. “Two are three meters from the corner, but there’s another two almost ten meters away. Do you think we can kill them without our runes deactivating? If they see us--”

“I’ll get the furthest two,” I said since I knew we didn’t have much time after I glanced at the countdown in this corridor. “This passageway is going to go off in five seconds. Nathan, you stay out of sight. Activate your Shroud rune as soon as you can.”

Everyone activated the runes on their daggers and burst into the next passageway. I couldn’t see my friends alongside me, but I knew they were there. The first two robots went down, and I forced my legs to go faster before my rune depleted. I closed the distance to one robot and managed to jam the blade into the crevice between its metallic skull and its neck. Sparks surged along the robot’s shiny abdomen, and it crashed to the ground in a pile of arms and legs.

I activated my Smoke Bomb rune as the other robot turned to face me, and a dark gray mist poured out from my dagger. The robot’s visor shifted from blue to red, and I knew it would detect me as soon as I moved or the Smoke Bomb rune deactivated. I held my breath as the robot’s head flicked from side to side as it searched for whoever had killed its comrade. It was only a meter away from me, but the mist kept it from actually seeing me.

I knew I had a single attempt to take it down, otherwise it would detect me. My hand shot forward while my arm snaked around its metal neck. In a split second, I dragged my dagger across its unprotected throat. Shorn wires spilled out of its neck before it collapsed.

We performed the same tactics three more times until we reached the end of the maze. Unlike the other tests, this one was completed without much difficulty. Leith’s playground had proved to be little more than child’s play, and we passed through the final doorway with smiles on our faces.

“Fancy that,” Leith said as we sprinted toward him. “You four completed the drill in record time.” Then he took a long gulp from his beer drum, and my parched mouth cried out for a sip.

“Do you mind if I have a little taste of that, sir?” Nathan asked after he licked his lips.

“No beer for you, Squire. You’ll want to be sober for what the captain and the commander have planned for you.” Leith gave us all a serious scowl, and a shiver ran down my neck as we followed him into the main warehouse.

The slayer took us through another series of passageways that were illuminated by a dull yellow light. Every muscle in my body ached, and I had to force each foot forward. My friends’ eyelids drooped down, and they plodded along like they were seconds away from collapsing in exhaustion.

I saw the captain and the commander seated in a small room separated from the corridor by what looked like double-glazed windows. There was an empty chair on the other side of the table, and the prospect of being able to take a seat flooded me with relief. The room’s design, however, gave me cause for concern.

The chamber almost looked like it was used for interrogations, except for the steady stream of smoke drifting from an incense burner in the corner. The device looked a lot like the objects I had seen inside the Wayfarer commune on Bratton, and I wondered what purpose it served here.

“Ah, so we’re not fighting?” Nathan asked Leith the question we were all thinking.

“This one requires a battle of your mind,” the slayer said as he tapped his skull with a finger. “Now, I better get going. Answer the questions honestly and don’t fuck this up.”

“Yes, sir,” we all replied.

The door to the interrogation room slid open, and a cloud of smoke billowed out. Captain Cross stepped through the haze and nodded at us all.

“Good job making it this far, squires,” he said through a small filtration mouthpiece. “Commander Reynolds and I will be conducting your final test. If you pass this one, you’ll be prepared to represent the Stalwart at the knighthood examination.”

“Can you tell us what this test will involve, sir?” I asked.

“Aye, I can do that. You’ll each be interviewed on why becoming a knight matters to you. We’re looking for real, personal motivations. Not those truisms the Academy beat into you over three years. If you don’t want this for the right reasons, you won’t have the fortitude to cross the finish line. If your motivations are weak, then you won’t make it through the exam, let alone a career as a Space Knight. We’re going to dig deep and uncover the truth behind why you joined the RTF.”

I glanced at my friends to either side of me and wondered what their reasons were. I hadn’t really ever gotten the chance to ask them, and I hoped they would pass this test. I couldn’t imagine taking the knighthood exam without them.

But would my reasons please the captain and the commander? I wanted to follow in my father’s footsteps, help my mother, and serve the Queen. But were they enough?

“Nick, you’re up first,” Captain Cross said before he turned and entered the room.

“I didn’t get a chance to ask him what that weird smoke is for,” Nathan whispered.

“I’ve seen it before,” I said. “It makes you hallucinate.”

“Why would they want us to breathe it in?” Richard shot a wary look through the window.

“I don’t know, but I’m about to find out,” I answered before I stepped into the room, and the door closed behind me.

Smoke launched into my nostrils, and I immediately felt its psychoactive properties as a kaleidoscope of colors flashed in front of my eyes.

“Take a seat, Squire Lyons,” Commander Reynolds said as she indicated a single chair on the opposite side of the desk.

I dropped onto the chair and swallowed back my nerves. My skin tingled with the drug, and I tried to focus on the captain’s face. My eyes were able to distinguish between every hair in his peppered beard, and I could hear the almost synchronized beating of the two officers’ heartbeats.

I wondered why they were using what seemed incredibly similar to the drug the Wayfarers used. Then I realized that the commander’s sharp features and slightly darker skin tone suggested she probably had Wayfarer heritage. Maybe a grandparent or something, but she was still the first person I had ever heard of with Wayfarer lineage inside the RTF.

“Focus your mind, Nick,” Captain Cross said. “We’re going to ask you questions, and the mind-balm will ensure you answer honestly. We might have used a diviner, but the implant inside your head prevents their powers from working on you. Still, a diviner would have been unable to provide the serious motivational thread we wish to tease out from your mind. When the vision appears, describe it to us.”

“Yes, sir.” I tried to concentrate on the captain’s face as he spoke, but the whiskers on his face had started to appear like little worms that wriggled and crawled across his cheeks. My mind felt like it was on the cusp of sensory overload, so I clamped down both eyes, and the queasy feeling in my stomach subsided a little.

“Why do you wish to become a Space Knight?” Commander Reynolds asked me.

“I wish to serve the Queen and honor my kingdom,” I answered as swirling patterns danced across the blackness of my eyelids.

One by one they merged together until they formed into an armored figure wearing an RTF Space Knight’s tabard. The golden trident glimmered on the blue-colored standard as it blew around the soldier’s legs. The figure’s back was turned to me so I couldn’t see his face, but he slowly turned around and I gasped.

He was my father, or at least a younger version of my father than I remembered.

“What do you see?” Captain Cross asked.

“A Space Knight. He looks a lot like my father, but younger.”

“Does he look like you?”

“Yeah,” I answered.

“Then he is who you wish to become.”

The figure that had been there before changed. No longer did he look like a regular knight, but his face was definitely mine. His scalp had been shaven at the sides, and a black mohawk protruded from his head. A maniacal grin formed on his face as the axes in his hands carved enemies to pieces. The berserker launched headfirst into a pack of Grendels before alien blood and ichor cascaded around him in sprays of green.

“I see a berserker,” I said after I opened my eyes.

“This surprises me.” Commander Reynolds lifted an eyebrow.

“I am not surprised. Why do you desire to become a berserker?”

“I enjoy the thrill of battle and their brashness,” I answered the captain. “They do not know fear, and the blood of the kingdom’s enemies is like fuel to them.”

“Then we are finished,” the commander said.

“Wait,” I said as I felt something poke at my mind. “I think there’s more.”

Captain Cross nodded at me, and I shut my eyes again. The berserker vanished midway through an axe swing, replaced by a knight wearing light armor and carrying a long-handled scythe. The figure’s face was unmistakably my own, but a light beard covered his cheeks and chin. Lines of age formed around his eyes and forehead, and a singular glyph tattoo marked his neck.

But most startling were the void creatures surrounding the armored figure.

Bane Bears, Lightning Sprites, Fenrirs, and many other creatures both airborne and landbound. The sheer number amounted to a small army of monsters brought into this world.

“Tell us what the incense has shown you,” the commander said.

“A summoner with an army of void creatures. I’ve never seen minions like them, nor so great a number.”

“Then you also wish to become a summoner,” Captain Cross commented. “Why?”

“Bringing minions into battle is almost like having the power of a god. They do not exist at one moment, and the next they are fighting alongside me. There are countless kinds of creatures that can be summoned, and I want to see them all.”

“First a berserker and now a summoner?” Commander Reynolds’ tone was laced with skepticism. “It sounds like Squire Lyons is indecisive.”

“Perhaps not,” the captain retorted. “Maybe he is just very talented. The incense does not lie. Close your eyes again. Let’s see if there are more visions waiting for you.”

The summoner vanished in an instant, only to be replaced by a figure clad in the black armor of a slayer. Twin daggers rippled with a crimson magical energy while he held them in his hands. Grendels appeared around him, and he disappeared and reappeared beside them one-by-one until no more lizardmen remained.

A smile touched the man’s lips as his chest heaved from exertion.

“A slayer,” I whispered, and I predicted the next question. “They are ruthless, precise, and strike with swiftness.”

Commander Reynolds turned to the captain. “Surely this is the final vision?”

“Close your eyes,” the captain commanded, and I obeyed.

I inhaled sharply when a knight clad in armor constructed of intersecting bones appeared. A full helmet fashioned like a skull obscured his face, but his eyes glowed an evil red.

I knew it was me.

Skeletal creatures surrounded the knight like an undead army, and their bodies pulsed with a necrotic green glow.

“This vision concerns you,” Commander Reynolds commented. “What is it?”

The lich role was forbidden, so I considered not telling them what I saw, but I didn’t want to lie to the officers.

“I see myself as a lich knight,” I admitted as I prepared myself to be chastised.

“What attracts you to the role?” Captain Cross asked as Reynolds let out a hiss.

I considered the question as I stared at the vision. The lich lifted an open palm, and the corpses on the ground rose of their own accord and assembled into undead minions.

“Power,” I said after I opened my eyes. “So I can serve the Queen and my kingdom better.”

“A noble motivation,” Commander Reynolds said as the smoke’s intensity increased, and I closed my eyes again.

Painted against my eyelids was a knight astride an armored lion. Flames cascaded from its head to its back like a fiery mane, and an enchanted blade glowed on the end of its tail.

I returned my attention to the knight and marveled at his battle armor. Nothing I had seen so far could come close to its craftsmanship, other than the late King’s armor. In fact, I recognized the gauntlets and boots the knight was wearing as the very same ones that belonged to King Justinian. Bone-white wings flowed from an angular helmet, and a golden face was impressed upon the plate chest armor.

The winged helmet obscured the knight’s face, but I was sure he was somehow me. Shame pressed down on my shoulders for thinking I would ever wield the king’s armor into battle.

“I see a knight mounting a void beast. He wears...” I paused as I considered my words. Would they think me too proud for imagining myself wearing the king’s armor?

“What does he wear?” Captain Cross asked.

“King Justinian’s items,” I said with a sigh. I opened my eyes and saw the officers both smiling at me.

“What role was this knight you saw?” The captain leaned over the desk as if he couldn’t wait to hear my answer.

I had been so caught up with the fact that my future self was wearing King Justinian’s equipment that I didn’t realize the specialist role the vision depicted.

The lancer.

The one pathway that lay at the center of all others. Becoming a lancer meant achieving a proficiency in all the other specialist roles. It was the only way I could both conquer my indecision and enjoy the benefits of all the classes.

The room’s air cleared of the haze when the incense burner stopped belching out smoke, and then Commander Reynolds poured a liquid from a jug into a glass.

“Drink,” she said.

I swallowed back the cool liquid and slowly felt the mind-balm retreat from my senses. Clarity came to me like a slap on the face, and I felt a lot less confident now that I was no longer looking at a future version of myself.

“I saw a lancer,” I said as I felt my cheeks burn with embarrassment.

“I wondered when the visions would show your true motivations,” Captain Cross said with a satisfied smile. “It seems the lancer role is why you decided to enter the Academy and walk the path of a Space Knight.”

“Forgive me, sir, but that doesn’t make sense. I didn’t know much about the lancer role until Matthias explained it to me. How could that have been my intention all along? I wanted to follow in my father’s footsteps, to help my Mom, and to serve the Queen.”

“The mind-balm does not lie,” the commander countered.

“There is a deeper motivation at play,” the captain said. “You want to become a lancer now, but your reasons for doing so are identical to your reasons for entering the Academy.”

I inhaled and considered the captain’s words. What reason could that be? What had driven me to this point in my life? The captain didn’t believe my current answer, and I wasn’t sure my father, my mom, or the Queen had been the true motivations all this time.

Then it came to me.

“I want to be the best. The best berserker. The best summoner. The best slayer. The only way I can do that is by becoming a lancer. If I can master every role, then I can be the absolute best there is.”

“That smells like pride to me,” Commander Reynolds said with something like a mother’s caution.

“It’s not pride in myself,” I said as I finally understood my true motivations. “It’s pride in the RTF. We’re the best soldiers in the kingdom, and I know that if I work hard enough, I can get to the top.”

“What’s the top?” Commander Reynolds asked. “The best lancer?”

“It could be. I’ll only know when I get there.”

“Keep your mind focused on this goal,” Captain Cross said. “Whenever you feel yourself falter, remember that your greatest enemy is yourself. You have the ability, Nick, but that doesn’t mean you can get there without working damned hard.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“You can go now. Tell Nathan he’s up next.”

I left the room still feeling a little unsure of myself, and the squires crowded around me.

“How did you do?” Neville asked.

“Good. I think.” I sighed and turned to Nathan. “You’re up next.”

The squire’s face paled, and he gulped loudly. “Here goes nothing.”

We watched him enter the room with trepidation, and I slumped onto a bench while Neville and Richard assaulted me with questions.

“I don’t think I should be telling you what to expect,” I said to them. “I really want to, but it’ll probably color your results.”

The two squires muttered under their breath and leaned back onto the wall. I couldn’t help but smile at their disgruntled expressions, but their dissatisfied silence gave me a chance to think. I had never considered how high my aspirations could be and becoming a lancer while wielding the King’s armor was as high as they came. Of course, the vision wasn’t predicting the future, just the motivations I had hidden even from my conscious self. Whatever happened, I would need to protect myself against growing too overconfident. Humility could really keep me grounded, and the last thing I needed was to make a deadly mistake because of arrogance.

Nathan’s interview concluded, and then Richard took his place. A few minutes later, he returned, and Neville entered the room. In only a short time, we had all finished our interviews. We were given a short break to eat a meal, and we discussed our various tests.

Nathan wanted to become a Space Knight so that he could protect his brother from harm, and Richard desired a role in the RTF so he could finally prove to his parents that he wasn’t a failure. The twins laughed at Neville when he said he shared my motivation to become the best. Unlike me, Neville wanted to pursue the marksman role rather than the lancer role, so the means of achieving his goal would be a little different. Still, our friendship had come a long way, and I couldn’t imagine a better person to compete with.

“We’re leaving,” Moses said as he popped his head into the kitchen.

“Ah, I can’t wait to have a beer.” Nathan planted both hands on the table and pushed himself upright.

While I had enjoyed the training, exhaustion weighed down my body, and I couldn’t wait to return to the starship. My girlfriends would be waiting for me, along with a soft bed to sleep in.

We followed the shield knight to the warehouse’s main room where the other knights were waiting by the skiff. Our footlockers hadn’t been returned to the vehicle, so I moved toward them.

“Hold it,” Olav said, and I stopped in my tracks. “Your footlockers are staying here, and so are you squires.”

I heard a chorus of groans from my friends behind me.

“Then what time should we be ready tomorrow, sir?” I asked.

“You’re not coming back tomorrow either. You’re staying in here for thirty-six more hours. We’ll come grab you for a final night’s rest before the exam. We’ll be watching you.” Moses pointed at the cameras in the four corners of the warehouse. “So don’t be slacking off.”

Nathan’s mouth dropped open. “Thirty-six hours? How can we possibly train for that many hours without a break?”

“If you feel the need, there’s a regeneration chamber by the utility room,” the shield knight said. “But we’ve programmed it to only work every three hours. You can each take it in turns.”

“You’ll need to perform each station another five times,” Commander Reynolds said. “Practice using all of the techniques you have been taught that you are unaccustomed to using. Don’t bother training the skills you’re already adept at. The examiners will target your weaknesses, so make sure you don’t have any.”

“See you in thirty-six hours, Squires,” Captain Cross said as the others walked up the craft’s ramp.

We saluted our leader and watched the skiff’s engines roar to life. After the warehouse doors opened, the vessel lifted free from the ground and flew away.

“So, what should we do?” Nathan asked after the doors closed again.

“Think Captain Cross might have a secret stash of beer lying around?” Richard asked.

“No drinking,” I said. “We’re here to train. You heard what the captain said. There are folks who don’t want us to pass the exam. We only have a little more time to prepare, so we should get to it.”

“Ah, I guess you’re right,” Richard said. “But the drills would sure be a lot easier if I had a little alcohol to fill my stomach.”

“We can drink when we’re done. If you feel like you need to rest, then take a session in the regeneration chamber. But don’t waste it. We’re going to need them, and you might wish you waited.”

The twins sighed, but Neville gave me a serious nod that suggested he was ready for hours of training.

And hours upon hours of excruciating drills was exactly what we did.

Together, we would pass the exam and ascend to the next level of our careers as Space Knights.
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Chapter 6

I passed out as soon as I returned with the other squires to the Stalwart. The training sessions had brought me to the brink of total exhaustion, and I welcomed the good night’s sleep. Faye was waiting in the passageway when I woke, and she presented the squires with a smorgasbord of cured meats, fresh vegetables, and juices. We wolfed them down, put on our fatigues, and joined Flanagan in the hold.

“You fellas ready for the biggest day of your life?” he asked as we walked with him down the ramp toward the subway station.

“I thought today was just signup,” Nathan said. “I’m not sure I can even lift my arms, let alone compete.”

“Be prepared for anything,” the herald said.

We boarded a train at the station and then traveled to the city. After we disembarked, Flanagan led us above the ground level to the VIP section surrounding Castle Stirling’s official RTF headquarters. Hundreds of lords, barons, dukes, dames, ladies, and constituents of the kingdom’s ever-growing list of titled members mingled about the quartered-off area while armored knights kept the commoners, foreigners, and other “rabble” from getting too close.

We were wearing official RTF uniforms, but we still had considerable difficulty getting past the perimeter. The guards in full Runetech armor seemed about to arrest us for wearing prot-belts, but Flanagan quickly explained that we had received a special dispensation to wear them into the RTF HQ.

After the guards confirmed our identities, we crossed into the VIP area. The nobles shifted aside to form a narrow aisle that was almost large enough for us to get through without elbowing a lord or driving a shoulder in the back of a duke.

“That’s Baron Patterdall over there.” Flanagan gestured at a rather portly lord with a cohort of attendants behind him. “He loves himself a good wine and has a particular fondness for nubile women. Of age, of course, but as close to the line as he can get.”

While we moved through the throng, the herald continued introducing the various nobles and their secret penchants for things that would have caused them much social ire if brought out into the open. I recalled the herald explaining only a few days ago that the many noble houses inside the Castle were strangers to him, so his newfound intimate knowledge perplexed me. I didn’t have a chance to question how he had suddenly learned so much because every time I opened my mouth he introduced another aristocrat.

“Oh, you absolutely must take note of this,” Flanagan continued with a giddy smile. “See that considerably buxom lady over there? She is the wife of Lord Timbermuwl, and quite a sight for the eyes.”

I took one look at the woman to whom the herald referred, and she immediately caught my gaze. Her bright red lips curved into a seductive smile, and she raised a single eyebrow of invitation.

“It’s a true pity you don’t have time to make acquaintances,” Flanagan whispered much to the disappointment of my friends. “Rumor is she has an allure that would rival an empath.”

“Are you sure we don’t have a few minutes?” Richard pleaded. “Maybe I could confirm those rumors?”

“Didn’t you say you wanted a fighting woman?” I asked.

“For something a little more permanent, yes, but Lady Timbermuwl looks like she would appreciate a quick romp.”

“Sorry, lad, but there is no time,” the herald said. “Sign up closes in less than a half hour, and we are yet to cross the vast halls within the headquarters. Come along now, squires. I still have more nobles worthy of explanation. Eyes open, ears piqued. A herald is not only master of runesongs but also the art of conversation.”

“Eavesdropping, you mean?” Nathan hid a sly smile.

“Call it what you wish. We know how to retrieve information with methods that do not require torture or brutish violence in the manner of slayers or berserkers.”

“You don’t like killing?” Neville asked. “I thought all the Stalwart’s knights had some kind of fetish for it.”

“Oh, I love killing, but there’s a time and a place. Sometimes you can obtain information without ever sullying your blade. Besides, physically harming one of these nobles to discover some secret wouldn’t exactly be the best tactic now, would it?”

“No, sir,” Neville agreed.

I noticed a petite blonde woman smile at Flanagan, and then I saw him pinch her ass as she passed. The beautiful blonde yelped in surprise, but she hid a smile behind a glove of white lace. Her dress reminded me a little of a similarly risque piece Natali Lenkov had worn on one of our dates, and the blonde’s sharp features and high forehead made me assume she wasn’t Caledonian in origin.

“You seem to know her quite well, sir,” I commented as she snaked through the throng.

“That pretty lass is the Rutheni ambassador,” Flanagan explained. “She proves good things can come in small packages.”

“I can see more than a few foreign dignitaries.” Neville motioned at groups clad in everything from thick ermine robes to leather straps that left nothing to the imagination.

“Aye, they’re all here for the knighthood examination. Your tests are likely to take place on one of their kingdom’s planets. It’s a show of good faith toward those with whom we haven’t always shared the most diplomatic relationships.”

My thoughts stirred at the prospect of visiting far-off lands, and I hastened to push through the nobles.

“That’s one noble you should pay attention to.” Flanagan nodded his head toward a man who towered over all the others.

The giant’s shaven head was polished to a gleam while two thick eyebrows rested atop piercing emerald eyes. His black beard was waxed to a point at his chin, and only a small symbol of the letter ‘S’ surrounded by flaming embers marked him as the member of a noble house. Unlike the other nobles, this man wore no tiara, circlet, or crown to indicate his high birth. He was also the only noble wearing Runetech armor, and the set covering his large frame shined with delicate gilded runes. Hanging from his shoulders was a crimson cloak with intricate symbols that looked like burning flames whenever they caught the light.

“He is allowed to wear full Runetech inside the castle?” I asked.

“That’s because he is Count Standish, a member of the Queen’s Council and the leader of her personal guard.”

My breath caught in my throat, and I narrowed my eyes at the man. He was the nobleman Duke Barnes had told me was causing trouble for the Queen. He certainly looked like a harsh man, and I had trouble doubting the duke’s words now that I could see Standish for myself. It didn’t bode well for the monarch if the leader of her personal guard was attempting to undermine her authority.

“His son is the squire beside him,” Flanagan continued, and I noted a blonde man about my age in squire uniform. He wore a permanent smile that oozed smugness, and he seemed at home among the flock of nobles around him.

“And that woman is his wife,” the herald said. “Behind the men.”

I looked to where Flanagan indicated and saw a middle-aged woman in a flowing gown made of a similar material to the count’s cloak. The shimmering embers on the fabric made it look like she was aflame, but no one seemed to pay her any attention despite her striking garments. The group’s conversation was completely focused upon the count and his squire son.

“Lady Standish was once a great knight,” Flanagan explained as he snatched a wine goblet from a passing waitress’ platter. “When her career was at its zenith, she decided to involve herself in politics. An unfortunate choice since the Count’s political aspirations stifled his wife’s. Now, Lady Standish has become little more than a handmaid to the oafish count.”

“You said you hadn’t heard of Count Standish before, and now you know all this stuff about his wife?” I asked. “And come to think of it, only two days ago you said you didn’t know much about any of the nobles.”

“I’m a fast learner.” Flanagan downed the wine and grabbed a second as soon as another waitress came within reach.

“I can explain all you need to know about Finn Standish,” Nathan said with a scowl. “He graduated from the Academy when I was in my first year. Thinks he’s the best thing that happened for the kingdom since the discovery of magic.”

“He’s pretty damned good,” Richard said. “Topped almost every battle room drill in the Academy. We pranked him a few times.”

“Spiders in his bunk,” Nathan added.

“Slipped a piss puck under his door.”

“Shaved one of his eyebrows, and the sergeant made him shave the other the next morning to make it uniform.”

“You two used all those pranks on me!” Neville retorted.

“Ha, we did,” Nathan said with a sigh. “But at least you took them like a real human. You were angry for a while, but you did laugh a little afterward. But not Finn. Not one prank took him down a notch, and he never, ever, laughed. Just kept that same smug smile like he would get us back one day.”

“Did he?” I asked.

“Yeah. Beat the shit out of both of us. We were taken to the sergeant to explain what had happened, but we never said anything. Figured we deserved it.”

“Did you prank him again?”

“Nah. It wasn’t worth it. We learned our lesson. There’s no point playing a joke on someone like that. We were glad to be rid of him after our first year.”

I took one last look at Finn Standish as we continued through the throng of nobles to the RTF HQ entrance. Before we could pass through the giant doors, I heard a high-pitched squeal and turned to see a young noblewoman running toward us. She clutched her dress in both hands so she wouldn’t trip on the hem, but she still stumbled every second step as though her sandals didn’t quite fit.

The blonde blew at a wayward curl that had sprung free of her tightly bound blonde hair. “Neville!” she exclaimed through heavy breaths. “I didn’t know you would be here for the exam!”

“Ah, I’m not sure I know you,” he said.

I shared smiles with the twins since it was clear this noblewoman had a keen interest in our friend.

“It’s Marigold, silly!” the girl shrieked as she slapped Neville on the chest.

Neville’s brows twisted together as he stammered a response. “Marigold Bennett?”

“Do you know any other Marigolds?”

“Uh...“

“We’ll wait a few minutes for you to catch up,” I said to Neville before I grabbed the twins and followed Flanagan into HQ.

We waited in the foyer for a few minutes until Neville came rushing through the twin doors.

“By the stars,” he said after he joined us. “Marigold is beautiful. I never thought she would grow into so fine a lady.”

“She’s a little annoy--” Richard started.

“She’s gorgeous,” Nathan said after he quickly jabbed his brother in the stomach.

“She’s the one you said you were arranged to marry, right?” I asked.

“Yeah. I didn’t think she would mature so much or turn out like that. I’m not normally so shallow, but she really was quite... uhhh different, and not a very nice person. She seems to have changed. My father will certainly be pleased. Our house might finally return to its former glory if I wed Marigold.”

“Get to know her a bit more before that whole arranged marriage thing happens,” I said. “We’ll be on Castle Stirling, so we’ll have plenty of time.”

“The sign up area is outside the squire hall,” Flanagan said. “We only have a few minutes, so don’t dawdle. Otherwise all your training will be for naught.”

We took the elevator to the HQ’s upper levels, and I inhaled in wonder when the doors opened. Royal blue carpet ran along polished metal that mimicked veined marble while stone pillars at least six meters in diameter held up the huge edifice. Five meter statues of decorated knights in proud poses sat atop square plinths, and glass cabinets filled with precious Runetech armor and weapons rested against the walls. The halls and passages seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see, and I wondered how such a huge building could exist inside a space station. It only confirmed for me the incredible size of Castle Stirling and the impossibility of having it sail through space via any means other than magic.

We continued through the halls until we came to a passage that branched into sections for the various kinds of enchanters, point clerks, and other personnel. Artillerymen gathered inside another huge chamber while those in knight and squire uniform continued further down where standards of the various specialist knight roles hung from giant pillars.

Specialist lodges branched off from the main concourse, and I watched knights enter and depart through their arches. Some lodges were more attended than others, and some only had a handful of knights around them and some, if not most were a little old looking. The marksman and lancer lodges were unmanned and completely bare of decoration. Even their standards were tattered and hung loosely from their poles.

We entered the lodge for knights without specializations, and my heart started beating twice as fast. I couldn’t keep the smile from my face as we marched through the ranks of knights that had passed the exam in previous years.

A large group of squires congregated at a corridor entrance, and we joined them while we waited for the sergeant leading the exam to arrive. I took a few minutes to examine the other squires and noticed that they were all Core World nobles except for a dark-skinned Alkegian.

“Nick!”

I heard my name and watched a familiar face push through the other squires. The hardcore training over the last few days had made me almost entirely forget that Ludas Barnes would be present at the exam. He looked much bigger than I remembered, and the hug he embraced me with carried much more strength than his previously skinny frame could have managed.

He let go of me, and I tried not to let any surprise show on my face.

“Ludas,” I said. “Good to see you.”

“I’m not surprised to see you here. Not after watching you fight on Tyranus. But I bet you’re surprised to see me.”

“Your father said you would be taking the exam.”

The nobleman gave me a smile borne of calm confidence, and not the arrogant surety I remembered. “He did? I guess he probably boasted about my achievements. To be honest, it’s only my assignment to the Valor that allowed me to gather enough KPs for the exam.”

“You didn’t have any House Barnes knights helping you?” I struggled to keep the resentment out of my voice. While he had helped me get assigned to the Stalwart, I still hadn’t quite forgiven him for his poor treatment of me.

Ludas chuckled at my question. “You remember that, do you? They only assisted me a few times at the Academy, and I have had no help from them at all while aboard the Valor. In truth, Nick, I have carried the memory of your valiant efforts on Tyranus. It was your bravery and skill that showed me how much I lacked. I wish you could have taken the assignment to the Valor, but now I see that perhaps you never needed it. You did bag the Bone King after all. I’m sure you fetched quite the bounty.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It was a tough fight, but I wouldn’t have been able to do it without my crew.”

“These the other squires?” Ludas asked, and then my friends butted in to introduce themselves. I hadn’t realized they had been listening the whole time, but then they had probably expected me to fight Ludas after everything I had told them.

“So you’re the one Nick saved from Tyranus, huh?” Nathan asked. “You were with him at the Academy, too. Did he always have so many girlfriends?”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Ludas said. “All I know is that Nick proved himself a warrior on Tyranus. He actually inspired me to train harder. I have improved substantially since Tyranus.” Ludas eyes settled on me, and a small smile touched his lips. “You have my respect and gratitude, but I will not hold back during the exam.”

“I respect that.” I matched his smile as Ludas made his way back to the Valor’s other squires.

Without his usual entourage of knights completing objectives, he would have difficulty even passing the exam. But he did appear to have changed, so maybe his skills had increased to the point where he would actually pass. I doubted he would serve as tough competition, but I would still keep my eye on him during the exam. I was more concerned about Finn Standish, but I saw no sign of him among the other squires.

“Hey, isn’t that Lady Standish?” Neville pointed at a group of squires among which was Finn Standish and a herald as they marched to the corridor’s entrance. They lingered a few meters away from the others as though they were too good for the rest of us.

“That’s her,” Flanagan said. “She must be the Adroit’s herald.”

Finn Standish seemed to pay little attention to his mother, but I could see her eyes constantly upon him. She seemed a watchful and caring mother, and I kind of felt sorry for her. Her marriage appeared to be a sorry one, but at least she could be present with her son while he participated in the exam. I wondered what it would have been like to serve on a starship alongside my father. I sighed as I wished for the thousandth time that he was still alive.

“By the stars, I have never seen anything like her,” Richard said.

“Lady Standish?” I asked. The woman might have been beautiful once, but age had taken its toll. She still seemed in good health, but I wouldn’t have considered her attractive.

“Not her. The one over there.” Richard gestured at a female squire standing with the rest of the Valor’s group. Only a quick glance over the brunette’s curves confirmed that she was indeed beautiful, but her glower suggested she would probably punch Richard if he did so much as smile at her.

“Quit staring at her,” Nathan said as he nudged his brother. “She’s going to think you’re a creep.”

“Hey, Nick, do you think Ludas can introduce me to her?” Richard asked as his eyes remained upon the beautiful squire.

“I’m sure I can organize something,” I said, much to the displeasure of the other twin.

“Why do you encourage him?” Nathan palmed his face.

“You have your little Ecomese girlfriend. Neville has the ugly duckling turned beautiful swan. And Nick has half the Stalwart’s female crew members. Do you really want me to remain single and suffering from a serious case of blue-balls for the rest of my life?”

Nathan sighed. “No, brother. I want you and your balls to be happy.”

“Then you won’t mind if I cozy up to that fine lady over there.”

“I’d like to see you try, bro,” Nathan said. “She’s way out of your league.”

“Is that a challenge?”

“Aye,” his twin replied.

The din subsided as a retinue of RTF officials approached the gathered squires. They were led by a sergeant with a brush-shaped mustache and battle scars that dashed across his face.

“Listen up!” the sergeant yelled as he took us all in with his keen blue eyes.  Despite his age there was no indication that he had let himself go. Muscles popped beneath his black fatigues, and his royal blue uniform was without a single crinkle.

Everyone immediately turned to face the man, and an atmosphere of hushed tension smothered the entire squire cohort. No one knew what our exam would entail, and this man was about to explain it all.

“I’m Sergeant Gibbons,” he said. “I’ll be heading your examinations. Let’s start with a roll call.”

Then he started yelling the names of the squires and their respective assignments. One by one the names rolled off his tongue like curses, and I got the feeling he wasn’t very impressed with the cohort. In fact, the sergeant’s tone grew increasingly irate by the time he came to the Stalwart’s squires.

“Squire Nathan Culbert, RTF Stalwart!”

“Present, sir.”

“Squire Neville Holloway, RTF Stalwart!”

“Present, sir.”

“Squire Nicholas Lyons, RTF Stalwart!”

“Present, sir.”

“Squire Richard Culbert, RTF Stalwart!”

“Present, sir.”

“Where’s your fifth?” the sergeant asked as he looked up from the holo projected from his prot-belt.

“Fifth, sir?” I asked as I shot Flanagan a worried look.

“Your fifth squire.”

“There’s only four of us, sir,” I replied.

“Then you’ll have to sit this exam out. You should have received notification to have five total squires enter the exam. I was waiting for the Stalwart to name a fifth squire, but I never received any message. I figured you would show up with your fifth, but now you don’t have one. Who’s your herald?”

“Flanagan Reeves,” our herald stepped forward and introduced himself.

Sergeant Gibbons grunted as his hawk-like eyes appraised Flanagan. “You have two minutes to figure out something. Otherwise, your squires are heading back to your starship.”

“Shit,” Flanagan muttered as he turned to us. “They must have changed the rules since the last time I oversaw an exam.”

“It’s new this year,” another herald knight said after overhearing Flanagan. “Seems like a fucking stupid rule. Means each starship needs to wait for five of its squires to be ready before any one of them can take the exam. Either that, or they have to team up with squires from other starships to fill the quota.”

The rule didn’t make a lot of sense since squires who hadn’t been assigned to the same starship would have difficulty working together on any drills that required tight teamwork. I could only see one reason for creating the rule: to prevent a starship with only four squires from taking the exam this year. I didn’t think I was being paranoid either; the captain had warned us that members of the hierarchy were determined not to let the Stalwart’s squires pass the exam.

“Why did we not receive the message?” Neville asked.

“I reckon someone was responsible for cooking up this new rule just for us,” Flanagan said. “I’d say they also failed to tell us about it.”

“Can we compete with only four, sir?” I asked.

“We can try. But it’s going to be rather difficult. Quite close to impossible. They’ll have designed the tests around five contestants per team.”

“We can do it,” I said, and my friends didn’t offer any disagreements. Captain Cross and the others had a mission to complete, and they might not return to Castle Stirling for some time. If we wanted to get into the inner circle, then that required becoming Space Knights.

“Sergeant Gibbons!” Flanagan addressed the man. “The Stalwart’s squires shall compete with only four contestants.”

“You sure about that? You’re meant to advise them against doing anything stupid, Space Knight...“

“Reeves,” Flanagan answered.

“Yes, Space Knight Reeves. Your job is to keep them in line, and this sounds mighty stupid.”

“They are more than capable of handling any situation you give them, Sergeant Gibbons,” he answered with uncustomary seriousness.

“Alright then.” The sergeant’s hard demeanor was almost broken by a slight smile, and I wondered whether the sergeant was involved in the scheme to fail us.

“Sergeant Gibbons,” an RTF official said from behind him. “The rule has been established for a reason. It has come directly from the Queen’s Council. You cannot simply disregard it.”

“I can do what I want. I’m the chief examiner, and you know as much as anyone else that I won’t make any allowances for the Stalwart’s crew. They’ve given the okay, and if they want to get themselves killed, then that’s their choice.” The sergeant grunted as he turned from the wide eyed official and lifted his head to address the whole cohort of squires and their accompanying heralds. “Looks like the Stalwart will be joining the rest of you sorry bunch. Rest assured there will be no concessions made for their lack of numbers. They will be tested according to the same marking criteria as those starships with all five squires. Besides, I doubt a single squire will make it to the final test.”

No, the sergeant didn’t seem like he wanted just the Stalwart’s squires to fail. In fact, he seemed like he didn’t want a single squire from any ship to pass the exam.

“The knighthood examination is a true test of your worth,” the sergeant raised his voice to address all the squires. “Often, it leads to deaths, but that’s the risk. The RTF must ensure you all have what it takes to become Space Knights.”

“Anyone who fails will be mindwiped and returned to their homeworld. You won’t remember a damned thing about your years as a squire, nor will you remember any of your Academy training. The protocol will be carried out even if a single one of you sorry bunch fails. And don’t think that’s unlikely. This is my first year overseeing the exam, and I’m ready to make some changes. The RTF has become weak, and it’s about time someone did something about it.”

The tension became a thick fog as the sergeant’s words registered through the ranks. It seemed like the Stalwart wasn’t the only team that would have to achieve the impossible in order to become Space Knights.

“You’ll each need to pass an individual exam with an alley-style course and a weapons proficiency test. If any of you manage to pass, then you’ll face two teamwork tests. The first is an assault test where you’ll clear a Level Three Grendel portal.”

I clenched my teeth at hearing that we would be facing a Grendel portal. Unlike my teleportation ability, I hadn’t learned how to control the part of my mutation that upgraded portals. If I increased the power level of the rift during the exam, then I could unleash a swarm of high-level Grendels upon my fellow squires. And then the RTF officials would arrest me and send me on a one-way trip to the Facility. I wasn’t sure which would be worse, but the latter would surely follow after the former.

“On the second teamwork trial, you will escort a valuable friendly through a dangerous area,” Sergeant Gibbons continued as the squires listened intently. “The environmental details will be kept secret until the day of the test, but you’re in for a real treat.” The way the sergeant said the word ‘treat’ reminded me of Olav’s pleasure in causing pain, and I was starting to get the impression that the two men would have made great friends.

“The three individual squires who rank the highest in all the trials will then compete in a special exam. The winner of this final round will receive a reward beyond their wildest dreams. A private dinner with Her Majesty, Queen Catrina.”

Everyone bowed their heads at the mention of our beloved monarch, and I was having trouble controlling my breathing. This was my chance to meet the Queen personally. I wasn’t sure whether I was a better squire than all the others gathered here, but somehow I would get to the top. I doubted any of my fellows loved their Queen as much as me, or served her with a greater fervor.

“The individual tests will ensure not only individual proficiency but also ensure that you’re not a liability to your fellow squires during the more dangerous tests. Remember, death is a real possibility, and failure means being mindwiped and never being able to return to the RTF again. You desired a special office by becoming a squire and then entering the knighthood test. If you wished for an easier path, then you should have joined the artillerymen. Space Knights are a special breed, and only the most competent soldiers can enter our ranks.”

Silence reigned across the gathered squires, and it was broken by whispers when the sergeant allowed a brief interim.

“I’m worried about the assault test,” I whispered to my friends. “What if I upgrade the portal?”

“You haven’t learned to control your ability yet?” Flanagan asked me with an expression like disgust.

“No, sir,” I said. “I was more concerned with the other aspect of my powers.”

“This could be bad. Real bad.” Nathan frowned, and his forehead crinkled with thought. “We’ve fought strong Grendels before, but I doubt the other squires have.”

“I’ll think of something,” I said. Elle had told me how she learned to control her mutation, so I figured she might be able to give me a few tips. The consequences of allowing my powers to go unchecked were dire to say the least.

“The individual tests will begin now,” Sergeant Gibbons announced, and murmurs of surprise rippled across the group. “Sounds like you’re unprepared.”

“We don’t have our Runetech, sir,” the Valor’s beautiful female squire said.

“You won’t be needing it. We’ll provide you with equipment.”

Disgruntled murmurs carried through the ranks, and it sounded like the noble squires weren’t impressed to be leaving their expensive equipment behind. I also much preferred using my own Runetech to borrowed gear, but training with the knights in the captain’s warehouse had prepared me for this situation.

“Not one of you has a right to the exam, and we’re not forcing you to take it either,” Sergeant Gibbons snarled. “Diviners are on standby for a mindwipe. Say the word, and you can forget it all.”

I didn’t have to look to my friends to know that the sergeant’s offer didn’t interest them in the slightest. The rest of the squires, on the other hand, seemed almost attracted to the idea. All of them except for Finn Standish and Ludas Barnes. Ludas’ reaction surprised me the most, and I was starting to believe that he had changed a lot since we’d last seen each other.

“If you all leave now, I can have myself a cold beer and watch some skin holos. Not one of you looks cut out to be a Space Knight, anyway.” The sergeant fluttered his hand in a dismissive wave.

Over the next minute, there were a few grumbles and mutters among the squires, but no one left. The sergeant scowled when no one took him up on his offer.

“So you all think you’ve got what it takes, eh? Well, the other examiners and I are eager to prove you wrong. The schedule has been uploaded to your prot-belts. You’ve each been assigned an examiner. Get yourself to the nominated testing room. Don’t be late, or you’ll be docked ten percent for every minute.”

“I feel sorry for whoever gets Sergeant Gibbons for an examiner,” Neville whispered after we were all dismissed.

I pulled up my prot-belt’s menu and navigated to the inbox. I found the message for my first test and opened it.

Squire Nicholas Lyons (RTF Stalwart)

Sergeant Derek Gibbons - Skills Test Examiner

“Seems they think you’re the best squire out of the bunch,” Flanagan commented as he peered over my shoulder. “You’re on the Stalwart for a reason, Nick. Do not throw away the opportunity by having that stroppy bugger fail you.”

“I’m not going to fail, sir.”

Somehow I had to impress a man with a proverbial pebble in his shoe for more than a decade. Losing wasn’t an option, so I cleared my mind and steadied my pulse as I marched toward the designated testing room.
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Chapter 7

“Squire Nicholas Lyons?” Sergeant Gibbons barked at me as I entered the square three-meter room painted a clinical white. He stood between two metal boxes, each about two-meters long. A door led to another room which I assumed would be where my individual test would take place.

“Yes, sir. I am honored to be--”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. You’re honored to be taking the exam, and you want to serve your Queen and kingdom. I’ve heard it all before. But it’s not sweet-talking that’ll get you through today. It’s combat skills, a good dose of quick-thinking, and--” He broke off as he finally took me in with his cold eyes. His lips quivered a bit below his mustache, and then he regained composure in a flash. “You’re an Outlander.”

“Yes, sir. I was born and raised on Bratton.” I wasn’t sure how to interpret his sudden change in demeanour, but he seemed more impressed than disgusted after learning of my heritage. It meant he had only taken a cursory glance over my file, and he probably also wasn’t involved with the noble plans to fail all the Stalwart’s squires.

The revelation might have calmed my nerves were it not for the immediate return of the sergeant’s scowl to his face.

“You being an Outlander doesn’t change anything,” he spat. “I won’t be going any harder on you than I do any of the others, but I won’t be going easy on you, either. Now, open this crate and select your first weapon.”

When I opened the weapons box and inspected the items inside, I knew why we had been given a special dispensation to wear our prot-belts into the castle. There were three items: a one-handed sword, a two-handed axe, and an energy staff.

“Can you tell me what I’m likely to face on the first test, sir?” Any information about what I would face in the alley would help me decide which weapon to choose.

“Ha, wouldn’t that be great?” He gave me a fake smile that oozed with sarcasm. “No. You’ll be going in blind. Scan the weapons, then choose one. When you’re done, open the other box and choose an armor piece.”

The sergeant watched me closely as I knelt beside the first crate. I guessed he was studying my decisions and taking mental notes for whatever score I would receive. I wasn’t ignorant of the RTF’s marking criteria, so I knew that the preparation before a test was as closely scrutinized as anything performed within a simulated combat situation.

Each of the squires would be facing a similar room, but they wouldn’t have this sergeant examining their skills. I controlled my breathing and remembered my interview with Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds. I knew why I wanted to become a knight, and nothing would stop me from achieving that goal.

I removed a one-handed axe with two curving blades that glowed like heated coals and scanned it with my prot-belt.

Weapon type: Double-bladed Axe of Incineration

Additional damage: 15% (fire)

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Incinerate

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Weapon will ignite with flames and deal 15% added burning damage (calculated from base weapon damage). When linked with prot-belt, prot-field degenerates while protecting the wielder from self-damage. Prot-field degenerates 1% per second while rune is active.

I smiled after reading the details for the Incinerate rune and recalled the morningstar Elle had tried to sell me all those months ago. I would have taken that weapon, but the lightning hammer had captured my interest. Now that I was given another opportunity to use the Incinerate rune, I felt like I didn’t need to examine any of the other weapons.

Still, I put aside the axe and took a two-handed sword from the box. The blade was almost fifteen centimeters wide and nearly two meters long, and I wondered how I would ever wield it even with Strength runes. As I tested its balance, I realized it wasn’t much heavier than my longsword. The weapon’s lightweight construction surprised me, and I turned it over in my hands to study its transparent material. Its edges reflected the lights above me like a jewel, and I wondered if it was built from a precious metal of some kind. I didn’t have all day to admire the weapon, so I held my scanner over the item and watched the details manifest from my belt.

Weapon type: Executioner’s Claymore

Additional damage: Bleed (5%)

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Blood Drain

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Upon successful hit, curses enemies for 3 seconds and causes 5% bleed damage. Effect can stack up to five times.

A single hit with its tremendous blade would cleave most enemies in half while stronger opponents would quickly bleed out from the Blood Drain stacks. I had grown fond of the two-handed sword fighting style ever since I had received the Longsword of Propulsion from the enchanter, Max. Although I really wanted to try the axe and its Incinerate rune, this was probably the better choice.

But I still had one more item left in the box.

I put the sword aside and retrieved the final weapon from the box. This one was an energy staff with two serpents coiling around the base while their fanged mouths held a bright green orb.

Weapon type: Serpent’s Touch

Additional damage: None

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: Necrosis - causes necrotic damage on flesh wound (penetrates enemy armor), dealing 10% of base attack damage every second for 5 seconds. Doesn’t stack.

Runes inscribed: Poison

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Poison doubles the rate of damage over time (effects base damage and duration)

The staff’s enchantment was identical to those inscribed on the rapier Neville had let me borrow during the Tachion mission. I had used it to great effect, but I preferred a weapon that could chop, slash, or stab enemies rather than crush or bludgeon them.

I glanced at Sergeant Myers who was still studying my decision process as though he was waiting for me to make a mistake. His intense gaze made me wonder whether there was some kind of trick I hadn’t uncovered.

The staff was probably the worst choice, and I guessed it was planted to see whether I understood the likelihood of non-living enemies. The axe and the sword were more difficult to choose between, but my past history with weapons urged me in the direction of the latter. I wanted to choose the sword since I was most familiar with it, but maybe that was a trap. The sergeant probably had a good record of my current skills along with the weapons I had registered with the RTF database. If he knew I was most comfortable with a two-handed type sword, then the one inside this crate might have been a newbie trap. A squire who didn’t think two steps ahead would immediately choose the weapon most familiar to him, and then he was likely to face enemies almost completely immune to that kind of weapon.

Maybe I was overthinking the whole situation. Maybe there was no trick or hidden motive to the weapon selection process. But Flanagan had warned us all to be careful and constantly on our toes, so I decided to trust my hunch and picked the axe. It wasn’t completely outside my small domain of expertise, but I was more practiced with an axe than a staff. Although I could easily use both weapons, I figured choosing the staff might actually cause me to be docked a few marks since it was far enough outside my skill range to make it a poor decision. Not to mention the poison effects probably wouldn’t be effective against any opponents I faced on the other side of the door.

I used my peripheral vision to watch the sergeant as I pretended to consider each weapon individually. I hoped to read his facial expression as I touched each item, but he remained completely passive and gave no indication which weapon would be the best choice.

I put the decision aside for the moment and opened the second box. There were three separate armor pieces inside: boots, gloves, and a chest piece. I grabbed the gloves first and admired their simple yet effective craftsmanship. Protective plating that could be used to block most weapons extended from around the wrists while five-centimeter spikes extended from each knuckle. The tips were sharp, so I guessed their purpose wasn’t merely ornamental. I inserted my right hand into the matching glove and clenched my fists to feel the amount of flexibility, which was surprisingly good considering their bulky size. I scanned the glove and waited less than a second for the details to appear.

Armor type: Venomous Mitts

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: Wrist Guards - a minor concussive force is emitted from the gloves when they successfully block an enemy’s attack.

Runes inscribed: Increased Poison

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Increases poison damage by 20%. Increased duration of poison damage over time and curses by 10%.

The armor effect almost made these gloves act as shields, and I wondered whether they could even provide a kind of unarmed fighting style. I doubted such a combat technique would ever prove superior to swinging an enchanted weapon, but it might work with the right collection of runes. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a lot of enchantments at my disposal today, and the gloves’ rune effect would only enhance the Serpent’s Touch. I didn’t plan on taking the staff into the alley trial, so I dropped the gauntlets back into the box.

I guessed the objective of this decision process was to connect hidden synergies between the weapons and the various armor pieces. During the exam briefing, the sergeant hadn’t told us that we would be tested on theorycrafting, but there had to be a marking criteria for it. Learning to synergize equipment was a crucial aspect of a Space Knight’s role in the RTF, especially if he was on a starship where knights weren’t restricted to authorized items but were allowed to use their own equipment. I suspected this was one part of the exam where the Stalwart’s squires would excel beyond the other squires because we had all assembled our own equipment.

I reached into the box and removed the boots. They didn’t wrap around the whole lower leg but only covered the shins with their burgundy-colored armor plating. Ornate metalwork imprinted the shinguards, and I was a little surprised by the delicacy of the metalworking. The runes were only visible when I tilted the items at a particular angle so the lights above me would catch them. My experience as an apprentice enchanter allowed me to interpret the simple glyphs and conclude that they were related to the fire element.

Armor type: Flamewreathed Boots

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Ifrit’s Steps

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: When rune is active, each step leaves behind a flaming footprint which damages enemies with elemental damage [Fire]. Footprint lasts for five seconds.

My immediate reaction after reading the Ifrit’s Steps was to smile. Running around a battlefield and leaving fiery footprints seemed a little comical, but a burning boundary that dealt damage over time would be a quick and efficient method of tackling low-level opponents.

The fire elemental damage matched the Double-bladed Axe of Incineration, but there were no other synergies besides that. If I had access to other equipment that increased my overall fire damage, then the boots and the axe would have been a great choice. I guessed the boots were placed in here as a kind of newbie trap since imperceptive squires would immediately select the two items with identical elemental properties and assume there was a synergy between them.

I placed the boots back into the box beside the gauntlets and removed the last item: a sleek chest piece. The armor segments were all painted a brilliant white and black rivulets ran across the plating in representation of pectoral and abdominal muscles. The lightweight material bent a little when I held the item over my scanner.

Armor type: Warded Chestplate

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Degeneration Ward

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Decreases any degenerative effects on other equipment by 50%.

The chestplate’s rune effect seemed almost entirely useless, and I wondered what the synergy might be between this item and the weapons. Was this another trick? Or was there something I wasn’t seeing? Then a smile pulled at my lips when I realized its reason for being inside the box.

The fire axe’s rune ate away at my prot-field whenever it was active, and that was probably counted as a degenerative effect. I could have confirmed whether this was accurate by linking my prot-belt to the kingdom’s database and running a test, but I figured that would cause the sergeant to dock points from my score. In many cases on the field, prot-belts wouldn’t have access to the kingdom’s database remotely, so they wouldn’t have the most accurate and up-to-date information on equipment. That meant knights needed to be able to detect synergies without the aid of the database, and I figured I had just found one. If my theory was incorrect, and the Warded Chestplate didn’t cut the axe’s prot-field degeneration in half, then I would probably lose even more points than if I checked the database now.

But I decided to act on my hunch.

I slipped into the chestplate, grabbed the axe, squared my shoulders, and looked the sergeant straight in the eyes.

“I’m ready, sir.”

“It’s about damn time. Didn’t you hear my stomach growling? I’m ready to eat. Let’s get your failure over with so I can satiate the bastard. Go through the alley, take out any hostiles, and make damned sure they don’t kill any civilians.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

My hands tightened around the axe-handle as the door opened to the alley trial, and the door closed behind me when I crossed into the room. Complete silence deadened my hearing as though my ears were filled with cotton wool, and darkness pressed against my eyes like a cloak of emptiness. My heart kicked up a bit at the total loss of sensory input, but at least I could still feel the axe-handle in my hand and the sweat trickling down the crevice of my spine.

The darkness suddenly lifted as the lights turned on, and I saw the training alley. The street was about one-hundred meters long and twelve-meters wide. Steel facades lined each side in imitation of real buildings, and motor vehicles were parked beside the sidewalks. I scanned above for any sign of snipers, but the windows in the buildings were only painted to look like the real thing. Androids walked robotic dogs while similarly mechanical children chased each other through the fake street. The noises coming from their mouths sounded very much like the joyful cries of real children. There were eight visible androids on this street, and none of them looked hostile.

I heard the crunch of footsteps to my right and spun around. A giant mech lumbered down the street, and each step of its three-pronged feet left little craters in the ground. The machine rose three-meters from the ground, and blue trident symbols were painted into its rectangular abdomen. A blast-cannon served for its right arm, and I would have to avoid getting hit by any of the force beams it fired. I didn’t have my speed sequence or any of the enchanted repertoire I had become accustomed to. This test was designed to show expertise when a soldier didn’t have his own Runetech. My objective was to protect the civilian androids, but any firepower that could harm them could also harm me. I still had my prot-field, though, but I needed to ensure it didn’t reduce to zero otherwise every area except my chest would be exposed.

The mech entered the street, and I saw the blast-cannon’s circular barrel turn a bright red. An android child skipped along the stone street and into the mech’s line of fire, so I dropped my hand to my prot-belt, activated my forcefield, and then triggered my axe’s Incinerate rune. The bearded blade engulfed in flames, and I sprinted to intercept the mech’s attack.

The blast-cannon went off with a deafening crack, and I shoved the kid-android aside. It rolled across the ground in a tumble of metal limbs, but I continued running for the mech. I jumped on top of a car’s hood and leaped a second time as the mech lurched toward me. Its blast-cannon discharged, and I felt the heat of its projectile almost sear my face as it narrowly missed. I twisted in the air and swung my axe in a broad circle. The blade carved the mech through its armored abdomen, and it exploded in a shower of shrapnel that bounced off my prot-field.

I checked the level of damage from my belt’s readout.

Prot-field: 78%

The combination of my axe and chestplate enchantments were working great. Unlike a real situation, the androids hadn’t scattered in fear when the mech showed itself. They were continuing to walk their artificial dogs, play with their friends, or huddle together while speaking.

I figured the whole point of this situation was to move through the street, so I deactivated my axe’s Incinerate rune and pressed forward.

Another mech leaped onto a car, and its incredible weight crushed it like a tin can. This one bore a massive circular saw attached to its left limb while a railgun served for a right arm. The gun started firing immediately, and I sprinted to cover a female android walking her mechanical dog. The bullets peppered my prot-field, and I shoved the android behind a truck as the bullets continued to rain upon us. I hesitated a quick glance at my belt and felt my stomach drop to the street.

Prot-field: 12%

The railgun bullets pounded into the vehicle while my mind raced to form a plan. My back leaned against the truck’s massive wheels, and then I got an idea. I took the omni-tool from my belt pouch and started removing the screws from a tire’s hubcap. I pulled the cover from the wheel and then tossed the metal disc to the other side of the street. It clanged against a building’s facade, and the mech whirled around to face the new threat. I triggered my axe’s Incinerate rune and sprinted from cover.

The mech whirled around to face me, and its railgun fired. The projectiles sprayed my prot-field, but I closed the gap before my shields ran out. My flaming axe-head chopped the mech’s right leg, and it toppled over with its railgun still firing. The circular saw on its left arm swung around in an attempt to slice me into minced meat, but I severed the limb at its shoulder.

The threat neutralized, I continued down the street. More mechs appeared from behind the facades, and I silenced them with a similar ease as the first two. This trial was almost nothing compared to the missions I had completed with the Stalwart or the tough training of the last two days.

By the time I had reached the end of the street, I had barely started to sweat. I delivered a killing blow to the final mech and ensured the android boy I saved hadn’t been tagged by a laser-rifle. I examined its metal body in a manner that emulated the health checks I would have to run through on a real person. I smiled at the extra points this would add to my total score for the alley trial.

My smile dropped when the android’s head swiveled around and its pupils shifted to a bright red. Its hand clamped around my left wrist and squeezed, and I could feel the bones about to snap within its grip. I yelled in pain and acted on instinct to bring my axe down on its skull. The metal split in two, and my blade severed its internals.

I leaped to my feet as my heart pounded against my rib cage like it wanted to break free. Something slammed into my prot-field, and I spun around to see a whole cohort of android kids with glowing red eyes. I had killed the last one instinctively, and I wasn’t sure whether that meant I had failed my test. I wasn’t going to let them kill me, and the test didn’t seem like it was ending anytime soon.

Maybe this was the whole point of the exercise. Save the androids from the mechs and then get attacked by those same androids. I could see or hear nothing from Sergeant Gibbons, so I assumed this was all part of the plan.

My axe burst into flames after I initiated the Incinerate rune from my belt. I weaved through the kid androids like a blazing pinball while I dodged their vice-like hands. My left arm was totally disabled from the first surprise attack, but I only needed one arm to swing my weapon. My axe split skulls, tore open chests, and hacked off limbs. I almost felt bad for killing what looked like children, but then they were just bits of metal and digital code.

After I removed the head of the final android from its shoulders, Sergeant Gibbons suddenly appeared behind me.

“Squire Lyons!” he said as his chest heaved. “Good to see you dealt with those aberrations. You took care of them all before I could assist.”

“Assist? Why would you help me with the test, sir?”

“Some dimwitted technician obviously reprogrammed those civilian bots as some sick joke and then forgot to wipe them back to default before the exam. If I find out who it is, he won’t have any flesh left on his ass after I finish tanning his hide.”

“Ah,” I said. When I thought back on the strange change in the android’s behavior, it didn’t make a lot of sense for a test. The whole point was to save the civilians, and them suddenly attacking me would have made for difficult assessment criteria.

But I wondered whether the sergeant might have been wrong to lay the blame on a negligent technician. What if the androids had been coded to turn on me specifically? What if their lethal programming was the kind of sabotage the captain had warned us about?

“Don’t think this minor mishap means you’re going to get off easy,” Sergeant Gibbons cautioned me. “Now you’ll be proving yourself in the weapons test. And you have yourself a tough sparring partner.”

I tilted my head in question, and the sergeant grinned.

“Me.”

The sergeant took me back through the alley while the staff were already cleaning up the area and repairing the mechs and androids. I half-expected Gibbons to locate the technician he thought was responsible for failing to reset the boy-androids who had attacked me, but we continued to a small doorway behind an apartment facade.

I entered a small armory with a shooting range to the left and a battle room to the right. The sergeant asked whether I had sustained any injuries, and I showed him the bruising the kid-android had given me. After a few minutes with a rune-enhanced medkit, the swelling and bruising had completely subsided and the full range of motion had returned.

Sergeant Gibbons then took me through some basic drills with the typical RTF ensemble of sidearms and rifles. The whole time, I couldn’t help wondering when we would begin the sparring matches. I imagined the sergeant would prove a difficult opponent, so I spent a little of the time assessing him while I continued firing at the targets at the other end of the range.

He was at least a foot shorter than me, but his limbs bulged with rope-like muscles. Normally a man of about fifty-years-old would be slower and weaker than someone in their prime, but he didn’t show any signs of frailty.

I wanted to test his reflexes and hand-eye coordination, so I risked a few docked marks by asking him to run me through the drill with the moving targets. The sergeant made a remark under his breath, but he still provided me with an example. When the pucks burst into the range, Gibbons twisted his hips and shifted his arms with almost uncanny speed. Every target shattered as the bullets struck them with pinpoint accuracy. He disengaged the firearm and then handed it to me.

“That’s how it’s done,” he said as I took the weapon.

If the sergeant could handle a melee weapon with half as much skill as he had handled the rifle, then I was in for a difficult test. I let my mind continue wrestling with tactics while I completed the rest of the shooting tests.

I knew I wasn’t the best shot, but I managed to show average proficiency by hitting the targets within the minimum error distance. A Space Knight’s primary weapons, after all, were not firearms, but enchanted melee weapons.

Gibbons gave me a satisfied grunt before we moved to the armory again.

“Pick your weapon,” he said as he gestured at the equipment racks. “First round is worth the most marks, so choose your preferred type.”

I walked along the walls and inspected the items. Spears, axes, swords, and maces rested among a few more exotic weapons. I recognized the single runes that marked every item: stun enchantments. It was the only magical effect on the weapons, and I couldn’t help feeling a little relieved. Without the risk of death, I felt less worried about what was coming next, but there was still the very real concern of failing this test.

Because the weapons possessed no enchantments other than stun runes, I would have to rely on my knowledge of their basic properties. I figured the sergeant would choose his weapon after I selected mine, which meant he would have the advantage. Whichever weapon I took into the sparring room would need to be effective against most other weapons while also taking advantage of the sergeant’s lack of reach.

I had a bunch of experience with one-handed and two-handed swords, but just taking any old sword from the weapon rack might lead to problems. Swords were all very different in their design and construction, and it could take a good amount of hours of training with one before I could wield it effectively. I would probably have to show my proficiency with a sword in another round with the sergeant, but he had said the first counted the most toward my marks, so I needed something I could get a feel for with only a few strokes.

An axe or mace was easier to wield without knowing the weapon intimately, and they would deliver a blow with greater force. Unfortunately, a one-on-one fight required a lot of parrying, and both axes and maces weren’t much good at that. If the sergeant chose a polearm, then he would have the advantage of a much longer reach. Getting close enough to hit him would be an exercise in futility.

My next thought went to a polearm for myself, so I examined the various kinds resting on the racks. Glaives with single-edged tapering blades lay beside war scythes with moon-shaped blades, but my gaze came to rest on a sheathed naginata.

I released the weapon from its hooks, wrapped my right hand around the shaft, and removed the sheath. The blade’s edge had been dulled, but I imagined it might once have been formidably sharp. The Stun rune swept across the flat of the blade in swirling green glyphs.

The naginata’s shaft was over two-meters-long, and the blade was over half a meter long. It would provide me with the reach beyond anything except a polearm, allow me to slice and thrust, and I could use the metal haft to block or parry any of the sergeant’s attacks. The only difficulty would come from the size of the battle room since it was a little narrow. I cast a look through the window and estimated that I probably had enough room to swing the naginata as long as the sergeant didn’t corner me.

“The naginata, eh?” Sergeant Gibbons said as he walked toward the weapon rack. He took another naginata, almost identical to the one I was holding. The sergeant pulled the sheath from the blade and then spun the weapon between both hands before rotating it over his shoulder and ending with a horizontal stroke. The fluid maneuver took my breath away, and I almost felt like I should applaud the man.

“Time to show me what you can do,” Sergeant Gibbons said, and I followed him into the battle room.

We exchanged blows a few times as we both got a feel for our weapons.

“I’m curious about your assignment to the Stalwart,” Sergeant Gibbons said. “I asked about you, and I was told you wanted to prove yourself so you got a friend with enough sway to get you assigned there.”

“That’s true,” I said with a grunt as I turned my naginata’s haft horizontal to block a thrust from the shorter man.

“The part about you wanting to prove yourself, or the part about asking a friend to get you the assignment?” Sergeant Gibbons twisted his weapon around my guard, and his blade struck me square in the chest. It felt like a massive hammer had pounded into my stomach, and I doubled-over.

“I’m not at liberty to say, sir,” I replied through my winded lungs.

A playful smile appeared beneath the sergeant’s mustache, and he jumped straight back into attacking me after I straightened.

“I’ve seen your crew hanging around the castle’s inner sanctum,” he said. “It’s not like a vessel like the Stalwart should have anything worth reporting to the Queen’s Council.”

“We received information on our last mission that was important to the Queen,” I said carefully.

“Important information? You gathered this intel while on humanitarian missions?”

“Yes, sir,” I said as his next blow struck my polearm and sent painful ripples up my arms.

“You earned a shit-ton of Kingdom Points, too. The Bone King is no small fry. Seems to me that the Stalwart ain’t the pile of shit that everyone says it is.”

I blocked the man’s incoming strike and didn’t respond to his comment. Whatever the man believed about my starship and her crew was probably best left alone. The conversation trailed off, and we continued exchanging blows. My chest soon heaved with exhaustion, but the other man didn’t seem to have broken a sweat.

He feigned right with a broad swing of his poleaxe, but then he twisted his wrist and the weapon snuck past my guard. I couldn’t block fast enough, so I shifted my hips at the last second. The blunted spike barely grazed my stomach, but the Stun enchantment on the weapon exploded with light and sent a powerful concussive force through my body. I dropped to my knees as the sergeant looked at me with a satisfied smile.

“Not fast enough, Squire Lyons,” he said. “Are you sure you want to win?”

“More than anything, sir.” The blow had winded me, but I straightened and prepared for his next attack.

The sergeant tested me with a few quick stabs, and then I jumped over his naginata as it made to slice through me. I turned in the air and kicked the sergeant in the left kidney. He grunted in pain and lowered his weapon.

Big mistake.

My polearm lashed out as I extended my arms, and I managed to plant the blade in the center of the sergeant’s chest. The Stun rune released a charge, and a dull thump sounded as he flew to the other end of the battle room. He crashed against the wall, and I rushed over to him.

“Sir, are you alright?”

“Ha, I’m more than alright! I’m impressed!” Sergeant Gibbons gave me a broad grin, planted his naginata on the ground, and pushed himself to stand. “You get full marks for this round, but I doubt you’ll fare so well in the next few.”

And he was right.

I chose the two-handed sword in the next round while the sergeant took a sword and shield combo. He blocked almost every strike, and I only managed a few glancing blows. His blade struck me at every vital point dozens of times, and by the time the round completed, my body was a smorgasbord of bruises.

I knew I wasn’t a slouch at swordplay since I had killed enemy knights with my longsword, but it just showed the sergeant’s incredible amount of experience and high level of swordsmanship. I felt like I was being schooled by a master, and I only wished the circumstances were different. I would have happily spent hours upon hours training with the man, but I had to focus on maintaining good marks so I could progress to the next round since I wasn’t sure whether full marks with the naginata would carry me.

My attempt with a short sword and shield wasn’t much better, and the sergeant schooled me again. I scored a few decent hits when I took two bearded axes into the battle room, but he kept me away through the use of a guan dao.

By the time I had shown the sergeant my skills with every weapon type, I could barely lift my arms and sweat drenched my fatigues. I returned the two axes to their hooks on the weapon rack and waited for Sergeant Gibbons to tally my final score.

“You passed,” Sergeant Gibbons said after looking up from his digital tablet.

I exhaled loudly and dropped my shoulders. I had proved myself worthy, and it had taken every fraction of my strength and skill.

“May I leave now, sir?” I asked since I was eager to see how my friends fared.

“Not yet,” he said. “I want a word with you about something. Put your weapons away, and then we’ll speak some more.”

I returned the weapons to their crate as I considered what the topic of our conversation might be. He had only asked a few questions about the Stalwart, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to lie to the man. While he hadn’t exactly been friendly to me, he had taught me a lot in just a few hours. I had gained more knowledge of melee combat in that single session than any of my duels with the Academy’s tutors, and they were no slouches either.

I closed the crate’s lid and turned to face the old soldier.

“There’s something strange about you, Squire Lyons,” Sergeant Gibbons said as his eyes took on a dangerous gleam.

“I’m not sure I understand, sir.” Nerves twisted my stomach into a hundred knots.

“I haven’t seen someone like you in a long while. Not since before King Justinian passed, rest his soul.” The sergeant let out a long sigh. “Who was your father?”

“Ah, he passed away when I was a boy. He worked for the kingdom.” It was the only response I could come up with that didn’t give away Dad’s secret occupation as a Space Knight.

“Is that so? Because I distinctly remember thirty years ago going through these same tests with a young fellow by the name of Lyons who looked a helluva lot like you.”

“You knew my father?” I asked after my mouth dropped. Any semblance of secrecy fell away with the possibility of learning more about Dad’s time in the RTF.

“Let’s not do this here.” He glanced around as though anyone could be listening. “Come with me.”

My whole body tingled as I marched behind the sergeant. I had never met anyone in the RTF that knew of my father, and I wondered what the sergeant could tell me that couldn’t be said in the open.

I allowed the sergeant to lead me to what looked like his personal office. Dozens of medals lay behind a glass cabinet, and antique weaponry hung from hooks on the walls.

“Take a seat, Squire Lyons,” he said as he held out a hand to the chair on the other side of the desk.

I sunk into the worn leather and placed my hands on the chair’s arms. “You knew my father, sir?”

“We weren’t friends, and probably barely acquaintances, but I remember him well because I’d never sparred against someone so talented during the knight exam, kind of like you.

“Me?” I asked.

“Yes,” the older man nodded, and then a half smile came to his lips. “I’m supposed to go a bit easy on the new blood. I still need to test for competency, but most squires only have a few years of combat training under their belt, although they will eventually become true masters of their craft after they become knights. You, however, are different. I went full on with you, and you held your own. Lyons. That’s what made me think of the other Lyons I tested so long ago.”

“Thank you sir,” I said. “Do you know anything more about my father?”

“He was scooped up straight after graduation, and I never heard another thing about him. A kid like him would have been taken to one of the clandestine special ops and then removed from the record books.”

My shoulders slumped at hearing the sergeant’s words. This wasn’t much more than I already knew about my dead father.

“There was one thing I did hear. A few words from a starship captain who got himself a little too drunk at a bar I frequent. Something about your old man’s death. Apparently the circumstances were strange.”

My eyes widened, and I couldn’t help leaning forward to hear what the sergeant would say next. I had never thought there was anything strange about Dad’s death, but now I was hearing otherwise. I couldn’t ever resist a mystery, and the sergeant had just opened a whole new puzzle for me to solve.

He raised a thick finger. “But I was sworn to secrecy. Telling you what I heard would require a trade.”

“A trade?” I tried not to let my disappointment show on my face.

I wanted desperately to know the circumstances of my father’s death and his role within the RTF. It wasn’t like I thought Dad was still alive somewhere, but it was a piece of me that I could finally lay to rest if I learned what had happened.

The bargain I had struck in the past with Duke Barnes made me wary of any deals that promised the world. That last little agreement had almost led to the deaths of all crew members along with the destruction of the Stalwart.

If the price was too much, then whatever Sergeant Gibbons knew about my father would remain his knowledge alone.
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Chapter 8

“What’s the condition, sir?” I asked the sergeant.

“I have a friend who’d love some help with a mission. The hierarchy doesn’t support his efforts, but he’s no rebel. He can’t do it by himself, and someone like you would be great. I just want you to agree to meet with him.”

“What’s the mission?”

“I can’t tell you the particulars, but it will be a few months until he’s ready. If you agree to meet with him, then I’ll tell you what I know about your father’s death.”

I couldn’t pass up this opportunity to learn more about my father. Neither did Sergeant Gibbons seem like the kind of man who would lie, nor like someone who would exaggerate the details.

“I’ll meet with him when he is ready,” I said. I figured that I could at least figure out what this person wanted of me when he was ready. Best case, it was something I could do easily. Worse case, it was something I could refuse.

“Good to hear. Now, apparently your old man was undergoing some kind of mission in the Dax Kingdom. Then he was captured and taken by one of the enemy generals.”

“Does that mean he could still be alive?”

“I seriously doubt it. That was over a decade ago, and those Dax aren’t the kind to keep prisoners. Not for long, at least. I’m sorry to say, Nick, but your Dad was likely tortured and then killed. I wish I could say his death was swift, but I’m guessing they made it slow for him. He didn’t seem the kind that would give his torturers any worthwhile information.”

My teeth ground together as anger burned through me. At this very moment, the captain was meeting with the Queen to consider what to do about the Dax Kingdom and their cloaking technology. If it came to a war, I would happily kill a hundred times my number. Then I would find whoever this general was and relieve him of his head. No, that would be too swift a death. I would force him to admit what atrocities he inflicted upon my father, and then I would repeat them.

He would beg for mercy before I finally cleaved his head from his shoulders.

“I don’t know who the general is, but I can probably find out. By the time you’ve finished your assignment on the Stalwart, you’ll be ready for a special mission with my friend, and I’ll have more information about this Dax general. Hell, if you take top place in the examination, you’ll probably get the general’s name from the Queen herself. Although I’m not sure she’ll know anything, but maybe she could find out who does. At least, you’d think she could. Unless whatever your father was up to with the Dax was something above even her paygrade.”

“Above her paygrade?” I asked. “There’s no one higher than the Queen.”

“Maybe. Or maybe the rumors are true.”

“Rumors?”

“Ahh,” Sergeant Gibbons exhaled and waved me off. “It’s probably nothing. Your old man was likely involved in some kind of intel mission. Those are classified. I wouldn’t worry too much about it, Lyons. You keep yourself focused on the exam, and I’ll find out what I can in the meantime. By the time you’re done with the Stalwart, I’ll have something more substantial for you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“It’s no trouble. Long as you keep to your end of the bargain.”

“I will, sir.”

“I’m not sure what you can do with the information, but I figure you ought to know. I would have told you outright, except my friend really needs himself an apprentice.”

“Who’s your friend?” I asked.

“Probably better if I don’t tell you just yet.”

“I’m not a big fan of surprises, sir.”

“Tell you what, after the examination is done, then I’ll give you his name. There’s no point in providing you with it until I’m sure you’re going to pass.”

“I’ll pass,” I said with a smile.

“Oh, I’d say you have a fair chance.” Sergeant Gibbons returned my smile. “I should explain myself. The whole angry sergeant shtick probably gave the wrong impression.”

I smiled at the man as he continued.

“You might think of me as a ruthless man, but I heard you were probably the top candidate for the exam. I always take the best, and I try to bring them down a notch. More often than not, I succeed. In your case, I was actually impressed. I have heard the lords speak about the Stalwart and her crew. They do not want you to pass the exam, and I believe some of the other examiners will do their best to honor their wishes. I, however, will test you fairly. I am only harsh because I want to return the RTF to its former glory. A lot has changed since King Justinian ruled upon the golden throne.”

“You think Queen Catrina is to blame?” I asked a little cautiously. I didn’t want to accuse the sergeant of treacherous thoughts, but I was wondering a little at what Duke Barnes had said of Count Standish and the other lords who might think the Queen was an inept ruler.

“Not at all. She is an excellent monarch. She’ll rival Justinian in her time. But she’s young and bound by her inner council. Those damned lords wouldn’t know right from wrong if the gods visited them with a list of commandments.”

“Which lords are you referring to, sir?”

The sergeant chewed his lip and seemed to consider actually answering me, but then he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I’m sure the Queen can handle herself. You don’t need to worry about her because you’ll be busy killing Grendels and gathering Arcane Dust for the kingdom! You’ll make of yourself a fine Space Knight.”

“Thank you, sir. That means a lot.”

Sergeant Gibbons gave me a proud smile. “I knew you were the Hero of Tyranus, but I didn’t expect you to be so skilled. I thought maybe pure luck got you off Tyranus rather than actual fighting ability. I’m happy I was wrong.”

I wanted to tell the sergeant that it hadn’t just been my combat skills that had allowed me to survive Tyranus. My desire to tell him about my ability only lasted a few seconds before reason squashed it. I had to keep my teleportation power a secret, even from someone that seemed to wish me no ill will.

“It wasn’t easy,” I said. “But I think the stars gave me an opportunity. I lost friends on Tyranus, and I want to honor their memory.”

“You’ll do a damned fine job of that if you keep on the right track. Now, I better not keep you. The castle is preparing for its first LR jump. The next test begins in three days. Make sure you’re prepared. You’ll be combating Grendels.”

The thought of being near an open portal entered my mind again, and a tingle trailed down my spine. I needed to come up with a way to stop my ability from upgrading the portal. Otherwise, the squires would face more than the average Grendel Grunts and Warriors, and I doubted they would be able to handle that.

I certainly didn’t want a repeat of Tyranus.

“I’ll be ready, sir,” I said.

“You’re dismissed. Get some rest.”

I stood and saluted the sergeant before I exited his office. I caught up with the other squires, and we recounted our skills tests as we made our way back to the Stalwart. My experience hadn’t been unique, and their sessions had been equally difficult.

“I’m going to visit Elle,” I said to the squires when we reached our quarters. “I want to ask her about my ability.”

“You think she’ll know how to stop you from upgrading the portal?” Neville asked.

“I hope so. See you later.”

I took the elevator to Deck 4, crossed the passageways, and hit the bell to Elle’s quarters. The door opened, and the beautiful raven-haired woman smiled at me from behind her desk. Equipment inventories displayed on her computer screen as well as a bunch of currency accounts. I didn’t envy the point clerk’s role on our starship since the task of cataloguing all the equipment brought back from Grendel portals and registering it within the RTF database could be a real bore.

“Nicholas! How did you fair in your first test?”

“Good,” I said with a wide smile. “I passed.”

“That’s excellent,” she said. “I knew you would have no trouble.”

“I have something to ask you.”

“What is it?” Elle’s brow wrinkled with concern, and I tried to keep my worries from showing on my face.

“You said you learned how to control your mutation,” I said. “Can you give me any tips?”

“Why do you ask now?”

“To be honest, I’m a little worried about the exam. The sergeant running the whole thing said we would be fighting Grendels.”

“You think you might accidentally upgrade the portal?”

“Yeah. I figure that would be bad for everyone involved. The Stalwart’s squires might not have a problem, but the squires from other starships have probably never faced anything beyond a Level One without Space Knights.”

“I can see how that might prove fatal,” Elle agreed. “Not just to them, but to you, too. If anyone learns about your ability--”

“I’d be taken to the Facility,” I finished for my girlfriend.

“Exactly. Then I would never get to taste your lips again.” Elle’s mouth pressed to mine, and our tongues played a game of exploration.

“So, can you help me?” I asked after my breath returned.

“Let’s start with the basics. Most of this I learned myself, so I can’t confirm its veracity. Still, I believe your mutation shares much in common with mine.”

“Alright. So what can you tell me?”

“Do you know your mutation is alive?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “Natali said something about nanorunes inside me, and I remember Matthias mentioning something similar a while back.”

“I don’t know much about mutations, but my mother did mention something about the ‘little creatures inside you’. I think maybe she was talking about the nanorunes. I almost speak to them. Whenever I want my ability to do something, I communicate with them inside my mind. I tell them what I want, and they give it to me.”

“Do they speak back?” I asked. The whole concept fascinated me, and I was eager to discover some way to control the portal aspect of my mutation.

“Not precisely. From what I understand, their interactions with a mutant are much like the interactions between a summoner and a void creature.”

“I can understand that,” I said.

“You need to work together with them, not against them. Void creatures are summoned into battle because they thirst for combat. I think nanorunes thirst for something else.”

“What?” I asked as I leaned forward in the chair.

“Magical energy. I really shouldn’t be telling you this, but I feed them.”

“That doesn’t sound weird at all,” I said with a gulp.

Elle gave me a stern look. “Do you want to know or not?”

I nodded. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. I give them this.” Elle pulled open a drawer from her desk and removed what looked like a Dust repair kit. She popped open the lid and held it out for me to see. Specks of the golden substance lined the container, and she pressed a finger to it. My eyes widened when she lifted the finger to me, and all the Dust suddenly absorbed into her skin.

“Woah,” I said. “So you think these nanorunes inside us cause our mutations, and that they feed on Arcane Dust? Giving them Dust allows us to command them?”

“Possibly. I think maybe your nanorunes are different. Your ability is more powerful than mine, so I’m not sure regular Arcane Dust is sufficient for you to bend them to your will.”

“What if I used Alpha Dust?”

“It’s possible, but Casey doesn’t have any left.”

My shoulders slumped at the realization that I would have no way of preventing the portal from being upgraded tomorrow. “I think I’ll have to pull out of the exam.”

“No!” Elle said. “You can’t do that!”

“What choice do I have? I don’t want to kill the other squires.”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something. Why don’t you ask Natali when she returns?”

“She’s not on the starship?”

“Unfortunately, no. She was required at a conference with other RTF medical personnel. She’ll be returning soon.”

“I’ll ask her as soon as she gets back. I’m sure she’ll know of something.”

Elle smiled at me. “I’m sure she will.”

“You ladies seem to be getting on really well. What happened to the competition?”

“It’s still on,” the point clerk said as she planted herself in my lap.

“Ah,” I exhaled as she nibbled on my left ear.

I was exhausted from the training sessions, but my energy returned like a lightning bolt when Elle removed her garments. My eyes roamed the curves of her tanned body, and I throbbed with an intense desire. I grabbed her ass and hauled her onto the bed. My right knee pressed against her left thigh, and she moaned as I thrust for the first time.

The deep connection Elle and I shared with our mutation only made the sex more vigorous and meaningful. We continued for what felt like hours, and my exhaustion fell away.

At times, it felt like our souls merged, and I wondered whether the nanorunes inside us somehow communicated in our lovemaking. Whatever strange creatures granted us access to supernatural abilities seemed to relish our meeting, and I felt like I might finally have the knowledge to gain full control over my abilities.

I leaned forward and kissed Elle as I slipped myself from out of her. All my worries fled like wisps in the wind when I stared into her hazel eyes. I collapsed beside her and slept more deeply than I had done for a very long time.

I awoke in the morning to a chiming sound and rubbed sleep from my eyes.

“Are you expecting someone?” I asked Elle as I drank in the beauty of her naked body when the blankets fell away.

“Actually, I am. Room service.” The point clerk laughed as she wrapped her beautiful form in a gown. She pressed the control panel beside her door, and the metal slid away to reveal Faye standing beside a trolley filled with serving platters, jugs of freshly squeezed juice, and a thermos of hot coffee.

“The bacon and eggs first, Faye,” Elle said, and the cook took a platter and laid it on the mattress.

“Here you go,” Faye said as she lifted the lid, and steam drifted from the delicious looking food.

“Ah, Elle...“ I trailed off since I wasn’t sure how to explain to my girlfriend that Faye wasn’t exactly a room service waiter.

“Oh, it isn’t a bother,” Faye said as her eyes settled on my muscular torso. They fluttered a little, and I guessed she liked what she saw.

“Faye and I have become quite good friends,” Elle said as she lifted the lid off a platter and inhaled the delicious aroma of the steaming hot meal.

“We have,” Faye agreed. “She told me you would be spending the evening in her quarters, so I offered to make you something.”

“Faye is quite the cook,” the point clerk said as she took a platter, brought it to the bed, and rested it in front of me.

“I can see that.” My eyes had difficulty settling on one particular portion of the gigantic meal. Baked beans; sausages of all kinds; poached, fried, and scrambled eggs; honey bacon and regular bacon; and an assortment of fresh fruit.

“I suppose I’ll leave you two to eat,” Faye said with a satisfied smile. “Now, don’t think you can get out of letting me prepare you a proper meal, Nick.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” I said before the cook pushed her trolley down the passageway.

“It seems our new cook has developed a liking for you, Nicholas.” Elle’s lips curved into a devious smile.

“I did save her from the Bone King,” I said with a shrug. “She just wants to thank me.”

“Oh, I know all about what Faye wants from you.”

“Uhh... really?”

Elle laughed. “It’s the exact same thing I want from you.”

“What exactly is that?” I said as I turned from the steaming platter of food and knelt on the bed.

Elle gripped both my shoulders and pulled me on top of her. Our lips met, and I realized she had taken a strawberry from the platter and placed it in her mouth. Our tongues darted about as they attempted to ensnare the morsel, and she pulled away when she secured it.

“You forget something, Nicholas,” Elle said as she chewed.

“What’s that?”

“Do you not remember how I said I always win? Faye is welcome to try with you, but you and I both know who you will end up with. She’s my friend though, so try not to break her heart. She believes that a man can have many women permanently, and I don’t think that I can share you.”

“Why would she think that?” I asked. The concept sounded interesting to me, but the only man I had known with multiple women was the Bone King, and I didn’t want to emulate him at all.

“It happens on her homeworld, except it’s a woman who marries many men.”

“Uh, I’m not sure I’m ready to get married.”

“Neither am I. Nor am I willing to concede defeat to your other girlfriends.”

“You love this competition, don’t you?”

Elle giggled. “Don’t you have to train? Why don’t I come with you to the battle room?”

“I actually want to watch Castle Stirling travel to the portal. We’re moving toward another star system today.”

“I’ll join you. Then we can spar. You have to be prepared for the next test. I don’t want you dying on me.”

“I don’t want to die either.”

I hadn’t thought much about the stakes, but the exam did carry the threat of death. But I was assigned to the Stalwart, and her crew members didn’t lose.
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Chapter 9

Over the next three days, I went to the docks with Elle and watched the giant view screens showing Castle Stirling as it travelled through long-range portals. My excitement grew with each portal that brought us closer to the Korono System where our first teamwork test would take place.

In between portal watching, I trained with Elle and the other squires inside the Stalwart’s battle room and Captain Cross’ warehouse. My Lesser Fenrir rune held much of my attention, and I practiced with it for hours. I was making significant progress controlling the creature, but I was still unsure whether to summon it at all during the examination. I didn’t want the wolfman suddenly to turn on my fellow squires and tear them to shreds. A mishap like that would probably lead to immediate expulsion from the exam, and the captain was still convinced the examiners would be searching for any excuse to fail us. He told us to expect to be given the most difficult objectives and the toughest examiners. After I had reported the incident with the civilian androids, the captain’s bearded face took on a dark expression. He said that the RTF had fallen very far indeed for someone to sabotage such a holy occasion as the knighthood exam.

With the threat of sabotage and the high likelihood of failure on our minds, the Stalwart’s squires left our starship and took a transport vessel from the castle-like space station to Shuyevka, a rune formed planet belonging to the Rutheni Kingdom. Flanagan Reeves accompanied us once again in the position of advisory herald knight, and he hummed a tune while we all anchored ourselves to the transport vessel’s hull.

After the knights’ drills and the sergeant’s individual skill tests, I was glad that I could use my own Runetech during the rest of the trials. I had exerted considerable effort obtaining and theorycrafting my current repertoire, and I wanted to put it to good use. I had left behind my Overlord’s Heart since I couldn’t risk using any Lich items while under the examiners’ scrutiny. Not taking the amulet meant I couldn’t bring any of my Knight class equipment. But I didn’t mind all that much since I figured my stack of Squire items would probably be sufficient, and I would get a chance to use the Knight equipment after I passed the exam.

If I passed.

I wanted to remain confident, but completing the exam seemed an impossible task when the odds were stacked against us. Sure, I had dealt with deadlier enemies than most knights would see in their lifetime, but this wasn’t an ordinary exam. There were lords who wanted nothing more than to see the Stalwart’s squires ejected from the RTF, and I imagined they also employed some of the officials overseeing the exam. Sergeant Gibbons wasn’t one of them, but then he was only a single man. While he was the head examiner, the others could probably sabotage our tests without him ever noticing.

I put the thoughts aside as Natali Lenkov took anchor beside me in the transport vessel. The doctor had offered to come with us to the planet since it was owned by the Rutheni Kingdom. She could also assist with any injuries that might occur since some of the RTF medical staff could be involved in the plot to sabotage the Stalwart’s squires.

We knew little about the actual details of today’s test, but we would find out more as soon as we gathered with the other squires at the designated area. The Caledonian Kingdom had been given the go-ahead to use the planet for the test, but the Rutheni still didn’t want foreign jump mages opening portals inside their domain. Something about what our kingdom might do with such intimate information. The Rutheni’s condition only served to reinforce the idea that the Triumvirate was in a precarious balance, so we would have to remain respectful and courteous while on the foreign planet.

Natali’s hand reached to touch mine, and the warmth of her skin helped my fears about encountering a Grendel portal today. We had spoken quite a bit about Elle’s theory that might prevent me from upgrading the portal, but we hadn’t come to any kind of plan short of begging the nanorunes inside me not to do it. The plan was for me to hang back as far away from the portal as possible and hope that my ability didn’t trigger. Failing that, we would just have to fight whatever Grendels the upgraded portal spewed out and pray that the examiners didn’t connect the dots.

It wasn’t much of a plan to go on, but the captain had still authorized my attendance today even after he had been briefed about the risks. He had said that I would figure some way of controlling my powers, and I just hoped his confidence in me wasn’t unfounded.

Natali didn’t speak, but she looked at me now with the concern only a medical officer could manage. I imagined her patients had seen the same look when she regrettably presented them with their terminal conditions.

“We’ve just been sent the general coordinates for the portal,” Flanagan said from the seat in front of me. “Should only take us an hour to get to the city after we enter the planet’s atmosphere.”

Our transport ship plunged into atmospheric entry, and my stomach threatened to eject itself through my mouth. The vessel shuddered for long minutes until she finally stabilized and hovered among the thick clouds.

“What level are the portals typically on this planet?” I asked the herald as we waited for the next update to be patched to our ship.

“Level One to Level Three,” Natali answered for him. “I was actually born here. Not in the cities, mind you. Hopefully you will not get the opportunity to see where I was raised. It is not a very nice place.”

I placed my hand on Natali’s thigh after seeing the sad look on her face. I knew we shared a similar poverty-stricken background, but she didn’t have the comfort of a family since she had been raised in an orphanage.

“It must have been hard growing up with so many portals,” I said.

I witnessed firsthand on Ecoma the economic and social stresses frequent portal appearances inflicted upon a society, but it must have been real bad for the doctor living so close. A team of knights with the right equipment could predict where a portal would appear with the accuracy of a few hours, but preparing the site for a battle could uproot an entire town or a large portion of a city.

“I never heard mention of portals on this continent,” Dr. Lenkov said. “The Grendels always appeared across the Eastern Sea, but never here.”

“The coordinates will become more accurate soon,” Flanagan said as we stalled among the clouds. I couldn’t see below the white fluff, so I couldn’t determine exactly what the Rutheni city looked like. With every minute that ticked away as we waited in the sky, I grew more nervous about the coming trial.

“Hey, Flanagan,” I said when the silence became too much. “Do you think you and the other heralds can support the squires if the portal goes beyond a Level Three?”

“You still planning on doing your little trick?” he asked.

“Not intentionally, sir,” I said.

“We’ll be able to lend a hand, but I’m not sure those other heralds could take on anything beyond a Five. Maybe Lady Standish, and I wouldn’t mind seeing her fight, but how about you just avoid upgrading the thing?”

“I have an idea that might work.”

“Yeah? Let’s hear it.”

I explained to Flanagan and the other squires the plan of feeding the nanorunes Arcane Dust through my skin. They seemed impressed by the idea, but there were doubts about its effectiveness. I didn’t tell them that Elle had thought that regular Dust wouldn’t suffice.

“I can’t say for sure whether it’ll work,” Flanagan said. “The last crew member with your teleportation gift never had this portal power that you do.”

“There was another crew member?” Nathan asked, and I realized I had never actually told them about the person who shared my teleportation power.

“Aye. It would have been great if Nick could have got some training from her, but she’s preoccupied.”

“She’s still alive?” I had always assumed the woman was dead from the way Leith and Natali had spoken about her. Out of respect for my doctor girlfriend, I hadn’t asked her anymore about the person, and Flanagan’s candidness on the subject seemed to make her a little uncomfortable now.

“Uh huh. But that’s all I’m saying. You squires have already tricked me into revealing more than I ought to. You’d make good heralds, the lot of you.” Flanagan winked at us all as an electrical chirp came from the cockpit’s control panel. “We’ve just received the specific coordinates. Prepare for landing.”

We all strapped ourselves to our chairs as the skiff dived beneath the clouds. A sprawling city lay atop pristine water while flying vessels crafted like ancient zeppelins hovered along the skyline. The entire scene was nestled within two snow capped mountains like some kind of hidden oasis.

Suffice to say, the sight took my breath away.

Beautiful was too poor a word to describe the city, and I felt a newfound appreciation for Rutheni architecture as our skiff flew around the zeppelins and traveled less than thirty meters above the zenith of the tallest building. The limestone structures were decorated with massive stained glass windows while golden statues of armored Bane Bears prowled atop flying buttresses.

The centerpiece of the vast city was a forty-meter golden statue of the Rutheni Emperor. Over his shoulder hung the pelt of a monstrous creature that looked like the offspring of a bear and a crocodile. His golden crown sparkled with inset jewels of every kind. The Emperor leaned on a sword that was almost as large as the mountain of a man, and he wore a smile that only the ruler of one of the wealthiest kingdoms could manage.

“Putiniksa,” Natali whispered with a sense of awe. “I have not seen this sight from so high a vantage in many years.”

“Sorry to burst your bubble, doc, but we’re heading into the mountains,” Flanagan said as he tilted our skiff toward the massifs to our right.

“Which one?” The doctor’s voice carried an edge of concern, and I wondered what was troubling her.

“The coordinates are updating,” Flanagan said as he scrutinized the control panel. “They must have located the exact position of the incoming portal. Ah, there it is. The system is creating a simulation of the area now.”

We watched the monitor on the control panel graph the area, and then I heard Natali gasp.

“That’s Balavodsk,” she said. “The town where I was raised.”

“Town?” Nathan asked. “It looks like a mountain.”

“You can build towns on mountains, bro,” Richard said with a hint of superiority.

“Not on the mountain. Inside the mountain,” the doctor corrected.

I watched my girlfriend’s lower lip tremble, and she bit down on it as though fighting off a bout of tears.

“Are you alright?” I whispered to her.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It has been many years since I first left. I didn’t think we would actually be paying a visit to Balavodsk.”

“Would you prefer to stay inside the skiff?” I asked her as Flanagan guided our craft through a circular tunnel indicated by flashing runway lights. We landed inside the mountain beside a few other transport vessels with RTF markings that some of the other squire teams would have used to travel from Castle Stirling.

“I will come with you. I would like to see what has become of my home.” Natali unbuckled herself from the seat, and I gave her hand a tight squeeze.

“I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

“Do not worry about me, Nick. You have more important concerns. Focus on what you shall do when the portal opens.”

“Got it,” I said as we disembarked the transport ship to a hangar hewn from the mountainside. Rutheni standards hanging from the walls billowed in the wind, and a deep chill blew against my face.

“I will register you all, and then you can proceed through the mountain tunnels,” a waiting RTF official addressed us before he approached two Rutheni soldiers arrayed in blue and red pinstripe fatigues. I remembered the uniform well from the soldiers I had been forced to kill on Tachion. The memory made me clench my teeth, but I forced it aside to concentrate on today’s trial.

Once the soldiers had received the title of our starship and our respective names, we started walking through the entrance to the tunnels. I moved past the guards, but they raised a hand before Natali could pass. They demanded something of her in Rutheni, and I wished I had studied a little harder in the Triumvirate language classes so I could understand them.

“What are they saying?” I asked the doctor.

“They are just cautioning me. They think I am a traitor to the Rutheni Kingdom and want me to know that I will be arrested if I seperate from the others.”

I shot a deadly look at the two soldiers as my hand moved to my falchion’s hilt at my side. The uniformed men chuckled at my display of bravado, and I realized that I was just blowing hot air. I wasn’t here to start a war, nor was I here to protect my girlfriend’s honor. I couldn’t let these two get to me; the exam was more important.

“Stay close to us,” I said to Natali as I gently placed my hand on the small of her back and guided her through the entrance.

“Don’t worry, friend,” Flanagan said. “I will keep a close eye on Natali.”

“As long as you keep your paws off me, Flanagan,” the doctor said with a smile from the corner of her mouth.

“Oh, I would not dream of stealing the heart of my understudy’s woman. Although I would caution him against adding anymore crew members to his little band of beauties. For what will remain for us lesser men?” Flanagan chuckled mirthfully.

“Understudy, sir?” I asked.

“Indeed. Olav has had his turn, and Leith as well. I merely wish to show you what it means to be a herald. Then you can make a more informed decision about your chosen pathway. Perhaps you should upgrade this portal, and then I would get the chance to play my axe-harp.”

“I would rather not, sir,” I said as we finally reached the end of the downward sloping tunnel. After the security officers confirmed our identities a second time, the metal doors lurched backward.

A pungent odor hit me in the face, and I immediately activated my visor. The others did the same, but I could tell they were also having trouble ridding their nostrils of the stench. It smelt almost chemical and stung my eyes.

Masses of people congregated below us in what looked like a town square of some kind. Every face bore filthy stains, and tattered remnants of clothes barely covered malnourished bodies.

Natali’s hand shot to her gaping mouth. “Oh...”

“It’s not what you remember?” I asked.

“It was always bad, but this is terrible.”

“I would say you don’t have to go any further, but you’ll probably get arrested.”

Natali nodded before she turned to Flanagan. “How much time before the portal opens?”

“Fifteen minutes,” he said. “Is there something you’d like to see?”

“My home.”

No one objected to the doctor’s request, and we all followed her to a side street that avoided the town square. I couldn’t read much Rutheni, but it looked like most of the buildings we passed were restaurants or taverns. I noticed a few pickaxes leaning against the exteriors and figured that this place served for a mine of some kind. It explained the chemical smell, but I didn’t really understand why they would use outdated methods of mining when much better options were available. The Rutheni owned planets with some of the most lucrative portals in the universe, so they didn’t really need extra income from mining either.

I also noticed guard details posted on every street and outside every building. Many of the filthy people I passed had scars on their necks that looked like the aftermaths of surgical implants. The picture only became stranger when I realized there wasn’t a single child inside the mining town either. I would have thought this was a labor camp of some sort, except Natali had said that she'd grown up here. The last time I visited a place with a hidden secret was Ecoma, and that planet had been hiding human sacrifice. I hoped there wasn’t an equally disturbing secret lurking within this place.

The mystery remained unsolved as Natali led us through the narrow streets. The doctor seemed confused about which direction to take when we came to crossings, and a few times she led us down some dead ends. No complaints were made, and I assumed my friends were as worried about her frantic state as me.

She finally stopped in front of an automotive workshop flanked by a beef eatery and a tavern.

“This was my home,” she whispered as she peered into the workshop.

“I thought you grew up in an orphanage?” I said. “Could it have been replaced? Maybe there’s still some of it left out the back. I can ask if you can see it.”

“No,” she said with a quick shake of her head. The doctor’s immediate reaction made me uneasy, and I felt like she was hiding something. Maybe she was just really emotional at seeing her childhood home, but then I had noticed surprise when she saw that it was now a workshop.

“I have seen enough,” Natali said as she spun around without another glance at the workshop. “Shall we make for the portal zone?”

“Sure,” I said as the doctor forced a smile.

“What was all that about?” Nathan whispered to me as Natali and Flanagan took the lead.

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“Will the doc be okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, but I wasn’t really sure. I wished I had some time before the trial to comfort her and give her my support.

We doubled-back the way we had come and then skirted around the town center. Now that I was certain this was the same place Natali had grown up, I could easily see it for the prison it was. The filthy men and women wore the hardened snarls of the condemned, and the only other expressions I noticed were horny leers as they chased each other into what looked like motels priced by the hour.

It wasn’t exactly normal for the two sexes to be imprisoned together, so I figured that the town center was some kind of mingling area where the inmates could eat, drink, and have a romp with members of the opposite sex. It probably worked fairly well for morale, and I imagined the prisoners needed a lot of that if their disheveled states were any indication of how hard they worked.

Inmates either paid us no attention, glared daggers at us, or spat on the ground as we passed. When we finally reached a mine entrance at the back of the town, I had seen enough of the prison to feel a little pity for both the guards and the inmates. Natali seemed shaken by the scene, and I hoped she was wrong about this being her childhood home. I could imagine myself receiving quite the shock if I returned to Dobuni’s tenements only to find everyone and everything I knew removed and replaced by a labor camp.

The other squire teams and their heralds were waiting in front of trucks with minerals piled in their trailers. Every group wore matching equipment with only minor variations, and they looked quite impressive. I noticed two teams were absent one squire apiece, so their missing members must not have passed the individual tests.

I glanced to my sides at Neville, Nathan, and Richard while I thought about what it might have meant if one of them hadn’t passed the first round of testing. I hadn’t even considered completing the exam without them. In my mind, if one of us failed, we all did. The sight of the teams with missing squires only made me more determined to do whatever I could to help my friends make it to the final test and then pass the exam.

Ludas Barnes gave me a dignified nod, and I shot him a small smile before two knights came and escorted us into the mine. Only one spoke, and he offered a brief explanation of the prison’s purpose as a labor camp for those who’d committed minor offenses like theft, tax evasion, or breaches of contract.

The mine’s veined walls sloped at times, and we could only continue our advance in single-file. The steady echo of drills upon the rock traveled even to these deserted tunnels, and the low light forced me to activate my helmet’s night vision.

Sergeant Gibbons waited for us at the end of a particularly long and claustrophobic tunnel. The mustached man gave me a wink as we approached him, and the examiners behind him didn’t seem to notice. I hoped he wouldn’t continue to make gestures that could be deemed signs of favoritism since I was still very much aware of the captain’s warning. I took the chance to look over the various other examiners, but they all looked like ordinary RTF personnel. Twelve in all, six men and six women. Their ages varied, but none looked younger than forty.

“The portal is inbound in less than five minutes, so we’ll get straight to it,” Sergeant Gibbons announced. “You’ll each be given a kill tally device to attach to your prot-belts. The starship team with the most cumulative kills will be provided with first pickings of the enemy equipment. Remember, your every action is under the scrutiny of myself and the examiners behind me. We have a medical team on standby if any of you find yourself injured. Unfortunately, the Rutheni Kingdom refused an allowance for a starship to come planetside, so the closest regeneration chamber is inside Putiniksa. Basically, that means don’t go getting yourself injured badly. Honor your Queen and your King--”

Before the sergeant was finished with his dismissal, an older female examiner coughed loudly.

“Aren’t you forgetting something, Sergeant?” the woman said as she gestured at a slender man in black robes. I had barely noticed him there since he seemed to blend into the others.

“Ah, right. Thank you, Dame Pearmond.” Gibbons gave the woman a veiled scowl before he lifted his head to the squires. “If any of you aren’t feeling up to the exam today, Mr. Winkett here will happily remove your memories and send you back to your home world.”

I looked at the black-robed man with newfound awe. I knew the laws would forbid him from reading any minds without court approval, but a noble bent on failing the Stalwart’s squires might have enlisted his help. Unlucky for them that we were all equipped with magical implants that prevented any diviners or others with mental powers from accessing our minds.

“Dismissed,” the sergeant finished.

We saluted the man and started on our final preparations. I attached the kill tally to my prot-belt and then allowed the software of both devices to synchronize.

Barricades were established around the entrance opposite the one we had come through, and a squad of Rutheni knights stood guard at a narrow gate. I gulped as I considered what would soon appear on the other side of that gate. I wasn’t afraid of Grendel Grunts or Warriors, but my ability could summon much stronger monsters. At least the Rutheni knights would assist with anything that proved too difficult for us squires, but how many of my cohort would die before then? Every high-level portal I had cleared so far had been with the assistance of the Stalwart’s knights who were more powerful than these Rutheni, and likely more powerful than any of the RTF heralds gathered in this cavern.

“Are you nervous?” Natali asked, and I quickly turned away from the barricade.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Do you think the plan will work?”

“Honestly, I am not certain. I am a scientist, so I would prefer to test the theory before risking my boyfriend’s life upon it.”

“Boyfriend? I haven’t heard you call me that before.”

“Elle and Casey are doing it,” she said with a shrug.

“Oh, I don’t mind. It sounds nice.” I smiled at the doctor and shot a look at the other teams and examiners. None of them were paying us any attention, so I planted a kiss on the doctor’s lips. Her eyebrows raised at the sudden public display of affection, but she shut her eyes a second later and kissed me back.

While dating a crew member assigned to the same starship was frowned upon, Natali was a noncombatant, so it was the kind of thing that was ignored so long as it stayed behind closed doors. I might have been reprimanded for kissing the doctor if any of the examiners saw, but I didn’t really care. A harsh word would have been a worthy price to pay for a final kiss.

I couldn’t help thinking like it was my final kiss since upgrading the portal, killing a bunch of RTF squires, and then getting outed as a mutant would mean never seeing her again. Or Casey. Or Elle. I doubted they would mindwipe me for failing the test because my memories would be deemed too important. Then they would have diviners interrogate me, only to find I had an Ecomese implant surgically inserted into the back of my skull. Almost directly after this discovery, the implant would be removed and a diviner would scour my mind.

Then the captain’s secret quest to obtain King Justinian’s armor would become the knowledge of this diviner, and his superiors, and then filtered through the hierarchy and probably the entire kingdom after the press got wind of it.

Upgrading the portal would be an unmitigated disaster. I couldn’t let it happen. I wasn’t sure that feeding my nanorunes would stop them from powering up the portal, but it was the only shot I had. The whole idea sounded a bit foolish, but what other option did I have?

Not one.

“It’s go-time, Squires!” Sergeant Gibbons barked.

“Good luck, gents,” Flanagan said. “I’d play you a little ditty, but I don’t want to make the other heralds jealous of my tenor.”

“Thanks for the thought, sir,” I said.

“No dying. And no doing your little thingy, Nick.”

I nodded and swallowed back my fear. I could normally tell when a portal had opened because my mutation immediately fed on it like a hungry parasite, so I figured I still had time.

My heart beat faster with each step toward the barricade’s gate. By the time I reached the opening, my stomach felt like it would leap through my throat and paint the ground with bile. I reached into my coat and flicked open the small dust vial. I inserted my finger into the container and prayed my skin would absorb the magical substance. I had witnessed Elle’s skin absorb Arcane Dust, but when I removed my finger, the Dust caked the digit in a golden film.

It didn’t work. The nanorunes inside me hadn’t taken the Arcane Dust as an offering.

I centered myself and tried to talk to my nanorunes, but every attempt felt stupid. It was worse than speaking to myself because I wasn’t even sure there were weird magical organisms living inside of me.

I would simply have to fight whatever lizards came out of the upgraded portal and resolve myself to a life in the Facility. Maybe a probe up my ass wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe living the rest of my days inside a research center would have its upsides. Free rent. Free board. I might even get to go outside a few times a year.

Fuck that.

There had to be another way to stop the portal from upgrading.

As I stepped into a vast cavern alongside my friends, I grabbed my lightning hammer and prepared the summoning rune.

Then a thought came to me.

Elle had said that the nanorunes inside me took sustenance from the magical energy of a Grendel rift. I wasn’t sure whether void portals would be as tasty a meal for my mutations, but I figured it might just work.

A small fissure appeared in the air twenty meters in front of me and slowly expanded until it almost took up the entire cavern. The crackling energy made the hairs all over my body upend while my hands trembled like I was caught naked in a freezing blizzard. Purple light bathed the jagged walls and the stalactites drooping from the ceiling. I heard armor clink as the squires around me prepared themselves for the fight. The sweet scent of burning Arcane Dust entered my nostrils when they activated their runes.

If I didn’t do something, then these squires would be at the mercy of whatever high-level Grendels came from an upgraded portal. I wasn’t sure whether feeding my nanorunes a summoning portal’s energy would prevent them from making this Grendel portal more powerful, but I had to take the gamble.

The portal stabilized, and my heart seized in my chest when my insides suddenly churned like a boiling soup. The nanorunes inside me wanted to feast on the rift’s energy, and they would upgrade the portal in a second unless I did something.

So I held my lightning hammer above my head and begged the stars for help.
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Chapter 10

I swept my hammer down in a two-handed slam, and chunks of stone exploded around me like a granite shower.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Finn Standish yelled from behind me as the rocks sprayed his armor.

“Saving your life,” I replied.

Lightning struck the spot I had hit only a second before. I concentrated all my willpower on the position where the summoning portal would appear. I could feel the magical energy inside me wanting to get out and consume the quickly growing Grendel rift twenty meters away, but I channeled it toward my void portal instead.

The crackling rift in front of me churned like a primordial soup as lightning arced around it, and the squires leaped out of the way to avoid getting jolted by the energy bolts. My shoulder slumped in exhaustion when the magical power inside me vanished.

I shot a look at the Grendel portal, and relief flooded through me when I recognized it as being the same level as before. Somehow, I had done it. I had fed my nanorunes the energy from the Lightning Sprite portal.

But what void creature would enter this world now that I had upgraded the summoner rift?

Lightning continued to pour forth from my portal until the blue oval expanded to at least three-meters-wide. A deafening roar echoed through the cavern, and then a giant creature burst from the arcane doorway. The elemental was much larger and more muscular than the usual creature that appeared from my hammer’s enchantment. Lightning rippled from the nightmarish elemental’s twin horns to its taloned feet. The squires were cast in a long shadow as its wings unfolded, and I found myself struggling to control its incredible mind.

“Daaaaamn,” Nathan said while the other squires looked on with wide eyes and gaping mouths.

“Grendels incoming!” Neville yelled. The announcement broke the squires from their stunned awe, and my elemental snapped its head toward the Grendel portal as the first wave of lizards spewed into the cavern.

My helmet’s enchantment kicked into gear, and a readout of the Grendels, and their magical skills showed on my visor.

Grendel Type: Grunts

Runes: Speed (+1)

The lizard-dogs moved so fast they were like green blurs as they scurried along the ground and up the walls. My elemental let out a deafening roar and started swatting at the enemies that dashed around the cavern.

I had trouble commanding the powerful creature, and its presence in my mind almost swallowed my own consciousness. My vision darkened a little as I struggled to maintain control, but I was able to keep my hold on it.

The other squires moved as one to engage the enemy, but they remained a little cautious of the creature I had summoned. The Grunts scattered in all directions as the giant elemental chased them down. The elemental snatched them from the air when they tried to leap out of danger. Bones cracked as the elemental crushed the lizards within its claws, and blood sprayed in a wide arc. The elemental’s talons tore them to pieces while its fangs shredded them apart. Needle-like teeth pierced the lizards’ scaled hides, and a forked tongue lashed out to retrieve the green blood that oozed down a lipless maw.

A chorus of screeching came from my left, and I saw a squad of Grunts launch themselves at Nathan. He fended them off with his shield and used his sword to hack them into bits, but they kept coming. I jumped to his aid, and my hammer pulverized the lizards

“Lucky you have me for a friend,” I said to Nathan with another chuckle as I bashed a Grunt’s skull into a pulp with my energy shield.

“Thanks,” he said to me.

All my friends laughed while they battled the lizards while my summon performed its best impression of a master artist with claws for a brush, Grendel blood for paint, and the cavern walls for a canvas. It glanced at me with a terrifying rictus, and I thanked the stars that it was more interested in killing lizards than turning its blade-like claws upon the squires.

But what would happen when the last Grendel fell?

It wanted to remain in this world, to slaughter every living thing in its sights.

I watched as the powerful elemental hurled a lizard upward, and a stalactite impaled the scaled creature through its bulging abdomen. Blood fountained like a showerhead over my elemental as it scanned the cavern for more prey to annihilate.

The air stilled to a deathly quiet, and I saw the squires all stare in awe at my elemental. Lightning forked over its body in bright flashes as it seethed from behind its azure-colored eyes. In an instant, it launched itself toward the nearest squire. My left hand plunged to my prot-belt, and my fingers scurried along the buckle’s sigils.

The sprite’s claws slashed through the air, but it was torn from this world in a flash of blue light a second before it would have cleaved the squire in two. The squire’s eyes rolled to the back of his head, and he blacked out.

Nathan burst into laughter, and the other squires joined him.

“Shit,” I whispered as I looked at the unconscious squire. “I almost killed him.”

“He’ll be fine.” Richard approached the squire, roused him to consciousness, and helped him up. “Won’t you, buddy?”

The squire groggily stood and glared at me for his near death experience. I offered him a sympathetic look, but I didn’t have time to apologize because another squire announced the second Grendel wave with a scream.

I felt my prot-belt vibrate and looked down to see the kill tally tick upward.

16 Kills

I had only killed a handful of Grendels, but my elemental massacred a large swathe of the lizards. My summon’s kills had counted for my own, and a smile spread my lips. My smile faltered a little when I saw the bodies of three squires lying among the alien corpses. Their team members had failed to protect each other properly, and now they were earnestly trying to revive their comrades with enchanted medkits.

I wanted to help the injured squires, so I sprinted over to assist one. The squire applying a medkit scowled at me when I crouched beside them.

“We don’t need your help,” the squire spat as he applied a medkit to his unconscious team member. “This is a competition, don’t you remember?”

I pulled back and shook my head in shock. We were members of the RTF, and that should have meant we stuck together. I turned to the other injured squires, and their team members looked at me as if helping them would be the last thing I ever did. I knew they wouldn’t be capable of overpowering me, but I wasn’t going to help if they didn’t want my help.

“The next wave is coming!” Neville yelled.

I returned to my friends, exchanged my lightning mace for my falchion, and watched the portal belch out a squad of bipedal lizards. My helmet scanned the newcomers, and their details flashed across my visor.

Grendel Type: Warriors

Runes: Poison, Might, Winter’s Breath, Provocation

The Detect rune would only show basic information for the Grendels, so the enemies would have individual enchantments in addition to those listed, but at least I had a general idea of their capabilities. I now knew that these lizard-men would be stronger than the norm, and their attacks could deliver poison damage. I didn’t recognize the Winter’s Breath and Provocation runes, and the open portal meant I couldn’t connect with the kingdom’s database to run a check.

I counted twenty Grendels with more coming through the doorway as I launched myself into their frontlines. My mental exhaustion dulled my senses, but fighting while using the elemental had only made my mind weary, and my body was still ready to spill lizard blood.

I allowed my limbs to act completely from muscle memory as I hacked through their ranks with little thought. The slaughter filled my body with adrenaline and forced any trace of mental fatigue. I was laser focused, and my movements became purposeful and precise. A slayer’s smile formed on my face as I punctured lizard hearts like a master surgeon, and a berserker’s laughter burst from my mouth as I executed a spinning attack that blended scaled bodies.

I paused for a split second and hunted for enemies with poison enchantments. The damage they would inflict would continue to stack over time, so it was important to service them first. I located a lizard with a glowing green cleaver and figured he was wielding a sword imbued with the poison element.

A squire swung an axe at the lizard, but the enemy thrust his weapon beneath the attack. I heard the man scream as the blade penetrated his armor. I sprinted toward the alien bastard and lopped off his spined head before he could deal the injured squire a killing blow.

I hooked my arm beneath the squire’s ribcage and lifted him upright.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he answered through a pained gasp. “I have a healing rune that’ll stop degenerative effects.”

Before the squire finished his sentence, a squad of Warriors surrounded me. Battle-axes, pole-arms, and scimitars burst with green energy, and I recognized their Poison runes. Unlike the squire who I had just helped, I didn’t have any healing enchantments that would ward off degenerative effects, so I had to evade every single attack.

My fingers skipped along my prot-belt’s glyphs to activate my speed sequence rune. Magical energy surged through me like a drug, and I weaved through the lizards like a phantom.

“Yewwww!” Nathan yelled as he blew past me in a cloud of fragmented lizard parts.

In a few short seconds, Nathan and I delivered every one of the surrounding lizards into the arms of death. My chest heaved as I filled my lungs with air, and my pulse hammered in my ears like a heavy drumbeat.

“Shit,” Nathan said as he turned to me. “I’ve been hit. My helmet’s HUD is registering breaches to my armor’s outer plating.”

“I’ll help you, bro,” Richard said after he severed a Grendel’s head in a spray of blood.

“Apply a medkit,” I said. “Neville and I will protect you.”

Richard fastened the enchanted patches over his brother’s wounds while I guarded them. The lizard-men took the opportunity to charge, and I sidestepped the attack from one enemy before I dragged my sword across its armored chest. Sparks flew from where my blade pierced the Gendel’s black armor and severed the electricals beneath the metal plating. Green blood exploded from the wound as the alien toppled backward in death.

Neville thrust his rapier and stabbed the needle-point through the throat of a lizard. I leaped over the swing of a glowing kopis and then delivered a right elbow that split an alien’s helmet and cracked its skull. Neville spun around and lashed another alien with his second rapier, and I emptied its stomach with a broad slash.

“You fellas almost done?” I asked as Grendel blood showered my armor.

“Nearly,” Richard replied with a grunt. “Just another minute.”

I activated my speed sequence, and my whole body vibrated as the enchantment empowered me. The lizards clicked their teeth together, and they churned like the whirling blades of a blender. Their alien sound was joined by a melodic tune that entered my ears and invigorated my muscles. The Grendels sprang forward in a mass of scales and metal weapons, but they were no match for my increased speed and strength. My falchion drank of their blood while my energy shield caught skull fragments and brain matter. I impaled the final lizard in the squad, planted my left foot on the dying enemy’s chest, and released it from my weapon.

“It’s done!” Richard said. “Let’s get back to battle.”

I surveyed the battlefield and found the origin of the enchanted music: a squire was playing an axe-harp to boost his team members’ abilities. His team was less than five meters away from me, so the runesong had actually helped cleanse the poison from my body and allowed me to countertack in time. I joined the fray invigorated, and I soon found myself fighting alongside my old enemy.

“How many kills have you got?” Ludas asked me as he cleaved a lizard in half with his broadsword. The alien’s body suddenly detonated in a spray of blood and gore, and I figured he had some kind of corpse explosion type enchantment.

“I’m not keeping count.”

“I bet I have you beat.”

The nobleman threw himself into a pack of enemies as a lizard charged Neville.

“Watch out for the ice rune!” I yelled after I saw a patch of frost surrounding the tip of the Grendel’s scimitar.

Neville lifted his rapier to parry the weapon, and it struck the metal with a clang. I rounded on the lizard and gouged a hole in its back with my short sword.

“Thanks,” Neville said.

“That doesn’t look good.” I gestured at a web of ice forming around the middle of my friend’s rapier.

“I have another weapon,” he said as he replaced his rapier with a basket-hilt sword.

“I don’t think that’s enough. The ice is moving.”

Neville peered down at his belt, and his eyes widened when he saw the frosted web crawling from his sword up to his chest armor.

“Do you have any fire runes?” I asked him.

“Yeah.”

“Activate them now. The heat should kill the Winter’s Breath ailment.”

Neville punched a sigil sequence into his belt, and the sword in his hand burst into flames.

“I’m immobile,” he said as he held the weapon against the web of ice. “The flame runes will take a few seconds to get me moving!”

“Nathan and Richard! Form a defensive pattern!” I yelled, and the two squires obeyed my order.

The Grendels locked onto us, and we protected Neville while he burned away the ice curse. I heard a deep-throated battle-cry, and I saw its origin in the middle of an alien pack ten meters in front of me. Finn Standish threw himself into the lizards, and I saw the weapons bounce off him like his prot-field was somehow preventing any attacks from penetrating his armor. I glanced over my shoulder at Finn’s teammates who were protecting him with their shields’ enchantments and making him invulnerable. The tactic to buff Finn while he dealt all the damage seemed a successful one since every lizard that came within range was quickly felled by his axes.

“I’m ready!” Neville said as the ice surrounding his midsection shattered into a hundred frosty shards.

“Time to show them what the Stalwart can do,” I said.

My friends triggered their runes, and their equipment looked like a lightshow as the enchantments initiated. I swapped my falchion with my longsword and took a running start into the enemy formation. The Grendels discharged their rifles and cannons, but my prot-field caught bullets and plasma balls like flies in a web. I leaped over the line of lizards and landed at their backs. My longsword carved through the closest enemies before crushing the others with a powerful forcewave.

Finn barely paid me attention as he fought a meter away, but his gaze turned on me when we encountered the final squad. He returned the axe in his left hand to his prot-belt’s magnetons and triggered a rune from his prot-belt. His left gauntlet glowed a bright red, and then he dropped his shoulder in what looked like a punch. His fist was coming straight toward me, and I had to dodge the blow while also twisting away from a Grendel sword. Finn’s punch struck my shoulder, but I cleaved the lizard who’d attacked me in half. A strange sensation rolled over my body, and I wondered whether Finn had given me some kind of buff with his punch.

Then I saw the attention of all the remaining lizards converge on me.

Teardrop eyes locked onto their target, and then the Warriors all sprung forward. I activated my speed sequence for a final burst as the lizards swarmed me. The battle was nearing its climax, and this was the last Grendel squad, so I focused less on blocking their strikes and focused every attack on maximum offense.

Green blood spattered my visor until I could barely see, and my body screamed with all the rage of a berserker. Wherever a lizard screeched, I ended its manic noise with a sharp thrust or sweeping cut. The final enemy died at the end of my blade, and I pulled my longsword free with a grunt.

The portal folded in on itself, and the cavern went dark.

My ears filled with the screams of injured squires, and I watched Natali rush into the cavern and wade through the muck. Her hands worked the wounds while the magical enchantments repaired their bodies. More medical staff filled the cavern, their white clothes like beacons of light among the gory battlefield. I could see at least seven squires on the brink of death, and almost every other team was sporting serious injuries.

A pair of doctors rushed to assist a howling squire, and they quickly attended to the wound on his back with medkits. The magical gauze strips flashed for a moment as their enchantments activated, and the injured squire passed out. He wasn’t going to die right away, but he needed treatment from a regeneration chamber ASAP.

Sergeant Gibbons had been right about the risks of the exam.

I barely knew the names of the other competing squires, and I hadn’t really expected any of them to die from a Level Three portal, but I remembered that not everyone was going to have the combat experience I’d had since I joined the Stalwart.

On a field mission, the casualties wouldn’t have been so great, but this was a test to ensure the squires could function as Space Knights. I felt sorry for those who hadn’t passed muster since death was a severe punishment. The exam was a brutal method of entry, but then Caledonian knights were the best soldiers in the universe, so the bar was set incredibly high.

“Do you need assistance?” Natali asked me after she finished with another squire’s mauled arm.

“I think I’m fine. I’m a bit surprised since it looks like almost everyone else got hurt.”

“I am not surprised. You are a member of the Stalwart. That trick you did with the portal was remarkable. I do not know why we never thought of it before.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “It just came to me. Right before the portal opened.”

“I am proud of you, Nick. You kept your mind focused even after Finn Standish tried to sabotage you.”

“You saw that?”

“Yes. It was bad form for him to put a taunt debuff on you, but none of the examiners seemed to mind. I suspect he is a crowd favorite.”

“He must have thought the Grendels would injure me after he attached that taunt.”

“Unfortunately for him, you gained more kills for the Stalwart’s tally.” The doctor smiled at me as she stood. “I better get behind the barricade. The sergeant wants to address the surviving squires.”

The doctor and the rest of the medical personnel left the cavern. Lizard corpses were scattered throughout the cavern, and the once gray walls were painted a bright green. My boots crunched Grendel bones as I joined my friends.

“You’re fucking lucky, Outlander,” Finn spat as all the squires gathered together. They were all sporting injuries of some kind, but my friends looked the least damaged.

“You did me a favor,” I said with everyone listening. “Wouldn’t have had the last of those Warriors for my tally if it wasn’t for your rune. So, thanks!”

The squire snarled and then whispered to his other team members. I didn’t think that was the last I’d see of Finn’s poor sportsmanship, but I didn’t want to stoop to his level either.

“I netted eleven kills,” Nathan said.

“Sixteen,” Richard said.

“Twenty-two,” Neville muttered under his breath.

“What?” the twins both exclaimed at once.

“Nicely done,” I said to Neville, and he blushed while the brothers continued ribbing him.

I glanced down at the tally device attached to my belt.

31 Kills

Before I could tell them my total, the barricade gate opened, and Sergeant Gibbons marched out with a retinue of examiners. The black-robed diviner lingered back a little, and I couldn’t help shudder when his vacant eyes settled on me. I might have had an implant, but the guy still gave me the creeps.

“You are all the survivors of the first test. I told you the stakes would be high, and I am not sorry we didn’t intervene to help your comrades. The Space Knight role is not meant for the weak or the unskilled. You may despise the brutality of the exam, but I can assure you they create the warriors necessary for defending our Queen and our kingdom.”

I didn’t hear any grumbles from the other teams, but it was clear they weren’t exactly thrilled about their comrades being killed in a test.

“We’ll honor them as we honor all RTF soldiers. May they take their place among the farthest star.” The sergeant paused, and we all bowed our heads for the minute of silence. “They will not be forgotten.”

I noticed crestfallen expressions among the squires, and I wondered how many would choose to get mindwiped rather than persevere through such rigorous testing.

“The Stalwart is the winning team!” Sergeant Gibbons announced. “With a clean eighty kills, they’ve established a new record. Especially impressive since they are a team of four and not five.”

The squires from the other starships shot us death stares, and Finn Standish scoffed loudly. I was happy to put him in his place after what he’d done during the test, so I squared my shoulders and accepted congratulations from the other squires.

“Not bad,” Ludas said as he approached us. “A pity I had to carry my team. I had twenty-six kills in total, and the others could barely manage that together.”

Nathan made a point of counting on his fingers, and then his eyebrows lifted. “Thirty-one! What the fuck, Nick?”

Ludas raised an eyebrow as he looked from the twin to me. “You made thirty-one kills?”

I shrugged. “I’ve had a bunch of practice.”

“Aboard the Stalwart?” Ludas gave me a skeptical frown.

“Top team gets first pickings of the loot,” Sergeant Gibbons said before I could answer. “Each squire can grab three items, then you’ll need to leave. Then it’s through the rankings. Last place gets to choose from the scraps, and anything left over will be given to our generous hosts.”

“Loot!” Richard clapped his hands together as the sergeant and the other teams left the cavern. “This is my favorite part!”
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Chapter 11

I only had a few minutes to grab three items before the next team could scour the battlefield for loot, so I went about the task with a purpose. I wouldn’t have time to scan each item because we only had a few minutes until the next team collected equipment from the corpses. I fished a scimitar from a pool of green blood, attached it to my rear magnetons, and scoured the battlefield for an accessory.

I found a corpse with an amulet attached to a necklace hanging around the lizard-man’s neck. The circular talisman was marked with three glyphs that almost looked like skulls, and they were all connected by jagged lines. I dropped the amulet into my belt pouch and took another look around the cavern for items I could grab.

“We only have another minute,” Nathan called out. My friends had already finished gathering their chosen equipment.

“I’ll be done by then,” I replied before they left the cavern.

I knelt beside the biggest Warrior corpse in the whole cavern and removed the large armor piece from around its abdomen. The black armor wouldn’t fit me without substantial alterations, but Casey would be able to make the required adjustments if needed. I squeezed the chest piece into the last spare spot on my magnetons and made for the exit.

“Those are fine items,” the Rutheni knight standing guard at the barricade said. “You are lucky, young squire. The last time this mining town provided such a lucrative Grendel portal was in my grandsire’s time.”

“Thanks,” I said as I went to leave, but then I stopped when I remembered Natali’s words earlier. “Wait a minute. I thought portals here were only a recent thing? Did they suddenly come back or something?”

“You must have misheard. We have battled Grendels inside these caverns for nearly one hundred years. The first portal appeared in this same cavern, ninety-two years ago. It was quite the surprise to the citizens, and our military had considerable trouble navigating through the mountain tunnels. The lizards killed nearly every person. Balavodsk was a ghost town until it became a labor camp.”

I didn’t know how to compute what the knight was telling me; Natali was adamant that this was the same city where she had grown up. She had also said that no portals existed in this area, but this knight was suggesting they had been here for hundreds of years? Was Natali just mistaken about the location of her hometown?

The doctor was incredibly astute and probably the most intelligent person I had ever met, so I didn’t think she would easily mistake her past. But then sometimes traumatic experiences could affect memories, so maybe that was it?

“You have a problem?” the Rutheni knight broke me from my thoughts.

This knight spoke quite good Caledonian, so I figured I could ask him a few questions. I could have waited to ask the doctor, but this visit had seemed to rattle her, and I didn’t want to bring back any painful memories.

“Uh, there is something else actually. Do you know the repair shop to the east of the town center? It's nestled between a tavern and what looks like a barbeque eatery.”

“I know the place.”

“Is there an orphanage there?”

“It is a workshop inside a prison,” the knight said with a chuckle. “While this is a low-security prison, it would still be a strange place for children, no?”

I couldn’t quite puzzle together the contradictions in Natali’s story, and the confused feeling I got reminded me of my experiences with Flanagan inside Castle Stirling.

Flanagan had been hinting at his incredible age, but could it be possible that he wasn’t the only member of the Stalwart whose appearance was deceiving? I had thought the herald was much older than he appeared because his information was all outdated, and I had concluded that he might be a cyborg of some kind. But could I apply that same logic to Natali? I had seen her naked and touched every centimeter on her body. Either someone had learned how to design a cyborg so human that even a sexual partner wouldn’t know they were a cyborg, or Natali and Flanagan had found some other way to extend their lives.

I smiled at yet another of the Stalwart’s mysteries coming to light. She really was a treasure trove of secrets, but this one seemed the weirdest of all.

I couldn’t exactly confront the doctor about it now since she seemed so emotional at just being inside the mountain. I decided I would broach the subject when we were back on the starship. I hoped my theory was as foolish as it sounded in my head because that meant I was sleeping with a woman who was older than my great-grandmother. I would seriously have to rethink my standards if that turned out to be true.

“Uh, I better let the next team sweep through the cavern,” I said to the Rutheni knight after I realized I had been staring blankly at him without responding to his question.

The knight gave me a confused smile as I went through the barricade and joined my friends. Flanagan and Natali were with the other heralds, and I saw her give me a broad grin. I still felt a bit weird from the conversation with the knight, so I gave her an awkward wave.

“What did you get?” Nathan asked me.

I took the scimitar from my magnetons, balanced the blade horizontally in my palms, and scanned it.

Weapon type: Frost Scimitar

Additional damage: Ice (15%)

Power class: [Squire]

Weapon effect: Rune Perfection - weapon’s enchantments deteriorate at a rate of 50%.

Runes inscribed: Winter’s Breath

Rune class: [Squire]

Rune effects: Slows enemy after a successful strike.

Note: Match in database. Item must be assigned to RTF member and approved by point clerk before use.

The scimitar had the same enchantment that had struck my shield and slowed my movements to a crawl. After I hit enemies, they would slow down and allow me to hit them easier and dodge their attacks with greater success.

“Nice!” Nathan said. “I scored a similar weapon. What’s the amulet do?” Nathan pointed at the talisman showing through a gap in the top of the pouch at my waist.

I held the item over my scanner until the statistics manifested over my belt.

Item type: Provoker’s Talisman

Runes inscribed: Provocation

Rune class: [Squire]

Rune effects: Forces enemies within a ten-meter radius to attack the wielder. Ten second duration.

Note: Match in database. Item must be assigned to RTF member and approved by point clerk before use.

“Finn Standish used a similar rune to make the final Grendel squad swarm me,” I explained to Nathan. “But his enchantment could be transferred to someone other than the wielder.”

“It’ll be a good item if you ever want to return the favor,” he replied.

“Yeah,” Richard said as he peered at the weapon’s stats. “You’re going to be facing him in the top three, so the amulet will come in handy.”

“Let’s see the chest piece,” Neville said.

I removed the bulky item from my rear magnetons and balanced it over my belt’s scanner.

Armor type: Combat Plate of Brawn

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: [Squire]

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Might’s Aura (+1)

Rune class: [Squire]

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 10%. Permanently active.

Note: Match in database. Item must be assigned to RTF member and approved by point clerk before use.

“The Might’s Aura is pretty awesome if you’re going for a strength setup,” Nathan said.

“I might just sell it for KPs,” I said. “I imagine we’ll get even more powerful items when we become knights.”

My friends grinned at the prospect of purchasing Knight class equipment. They showed me the items they had acquired, but my attention drifted to the examiners. I could hear them whispering amongst each other as my friends displayed their acquisitions, but I couldn’t quite make out what the examiners were saying, and Sergeant Gibbons suddenly broke away from them and walked toward us.

“Nick,” he said. “Mind if I have a word with you?”

“Yes, sir.” I secured the scimitar to my rear magnetons again and followed him.

As I marched alongside the sergeant, I wondered whether he had received news of the general who had tortured and killed my father. It had been less than a week since I had struck the bargain with Gibbons, so I would have been surprised if he had discovered the information so quickly.

The sergeant stopped in a secluded alcove and let out a deep sigh. “What rune did you use to summon that elemental?”

I paused for a few seconds to consider what I might tell the man. I liked the sergeant a lot, so I didn’t want to lie to his face. I should have known the examiners would question me about the incredibly powerful summon and how I had managed to bring it into this world with only Squire class equipment.

“I used the Minor Lightning Sprite rune, sir.”

“Minor?” He lifted a single eyebrow and sighed. “Damn it. I never would have thought this would happen at one of the exams.”

“Sir?” I asked as I studied his expression. He didn’t seem angry at me, nor did he seem like was going to have me arrested.

“Those summoning runes don’t often malfunction, but they really cause a stir when they do.”

“It was a malfunction that brought it here?” I tried to hide my sigh of relief.

“Aye. You should count yourself lucky. I’ve heard about problems with portals before, and the summoner tends to become a meal for the void creature.”

If the examiners thought I had summoned the upgraded sprite through a freak accident, then they might decide not to count my team’s score. My friends really seemed to like the items they’d acquired, and I didn’t want them to suffer because of my actions.

“Will we be penalized for scoring so high with the elemental, sir?”

“This kind of thing is incredibly rare, but it could happen on the field, so your score still counts.” The sergeant’s expression darkened, and he lowered his voice. “Let me say something, but make sure you keep it between the two of us. Too many freakish instances, and you’re going to draw attention to yourself. I don’t know what kind of gear you’re packing, or whether you have a little something else helping you out, but don’t do anything like that again.”

I didn’t want to deny or confirm the sergeant’s allegations, so I remained silent.

“I want to pass you,” he continued, “but there are whispers about cleaning up the RTF. I support them, and I would have been happy to fail the Stalwart’s squires a week ago, but I’ve seen your worth. You are a knight if I ever saw one. Same goes for your friends. You fellas stay out of trouble and keep yourselves squeaky clean, and I’ll make sure no one who’s received the order to fail you succeeds.”

“Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”

“Make sure you don’t. Now, you should go and celebrate. The Rutheni have prepared quite the festival in honor of your trial inside the city.”

“Will you be there, sir?”

“I’m afraid these old bones aren’t much for dancing.”

“I’ve sparred with you, sir. There’s nothing old about your bones.”

“Ha, I suppose you’re right. I guess I’ve never been fond of prancing around unless there’s a blade in my hand. But don’t let me stop you.”

I said goodbye to the sergeant and returned to my friends. They all seemed eager to participate in the festivities, but I still had the sergeant’s admonition on my mind. He obviously suspected something amiss, and the examiners likely did, too. I would need to be careful in the future. Hopefully the rest of the examination wouldn’t press me into situations where I might have to reveal my mutation.

“Are you coming, Nick?” Richard’s query ejected me from my musing. “Flanagan said we can take the night off. I hear the Rutheni women are really fond of Caledonians.”

“You don’t need to tell him that,” Nathan said. “He already has himself a Ruthenian beauty.”

“Can’t hurt to have another.”

“I’m sorry, guys, but I’m going to head back to the Stalwart. Casey and Elle will want to know how I fared in the test.” The two women had been worried beyond belief before the test, and Casey had even asked me not to go at all. Elle knew that staying behind wasn’t an option, but she had still been concerned. I couldn’t exactly go out and party when they would be waiting to hear from me.

“You can probably catch a ride on one of the other transport ships,” Nathan said offhandedly. He was clearly disappointed that I wouldn’t be joining them.

I left my friends and made a move toward the entrance opposite the barricade. Natali shot me a relieved smile as I approached.

“Will you be joining us on Putiniksa? I would very much like to show you some of my homeworld’s pleasures.”

“Sure,” I said as I took the doctor’s hand. We wandered back through the city and the mountain tunnels before we entered a transport ship. The vessel shot out of the mountain and crossed the skies to the city nestled within the massifs. The ship flew past the giant golden statue of the Rutheni Emperor and descended to a landing pad in the middle of the domed city. Other RTF transport ships were parked on the pad, and I figured a few of the other teams had already arrived.

The vessel’s doors opened, and I climbed down the ramp with Natali on my arm. The squires and Flanagan trailed behind us as we walked to an entrance archway where Rutheni personnel waited.

“I hope there’s beer in there,” Nathan commented.

“There shall be beer,” a Rutheni attendant said as we approached. He wore a coat with red and blue pinstripes, and his blonde hair was slicked back with heavy amounts of oil.

The man escorted us inside a building with vaulted ceilings and polished marble floors, and then he took us to a room with empty equipment racks on the walls.

“You will need to remove your equipment. You need not worry about them being safe. We will have guards posted outside the door. You will also need to wash. Showers can be found in the rear doorway, and there are fresh clothes that should fit you in there.” The attendant gestured at wardrobes beside the equipment racks. “The officials that wish to meet with the RTF squires require you to be clean before you enter the ballroom.”

“Ballroom? Will there be dancing?” Nathan asked.

I felt Natali’s fingers tighten around mine, and she smiled at me when I looked at her. I could tell the doctor was excited for the night to unfold, and I shared the sentiment.

“I will leave you here to prepare,” the attendant said before he left the room.

“Are you sure it’ll be safe to leave our items in here, sir?” Neville asked.

“Yeah. There won’t be any trouble tonight. The Rutheni have us here as guests, and they won’t break the Triumvirate treaty. It’s time to enjoy ourselves after a hard day at work,” Flanagan reassured him.

“Work, sir?” Nathan said. “You didn’t do any fighting.”

“I watched you in the cavern. That sounds like work to me. I deserve at least a dozen beers and twice that number in beautiful women.”

We removed our equipment, hit the showers, and then changed into simple clothing with the RTF trident emblem embossed into the right breast.

“Woah,” Nathan said, and I turned to see him looking at Natali. She had exchanged her official RTF uniform to a black dress that hugged her torso and expanded out from her hips. Threads crisscrossed her bare back and revealed her flawless pale skin.

“You look beautiful,” I said as my friends ogled at her.

“Thank you. I am surprised they had a dress that fits me so well. Shall we go to the ballroom?”

“Yeah,” I managed to say.

I took Natali’s hand and then walked the pristine halls to a vast ballroom. The other squire teams had changed into similar clothing and now stood on the polished floorboards. Rutheni women in tight dresses handed drinks to each group while a few couples danced in the center of the room.

My friends shot toward the bar where they were serving beer, and Natali dragged me to the center of the room.

“Do you know how to dance?” she asked as she placed my left hand on her hip.

“A little,” I said with a shrug, and then I spun her in a circle before allowing her back to lean on my forearm. She was only a few centimeters from the floor, and I saw her grin back at me. I pulled her back to me, and we stepped with each other in movements that mirrored the other couples.

“I am impressed,” Natali said as we waltzed.

“Mom taught me. She actually wanted me to become a dancer and not a knight. Turns out the movements are actually helpful in a fight.”

“Your Mom sounds wonderful. Will I ever get the chance to meet her?”

“I hope so, but I doubt we’ll be heading back to Dobuni for a while. We have to complete our quest.” I recalled what the Rutheni knight had said to me inside the cavern, and I considered asking Natali about her age. I could tell she was having a great time with me, and I didn’t want to ruin it for her by bringing up painful memories, so I decided to leave the subject for now.

We danced for what felt like an hour while my friends satiated themselves on an endless supply of beer. I couldn’t see Finn Standish anywhere, and I figured he had chosen not to come to the celebration. Ludas Barnes was sitting in the corner with the rest of the Valor’s squires, and I watched Richard take the hand of the female squire and lead her to the dance floor.

“Fancy seeing you here,” Richard said to me as he twirled the brunet. My friend attempted to catch the woman in his arms, but he fumbled and almost dropped her. Rather than scold Richard, the brunet giggled.

“It seems like everyone is having fun,” Natali whispered to me. “I see Flanagan is up to his old tricks.”

I glanced past the dancing couples to see the herald surrounded by four women. They held his arms and leaned into him as he joked. Then he stood from his seat, and they dragged him out of the ballroom.

“I have an idea,” I said. “Come with me.”

I led Natali outside the ballroom, and we trailed closely behind Flanagan. The herald was too busy entertaining his beautiful entourage, so he didn’t notice us following. A blonde pushed open a door, and then the three other women pushed Flanagan inside.

“What are you doing?” Natali asked me.

“I figured Flanagan’s new acquaintances would be taking him somewhere private, and these look like guest rooms. Why don’t we find an empty one?”

The doctor’s lips curved into a sexy smile, and then we knocked on a door. When no answer came, I checked to see whether the room was locked, but the door swung open after a slight push.

A large bed took up most of the room, and the curtains were drawn back to reveal a picturesque view of the city’s domes.

“This is quite naughty, Nick,” the doctor said as he planted herself on the mattress. “What if we are caught?”

“That’s half the fun, isn’t it?” I went to the doctor, took her head in my hands, and kissed her passionately. She pulled me onto the bed, and I hurried to hike up her dress. Her hands moved to my pants with equal urgency, and I crushed her to me. Our bodies met with intensity as we made love for what felt like the entire night. I collapsed beside her after I couldn’t continue.

“That was amazing,” she said.

“I wish I could stay here with you forever.”

“But you have to go?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I want to get back to the Stalwart. I know being the best requires training even when everyone else is partying. I want to visit the starship’s battle room for a few training sessions.”

“I understand, Nick. This is why I love you. Even though you have more talent than most, you work harder than anyone else.”

I reached down to the doctor and kissed her again. I couldn’t resist when she dragged me on top of her, and we went another round.

“This time, I really have to go,” I said afterwards with a wide smile.

“I should also attend the ballroom. The other squires need someone to keep an eye on them.”

“I bet they’ve consumed all the beer in this whole city.”

“I would not doubt that.”

Natali and I put on our clothes, and then we left the guest room.

“I will tell the others you have returned to the Stalwart,” she said. “I fear they will not let you leave if you tell them yourself.”

“Thanks, Natali.” I gave the doctor another kiss, and she left for the ballroom.

I returned to the room with our equipment, changed into my gear, and then started back through the vaulted corridors toward the transport ship. I wasn’t sure whether they would take me back to the castle alone, but there was bound to be a few of the other vessels headed there.

I heard someone call out my name and turned to see Ludas running toward me.

“Hey, Nick,” he said after he caught up. “Are you traveling back to Castle Stirling?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“To train? You should come to the Valor. We have the best battle rooms in the RTF and multiple regeneration chambers. I can go through drills practically nonstop.”

Ludas really seemed to have changed, and the Valor had been my dream starship assignment from my first day at the Academy. He would probably be a great sparring partner, but I felt like going to the Valor might mean betraying my crew. I also imagined Casey and Elle would want to hear how I had done in the test, and they would be waiting for me on the Stalwart.

“Sorry,” I said to Ludas. “I have to get back to the Stalwart. My girlfriends will want to know how I did on the test.”

I didn’t want to offend the other squire by telling him I would also be training on the Stalwart.

“Reporting back to your lady, eh? Wait a second.” Ludas frowned as his mind struggled to compute. “You said girlfriends. You have more than one?”

“Yeah,” I answered.

“Woah. I can hardly ensnare one, let alone have three of my own.”

“Well,” I laughed, “I think saying things like ‘ensnare’ might make it hard to date one.”

“I’m a rich noble,” Ludas said with a shrug. “I’m accustomed to getting what I want. Any advice?”

“Maybe start with showing them why you’re not just a rich noble. Show them your good qualities.”

“I’m not sure I have many of those.” He laughed.

“Sure you do,” I said, and then I paused to try to think of a few.

“You’re having difficulty, aren’t you?” he laughed again.

“To be honest, I don’t really know that much about you. When we were at the Academy, all you did was bully me.”

“Sorry about that. I have changed a lot, you know. The Valor has really taught me how to handle things when I’m not surrounded by House Barnes knights. I’m trying to be a better person. I’ve said this before, but I’m thankful that you forgave me.”

As we walked through the Rutheni mansion, our conversation turned back to his assignment on the Valor and how I absolutely couldn’t miss the opportunity to come aboard. I let the noble brag about his assignment and marveled at how much he had changed. Only a few months ago he would have despised drills, exercises, and the battlefield. Now, he seemed to relish the opportunity to wield a blade or kill alien scum.

“That elemental you summoned seemed really strong,” Ludas said as we entered the hangar. “Almost too strong for a Squire class rune.”

“The Stalwart has a really skilled enchantress,” I dodged the comment as I climbed the ramp into an RTF transport ship. “She can make some really powerful runes that can still be listed as Squire class.”

“You can’t fool me, Nick.” Ludas dropped his voice to a whisper and kept his eye on the other squires who entered the vessel. “I know you’re not a cheater, but you did something to the rune. I felt my skin crawl, and my stomach churned like I had just eaten the chili back at the Academy. There’s only one other time I’ve felt like that. On Tyranus. When you got me back on the Academy starship after Tyranus.”

“Alice got us back,” I lied. I hated not telling the truth, but maintaining the story I had told the Academy commander was the only thing that would save my skin.

“Alice was dead. Only you or me could have brought us to the starship, and I know for certain it wasn’t me. I thought maybe it was some miracle from the stars, but then you summoned that creature today. You are a man of mysteries, Nicholas Lyons.”

“I’m not really. I’m just a regular guy. I want to be a Space Knight and passing this exam will make that possible.”

“You’re definitely not a regular guy,” he answered.

The Academy commander had questioned him, too, so he would have known about the mutation event. But had he realized that I was the mutant? He knew something wasn’t adding up, but I decided to keep quiet in case I said too much. If he was going to tell anyone, he would have done so already, and then I would have been taken to the Facility and never been given the chance to take the knighthood examination.

For now, he was just a bomb waiting to detonate.

“Whatever you think you know,” I said, “it’s probably wrong. I know you helped me out by getting me the assignment I wanted, but I still saved your life on Tyranus.”

“You did, and I’m always going to be grateful. I swear by the farthest star, I’ll never do anything to jeopardize your career. I would love to have you on the Valor with me. I think we could do incredible things working together as a team. Will you consider it again?”

“I really love the Stalwart. We’re a family.”

“But you can’t get the best missions. On our last mission before the Valor berthed at Castle Stirling, I led a team that cleared a Level Four portal.”

“A Level Four, huh? That’s impressive.” I relaxed my shoulders and tried to keep the smile from my face. Ludas didn’t seem like he would tell anyone about his suspicion for now.

“You don’t think so?” He studied my expression for a bit, and then his mouth dropped. “You’ve cleared higher than a Level Four?”

I gave the other squire a little nod, and his mouth gaped even more.

“That’s incredible,” he said.

“You could probably take one. You’ve improved a lot since the Academy.” I felt a bit weird complimenting the nobleman, but it was the honest truth.

“I paid for some incredibly talented and experienced knights to teach me how to fight.”

There was the old Ludas I remembered. He would take any advantage available through either money or his father’s influence.

The transport ship’s engines fired up, and we shot through the mountain tunnel and over the city. I felt a twang of regret as the city vanished as we climbed the sky and passed through the clouds. Partying with my friends and the doctor inside a foreign city sounded like a lot of fun, but I had a responsibility to Elle and Casey.

“I owe you a lot, Nick,” Ludas said with what sounded like genuine honesty. “My life, in fact. I know I keep saying this, but your heroism on Tyranus inspired me. I realized I couldn’t ride on my father’s coattails forever. I don’t even want to play at court anymore. I want to become a Space Knight. And I’m going to get that top spot in the exam.”

“Really?” I allowed myself to smirk. “You think you can beat Finn Standish?”

“I’m more worried about you.”

“Ha, I’m not the one who set all those records at the Academy. Hey, what do you know about Finn?”

“He’s inept and oafish. He gives us nobles a bad name. He has no real aspirations besides winning. While he is a formidable soldier, he cares little for battles.”

“He’s quite good for someone who doesn’t care much about fighting.”

“His parents pushed him into the role. He would much prefer sitting alone and playing with robots. He’s quite the genius with the things. If there was a technician specialist role, he would surely pursue it.”

“Robots?” My eyes widened when I recalled the kid-android that had turned on me during the alley trial. “Could he remotely reprogram a training android?”

“Probably,” Ludas said with a shrug. “Why do you ask?”

“No reason,” I replied.

Could Finn Standish have reprogrammed the kid robot that had attacked me during the Hogan’s Alley test?

If he thought I was the best squire taking the exam, then eliminating me early would increase his chances of earning the top spot. We had all heard how amazing the prize would be for first place, so he definitely had the motivation for sabotaging my test, and he had already attempted to harm my scores today. The punishment for getting caught would be astronomical, but if examiners were on his side, then he could interfere without worry.

I decided I would need to gather more info before laying the blame, but if Finn had actually been responsible for the reprogrammed robot, then I would need to prepare for more sabotages. I imagined that whoever had enlisted Finn’s help in causing the Stalwart’s squires to fail the exam would be relentless in their attempts.

A few hours later, the transport ship docked inside Castle Stirling. The platform was only a few blocks from where the Stalwart was berthed, so I decided to walk. Ludas asked me again whether I wanted to check out the Valor, but I declined.

I took the time to admire the various starships moored on either side of the gangways. I stopped in front of a starship with Dobuni’s crest on its starboard hull. I hadn’t seen a vessel like this for a long time, and most of them had been decommissioned. The Outlanders on Dobuni didn’t have their own army, but they once had a paramilitary force that operated under the RTF’s umbrella. This starship looked like it had once been a part of that force, but most of its weapons were stripped. The ancient jump sphere would require a mage to operate it, so I imagined they had paid highly for a mercenary jumper.

Before I could move on from the vessel, the exit ramp descended, and Finn Standish left the starship. He glanced around as though wondering if anyone had seen him, but he didn’t notice me standing on the portside. I shook my head in confusion at witnessing the squire exiting an Outlander starship.

Seeing Casey and Elle was important, but I could spare a few minutes to follow Finn. I kept a good distance between us as he moved through the docks, and it wasn’t long before I realized he was headed in the direction of the Stalwart. It could have just been a coincidence, but I had learned to trust my gut, and this seemed really fishy. If I could get some evidence that Finn was involved in the sabotaging plot, then maybe I could question the guy plainly. I wanted to avoid jumping to any premature conclusions, but Finn made every hair on my body upend with suspicion.

The squire paused in front of the Stalwart, and he removed a small device that he held in front of the vessel. It looked like he was scanning my starship, but I couldn’t quite tell without getting closer. I used the other starships and docking materials for cover as I slinked toward him. He turned his head, and I spun around to hide behind an electrical cabinet.

The dock was almost completely quiet at this time of night, so I listened for whether Finn had detected me. I heard his boots hit the floor, but they became softer and softer. I was about to poke my head up so I could confirm that he’d moved on when I heard another sound.

It was a soft buzzing that I wouldn’t have picked up had I not been listening intently for Finn’s bootsteps. When I searched above me for the sound’s origin, it suddenly ceased. I figured maybe it was some kind of noise from one of the many machines, but then I noticed two slight shimmers on the gangway above the Stalwart.

The only time I had seen shimmers like that was from Shroud runes. I glanced back to Finn, but he had already disappeared into the dock’s exit walkway. I could either continue following the squire or figure out why there were cloaked people hanging around my starship.

I decided upon the latter and slipped behind a wall. It took me a few seconds to catch the shimmers again. I found them squatting on a gangway directly above the Stalwart, and I guessed they were conducting some kind of surveillance on the starship. I would never have spotted the slayers had I not seen the shimmers, and normally more powerful Shroud runes would render them completely invisible. There was only one reason subtle light could catch their forms: they had been burning the enchantment on a low power level for a while.

I continued watching the cloaked pair for what felt like an hour, and they didn’t move at all. They remained in the same spot for so long that I started wondering whether I was just seeing things.

But then the shimmers suddenly started moving along the gangway. I jumped from behind the cover and scanned the dock for what had prompted their sudden flight.

Two figures walked down the Stalwart’s exit ramp: Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds.

I returned my attention to the gangway above the main concourse. The cloaked pair had dropped their Shroud runes and were leaping over and around the cables and balustrades like a pair of primates. Their black armor rendered them almost invisible, but I recognized the sleek exoskeletons as belonging to RTF slayers. Daggers gleamed in reverse grips, and their runes reflected in the low light.

Why would two slayers be trailing the captain and the commander?

The two in black armor came to a position directly above the officers, and they disappeared from view as their Shroud runes activated.

My stomach lurched as I realized I was about to witness the assassination of my starship’s captain and commander. I had to either act on my hunch, or watch these slayers murder the officers.
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Chapter 12

I gathered my teleportation ability in the center of my stomach and relished the feeling of it bathing my body. The energy crackled as it raced through my veins like a flash flood, and I concentrated on the few meters separating the heedless officers from the prowling slayers. I exhaled slowly as I took my falchion in hand and willed myself to the spot.

I appeared behind the captain, and his mouth dropped when he spun around.

“Nick? What the--”

He stopped speaking and leaped backward as the slayers dropped from the gangway. I moved in front of the two officers as the pair of assassins blinked in and out of existence with their Shroud runes. I couldn’t detect where they were coming from, but I took the chance of lifting my falchion above my right shoulder. The blade struck the enemy’s dagger, and a cascade of sparks exploded when the two weapons struck. Both slayers could no longer keep their Shroud runes active, and their magical cloaks disintegrated away like brittle sand.

The first slayer rolled along the ground and sprung to his feet while the other enemy came at me in a flurry of attacks empowered by Speed and Agility runes. I could barely see the thrusts, and it took all of my concentration to dodge the glowing daggers.

I looked over my opponent’s shoulder and saw Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds engage the other slayer in a fight. Neither officer possessed any weapons to fight with or Runetech to protect their bodies. Even unarmed, they would prove difficult quarries for the slayer, so I focused my attention on the enemy in front of me.

I ducked beneath an overhead swing and tried to sweep the legs out from under the assassin. He leaped above my kick and then slammed the pommel of his dagger downward. I leaned back a second before the metal would have cracked my skull and then triggered my helmet so my head wasn’t vulnerable anymore. He came at me again in a flash of motion, and I focused all my efforts on not getting hit.

“Now is not the time,” the other slayer said in a distinctly feminine voice as she retreated backward.

The slayer in front of me made the mistake of losing his attention for a second, and I snatched the opportunity to strike. I ran my falchion through his abdomen, and the arcane power surrounding the blade peeled his armor like hydrofluoric acid. The man groaned as I wrenched the sword from his guts.

“He was weak,” the female slayer said as she retreated. “The next will be stronger.”

I sprinted toward the surviving slayer as the captain and the commander closed in on her. The officers were unarmed, so they probably couldn’t take her down, but I wouldn’t let her get away. Rage filled my body, and a quick activation of my speed sequence sent me hurtling toward the last assassin.

I heard a feminine burst of laughter as I neared the enemy, and her exoskeleton armor burst with light. The sudden flare blinded me for a second, so I followed through with a broad sweep that should have cleaved the woman in two. But my blade passed through thin air. When I could see again, the surviving slayer was already climbing up the railing of the gangways above me, and then she suddenly disappeared in a puff of smoke.

The commander wasted no time and grabbed the daggers from the dead slayer. She handed one to the captain, but neither officer was wearing prot-belts so they wouldn’t be able to use any of the enchantments, but having blades at their sides was better than fighting unarmed. Their lack of equipment meant the responsibility of taking down the slayer would fall upon my shoulders.

“I believe they were trying to assassinate you, sir.” I searched the gangways above for any sign of the female slayer. My gaze swept from left to right until I located a slight shimmer in the air. I thanked the stars that she was still using weaker Shroud runes, otherwise I would never have seen her.

My anger at the attempt of these RTF slayers to assassinate my captain and commander still burned inside my mind. I couldn’t allow her to get away without answering to my blade. I closed my eyes and started to summon my mutation from deep within me. Magical energy rolled around my body like waves of electricity.

“No!” the captain screamed as he grabbed my shoulder. “You can’t teleport now. There are too many people around.”

The main concourse had been completely deserted a second ago, but now it was filled with people who had left their starships and buildings to check out the commotion.

“Come, we’ll follow the bastard.”

I sprinted alongside the two officers in pursuit of the fleeing slayer. I kept my eyes on the platform above, but the shimmer went away after a minute, and my insides clenched together like a knotted fist. Her more advanced Shroud runes must have recharged, so she was now using magic that rendered her completely invisible.

“I can’t see her,” I said through desperate breaths.

“Don’t worry,” the captain said. “I know where she is. I slapped a tracer on her while we were fighting. She’ll figure out we’ve tagged her soon, so we need to get to her fast.”

“Tell me where to go, sir," I said. “I can move faster than you both.”

“You sure about that, Squire Lyons?” The captain grinned at me as he suddenly picked up speed.

Both officers were able to keep pace with me even while I had my speed sequence on its endurance setting. I wasn’t sure how they were able to move so fast for such a long period, but I didn’t really have the mental space to consider it now.

“I’m unable to contact any of the knights,” Commander Reynolds said after powering off her comm. “They are all still inside the Inner Sanctum.”

“They’re probably showing those damned Colzumu venom tongues how to drink. We’ll have to handle this alone.”

The captain led us along the main concourse into a smaller docking area with ships that looked to have been berthed for years and a bunch of boarded-up warehouses. There were a few people on the platforms, and they stopped to stare at us. I couldn’t see the slayer at all, but the captain seemed to know where she was going. We paused outside a large warehouse with three skiffs berthed in its entrance.

“She’s inside this building,” Captain Cross said after he consulted the device and returned it to his coat pocket. “You ready for another fight, Nick?”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“We’ll need to question her, so keep her alive.”

“I only wish I had my short swords,” Commander Reynolds hissed. “I would very much like to be the one to kill that woman.”

“You’ll get the chance, Vanessa. As soon as we find out who gave them their orders.”

The captain motioned for me to lead the way, and I triggered my visor’s night vision so I could see inside the dark warehouse. I walked beneath skiffs suspended by thick chains and scanned the area for any signs of life. Three thermal spots showed to my right behind a wall of mechanical parts. I gestured to the officers that there were three potential hostiles waiting, and they acknowledged me with a silent nod.

A loud bang came from behind me, and I whirled around to see the entrance door had closed. I heard laughter as the three figures strolled out from behind the wall.

The female slayer stood between two knights wearing blue power armor. Mohawks poked out from their otherwise shaved scalps while plaited beards sprung from their faces like the whiskers of a carp. Golden trident’s swelled in the center of their breastplates, and silver waves of energy rippled from the glyphs on their prot-belts. Both men held two bearded axes apiece, but the weapons would have been difficult for a regular-sized person to wield two-handed.

Their bulky size and bearded axes suggested they were berserkers, and my shoulders bunched together at the thought of facing all three knights at once. The captain and the commander would be able to assist, but I doubted they would be much good against three soldiers with enchanted equipment at their disposal.

Whatever happened next, it would involve a lot of bloodshed.

“You are trapped now, Atticus Cross,” the slayer purred.

“You’re the ones locked in here with us,” he chuckled. “You obviously don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

“We know very well. At least, we know you are our two targets.” She flicked her wrist so the end of her dagger pointed directly at me. “This third one, however, is a surprise. But we won’t be killing him. I’m sure the Facility will pay well for a mutant bounty.”

The captain suddenly tossed the dagger he had taken from the dead slayer, and the weapon spun through the air before striking a chain holding up a skiff. The metal links shattered, and the vehicle lurched forward as the other chains struggled to hold up the weight. Commander Reynolds launched her blade at a chain at the other end, and the skiff plummeted down with a crush when the chain snapped. The enemy knights leaped out of the way, but only the female slayer managed to escape being crushed by the skiff.

The slayer glanced at me and then fled to the back of the warehouse. As I chased her, I wondered how the captain had been able to cut the thick steel chain with just a dagger, but then the slayer ducked into a room filled with machines lined up against the wall, and I decided to focus on catching her.

The assassin sprinted toward an exit door with unnatural speed, and I knew that I wouldn’t catch her even with my speed sequence. I pulled at my ability, collected it into the core of my body, concentrated on where she would be, and then released my mutation. I appeared directly in front of her before she could fling the door open. The slayer’s head was turned over her shoulder so she didn’t see me, and she ran straight into my chest. The sudden collision sent her sprawling, and I planted my boot over her forearm so she couldn’t lift her blade.

“You know I am a mutant,” I said. “You should have known you couldn’t run from me.”

“Ha-ya!” she screamed as her legs swung around and clipped my ankles.

I toppled over but quickly scrambled to my feet and drew two Knives of the Storm. If I could somehow embed both of them in the slayer, then she would be paralyzed for a brief period. Maybe they would be enough to stop her, or maybe her equipment rendered her too powerful.

I wished I had entered the Stalwart and retrieved the Overlord’s Heart along with my Knight class weapons. This fight would have been a lot easier with them.

More runes that looked like Speed enchantments illuminated on the slayer’s black armor, and I wondered just how many of the damned things were drawn on her equipment. I didn’t think about it for long because she came at me with twice the swiftness of the previous slayer I had killed.

The woman’s daggers were like blurs of liquid metal, and my attempts to drive my own blades into her armor proved fruitless. I teleported behind her, but she blocked my strike easily. She was far too quick for even my mutation to overcome, and I wondered what such a powerful knight was doing on a mission like this.

I skirted around her so my back was to the exit door while I continued fending off her knife strikes. My focus had turned entirely defensive, but I figured all I had to do was keep her occupied in combat until the captain and the commander showed up, and then they would help me take down this slayer.

The woman suddenly used a quick draw technique to swap her daggers for a katana. My knives couldn’t block her next swing fast enough, so I was forced to sidestep away from the door. I pushed off my right foot to try to stop her from escaping, but then she activated another rune that gave her a burst of speed. As the slayer passed me, I lunged for her and extended my arm to drive my knife into her back, but a puff of smoke exploded from her body. My blade passed through thin air as her form became intangible, and then she was gone.

I rushed past the smoke, through the doorway, and spotted the slayer climbing the first of thirty levels of gangways. An atmospheric vent hung from the ceiling at the very top, so I knew exactly how she intended to escape, and all I needed to do was stop her from getting through the vent. If she got through it, then I would lose her in the castle’s network of atmospheric ducts.

I watched the slayer leap four meters from the fourth platform to the fifth, so I grabbed two Knives of the Storm, tapped my mutation, and concentrated on the sixth platform. My feet landed on the metal floor with a clang, and I intercepted the slayer a second after she pulled herself over the railing and onto the gangway.

“That mutation is quite powerful,” she said as she armed herself and swiped at me with her katana. “It is a pity you are an Outlander and not Caledonian.”

“I am Caledonian!” I shouted as I kicked her square in the chest. She staggered a bit, but then she corrected herself before she would have flipped over the railing and fallen six floors.

The advantage was mine, so I rushed forward. The slayer twisted out of reach of my left-handed swing, and then she ducked beneath a swipe with my right. The rune on her katana ignited like a signal flare, and then there were seven versions of the slayer on the gangway. I didn’t know which one to target, and they all fanned out and started climbing to the level above me.

I grabbed one before it could jump to the next floor and slammed my knife into her back, but the figure disintegrated as soon as my weapon pierced her armor. The other copies vanished at the same time, and I saw the real slayer already moving up the railing on the tenth level.

Every time I had tried to stop the woman from fleeing, she had evaded me by using some powerful enchantment. It was like trying to capture water in the palm of my hand, and I needed some way of ensnaring her. The only kind of rune that could do it was my Minor Writhing Plague enchantment, but I doubted my regular version would be capable of stopping her.

But I could always upgrade it.

I returned a knife to my thigh straps, reached my belt with my left hand, and activated my Minor Writhing Plague rune. A void portal appeared in front of me, and I could feel the nanorunes inside me thirst for the rift’s magical power. I released them to consume its energy, and the portal made a sound like a thunderclap that made the slayer stop climbing for a second.

A terrifying hissing sound entered my ears as a hooded cobra with red and black banded scales slithered out from the magical door. It was almost too large for the gangway, and its form almost spilled over the rails. I gave it the mental order to hunt down the slayer, and the massive serpent slithered up the gangways like it was playing a game of snakes and ladders.

I watched the slayer activate another speed rune, and her form blurred as she scaled the gangways to the top, but my cobra sprung forward like the snap of an elastic band, and its massive maw snatched her legs. Her hands wrapped around the railing of the twentieth level, and she hung on as her lower half dangled over the platform. The serpent’s massive form had swallowed her body up to her torso, and my helmet’s precision-vision allowed me to see red blood drip from her armor and spatter the floor almost one hundred meters below.

The slayer released her left hand, grabbed a dagger from her belt, clung to the railing with her right hand, and started punching holes through my serpent. Her body swung like a metronome as she made desperate strikes to stop the cobra from swallowing her whole. The serpent’s mouth slowly slid upward, and the rest of her body was disappearing by the moment.

But my cobra’s feast was slowing down, and the wounds the slayer had inflicted would surely kill it soon. I attempted to reach my teleportation ability, but my nanorunes were silent. Teleporting all those times and then upgrading the serpent’s portal must have drained my arcane well, but I still had to deal with the slayer.

I only had one option. I prayed to the stars that it would work.

My fingers pressed the sigils on my prot-belt and keyed the Minor Writhing Plague rune’s deactivation sequence. The cobra vanished along with the lower half of the slayer. Her top half gripped the railing in one hand, and it took her a few seconds before she realized her torso and legs had been transported to the void.

Her left hand released from the metal bar, and then her body plummeted to the ground. I heard the sound of an impact like a gunshot, and then I peered down at the splatter. Captain Cross appeared below and rushed to the corpse. I put away my knife and climbed back down the gangways to meet him.

“Where’d the rest of her go?” the captain asked after I jumped from the first platform to the ground.

“To a void world, sir.”

“We wanted to question her, but you made the right decision by sending her into the void. We weren’t going to be able to catch her. She must have been a master slayer, and I’m surprised you were able to stand toe to toe with her.”

“With her gone, how will we discover who sent the assassins?” I asked

“It’s alright,” the captain answered. “One of the berserkers survived. The commander is getting to know him.”

When we returned to the warehouse, I saw Commander Reynolds standing above a naked berserker chained to a chair. He had been stripped of his armor and underclothes, and every part of his body bore the marks of a rigorous interrogation session.

“You’ve been going easy on him, Vanessa,” the captain said.

“He’s proving rather unhelpful.” The commander took a handkerchief from her coat and wiped blood splatter from her eye. “He doesn’t want to tell us who sent him. Maybe we should ratchet things up a notch?”

I really didn’t like the thought of torture, but I wasn’t about to question my superiors’ methods. I knew sometimes serious breaches in ethics were required to get the job done, but I wasn’t quite ready to go down that path.

“I’ll tell you nothing!” he screamed, and then his eyes changed color. The whole eyeball burst with a blue brilliance, and then they rolled to the back of his head. Froth bubbled from his mouth as his body jerked around like he was having a seizure, and then he went still.

“Shit,” Commander Reynolds said. “I didn’t see any suicide pills inside his mouth.”

“His eyes glowed blue just before he died,” I said.

“He must have remotely triggered an enchantment imprinted on his body,” the captain said. “I’m surprised it took him this long to activate it. Nick, check over the other knight’s body. See if you can find anything that might tell us who sent them.”

“Yes, sir.”

The other knight’s body was squashed beneath the skiff from his collarbone down, and it looked like he’d died as soon as the vessel fell on him. I knelt beside the corpse and pried his helmet from his skull. The berserker’s entire face was covered in blood, but I saw something green on his neck. I wiped away the blood with a finger until a peculiar tattoo revealed itself. It was the trident symbol of the Caledonian Kingdom, but a golden wreath rose up from the weapon’s shaft.

“Captain,” I said as I looked up at the grizzled man. “Do you know what this is, sir?”

The captain wandered over to me and peered down at the dead man. “Resembles something I haven’t seen for years. An old idealist faction among the nobles. Called themselves the ‘Pure Bloods’.”

“That’s not an old faction, sir,” I said. “They’re still around.”

“Is that so? I wonder what fool thought it was a good idea to bring them back. Still, this might not be a plot by these Pure Bloods. This dead man could be the only one with a tattoo. How about you check the other corpse?”

I did as commanded and lifted the dead man’s chin. At first, I couldn’t see anything on his neck, but I activated my helmet’s precision vision. I used the edge of a Knife of the Storm to shave the man’s thick facial hair, and then I saw scar tissue from what looked like some kind of laser therapy. After playing around with my helmet’s focus for a bit, I managed to locate what the operation hadn’t quite covered up: a tattoo identical to the one the other assassin had on his neck.

“This is a real mess,” Commander Reynolds commented from behind me. “The Pure Bloods were troublesome. This new bunch must have heard about our meeting with the Queen and her councilors. We are making headway, and the Queen is very close to agreeing to seek assistance from the other kingdoms. The Pure-Bloods would not have liked it.”

“They don’t want us involved with the other kingdoms?” I had hardly seen the two officers or any of the knights besides Flanagan since the exam began, and I realized I knew nothing about their meeting with the Queen.

“Perhaps. Or maybe they are in league with the Dax. Maybe the Dax have promised them full reign over the Caledonian Kingdom.”

“I doubt these Pure Bloods are ambitious enough or intelligent enough for that, Vanessa.” The captain scowled at the corpses. “Although they have powerful knights in their employ, they are likely small in number and influence.”

“What do you suggest, Captain?” the commander asked.

“We will take their equipment back to the Stalwart. Elle can run their items through the RTF database and see if they come back with any matches. I would very much like to know who these knights work for.”

We removed the items from the dead knights and then started trekking back the way we had come. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched, but no one showed themselves.

“I think I know someone who might be involved,” I said after remembering Finn Standish and his device.

As we marched back to the Stalwart, I explained what I had seen and that I thought Finn was sabotaging my tests.

“I doubt this Finn Standish is involved with the plot to kill us,” Captain Cross admitted. “But I have to admit he sounds like trouble. The evidence with the civilian androids is a little flimsy, and I think the taunt rune might have been him trying to eliminate the competition.”

“What about when he came to our starship, Captain?” I asked.

“I’d guess one of the hierarchy put him up to it. He was probably scanning the vessel for any reasons to ground it.”

“I don’t trust him, sir,” I said with a sigh.

“Good. I’m not saying you should, but we have bigger problems to deal with now.”

“What if more knights come for you, sir?” I asked.

“We’ll be prepared next time. I never thought someone would actually try to assassinate us inside the castle. It only shows how far things have fallen.”

“I’ll contact the Queen and request a dispensation. I am not leaving our starship without my short swords again.”

“Get one for the entire crew,” Captain Cross said. “I don’t want any of my crew members unarmed in the castle from now on.”

“Aye, Captain.” She smiled at the man, and he gave her one from behind his beard. I found the relationship between the two officers curious, and they almost seemed to act like brother and sister.

“Is there anything more I can do, sir?”

“Concentrate on your examination. We will deal with this. I’m sure it’s nothing. These Pure-Bloods were probably just disgruntled when they heard of our purpose for the meeting with the Queen. I doubt they will cause any more trouble. At least, not when they discover the corpses of their assassins. We really did a number on them.”

“We sure did, sir.”

The captain had told me not to be concerned about the assassination attempt, but I couldn’t help feeling worried. The Pure-Bloods were said to be a small faction with little influence, but those knights had been highly skilled and equipped with some of the best armor that I had seen. If my teleportation ability hadn’t given me the element of surprise, I probably wouldn’t have stopped them from killing the two officers. And I definitely wouldn’t have stopped the slayer woman if it wasn’t for my ability to upgrade portals.

My mutations were really coming in handy, but I still had a ways to go before I could reach their full potential.

I tried to dismiss my concerns as I entered the Stalwart and separated from the officers. I would only get a few hours’ sleep before the second test tomorrow. I changed out of my armor, showered, and then put on my fatigues. I needed to tell my girlfriends about the day, and even though my bed was calling for me, I ached to see them. I found Elle and Casey waiting in the galley, and I slumped into a chair as they both fetched me a beer and food. I ate while I explained everything that had happened that day.

“They tried to kill the captain?” Elle asked in disbelief.

“And the commander.”

“Woah,” Casey said. “I feel sorry for whoever sent them.”

“Yeah. I wish I could help them find out, but I have to focus on the exam.”

“You sound like you need to relax,” Elle said. “I wish I could stay with you, but the point clerk minister is on my back. I still have hundreds of items to categorize before tomorrow.”

“It’s not a problem,” I replied. “You can go. Casey will stay here with me.”

A flicker of jealousy passed over the point clerk’s face, and she almost seemed to consider staying.

“Sorry,” Elle said as she touched my arm.

“Too bad for her,” Casey said after the point clerk had left. “I suppose that leaves me and you, Nick. What should we do?”

I couldn’t help but smile at the devious expression on the enchantress’ face, and I knocked back the last of my drink.

“I think you know exactly what I want to do,” I said.

“Ohhh…“ Casey moaned a little as she entwined her fingers in my right hand, and suddenly we were walking toward the enchantry. Her grandpa Joseph didn’t bother looking up from the workbench as we went through the rear doorway and entered Casey’s quarters.

The enchantress put a palm on my chest and pushed me. My back hit the softness of the mattress, and then the beautiful woman disrobed.

I glanced at the freckles that dusted Casey’s small, perky breasts, and my desire throbbed like never before. Her bright red hair tumbled to a plump ass that curved out from the small of her back. Her panties were little more than dainty white threads that ran between her ass cheeks and looped over her hips. The enchantress climbed onto the bed with total knowledge that I was enraptured by her.

“I’ve been meaning to show you something.” Casey’s hot breath touched my ear as she kissed my neck, and then her wet tongue traced a line to my mouth.

“What’s that?” I said as her head plunged to my crotch.

“This is going to be a lot of fun.” Casey lifted her head and giggled, and then she dropped her head again.

All the air ejected from my lungs in a sudden gasp, and my vision wavered with pleasure. For the rest of the night, my mind was lost in the ecstasy of our lovemaking.
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Chapter 13

A week passed while I juggled dates with my three girlfriends and trained for the next test. I tested summoning the Lightning Sprite and Void Serpent a few more times and then upgrading them, but I still had difficulty controlling the creatures or moving my body while they were summoned. I figured I would need to practice a lot more before I could fight alongside them. At least I had another move I could use when I was confronted with an impossible situation.

I couldn’t stop thinking about the assassination attempt, but Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, and the other knights assured me that it was nothing they couldn’t handle, and they told me to focus on passing the knighthood exam. I barely saw them between my training sessions, and any time I sought them out they were too busy to talk for long. They had mostly dismissed the incident with the Pure-Bloods as nothing more than an opportunistic attack. While the officers would continue being vigilant and wouldn’t leave the starship unarmed, they didn’t think the faction was much to worry about. I was forced to leave it in their capable hands since the exam required my full attention.

On the morning of the second teamwork test, we took a deployment portal to Yeholin. The planet wasn’t under the dominion of any kingdoms, but Caledonia had arranged for the test to take place there. I jumped through the portal, and my boots sank into thick grass. The other squires came soon after and gazed up at the gigantic trees surrounding us. Flanagan deactivated his visor as soon as he landed and breathed in the fresh air. I did the same, and my lungs filled with the scent of pollen.

“It’s beautiful,” Elle said after she arrived through the portal.

Natali and Casey were the last to land, and they shared awed expressions as they took in the forest. Butterflies the size of birds fluttered from one giant flower to another, and every tree was adorned with brightly colored leaves.

Elle had been a last-minute addition, and Casey had begged to come after she learned both the doctor and the point clerk would be coming to Yeholin.

“The outpost isn’t far from here,” Casey said as she consulted the GPS on her prot-belt. She started moving through the giant plants before anyone could argue otherwise.

I hurried after her and removed my falchion in case we encountered any trouble. The RTF database’s entry on the planet had listed several predatory creatures, and if the size of the insects was anything to go on, they could very well be deadly.

“We’ll guard the rear.” Nathan lingered back a bit with the squires as Flanagan and I pressed on with my girlfriends.

We didn’t encounter any trouble as we moved through the forest, and I found myself unable to do anything except marvel at the natural beauty. The trees were larger than any I had ever seen, and the air was the cleanest I had ever smelled. The wild nature of my surroundings reminded me of Tyranus, but this planet was nothing like the jungle swamp of my final Academy test.

“Why didn’t you bring all your girlfriends?” Casey asked me.

“Huh?” I wasn’t sure which part of the enchantress’ question confused me most, that she actually thought I was forming a harem or which other member of this supposed harem wasn’t here.

“You’re missing Faye.”

“Faye isn’t my girlfriend.”

“Yet,” Casey said.

I couldn’t really wrap my head around why my girlfriends didn’t seem to mind adding Faye to the competition, and the whole competitive aspect had seemed to fade beneath a kind of camaraderie. The women had become friends in their shared attraction to me, and I wasn’t sure I could handle it. If one of them didn’t win, then I would have three permanent girlfriends. Before my assignment to the Stalwart, I’d never really had one permanent girlfriend, let alone three.

“You’ve tested the Lightning Sprite and the Void Serpent,” Casey changed the subject. “What’s next?”

“I’m not going to summon any more creatures until I know I can control them.”

“Then why did you bring your lightning hammer, your belt, and your ring,” Elle said.

“I need my belt to activate the rest of my equipment. The hammer and ring are for emergencies.”

“I think you should leave them with us,” Elle cautioned. “Otherwise you will find a reason to use them.”

“Why shouldn’t he?” Casey folded her hands over her chest and shot the point clerk a challenging stare. “He has his abilities for a reason. You do want him to pass the exam, don’t you?”

“I won’t use them unless I have to,” I said.

“Good.” Elle brushed an overly large blowfly from her shoulder. “Because they will be hard to control. Your Squire palm rune doesn’t have enough arcane energy to keep more powerful summons under your will. You’re playing with power you haven’t earned, Nicholas.”

“I get where you’re coming from, but you use your mutation all the time. It’s helped you in a lot of dangerous situations.”

Elle’s mouth opened to reply, but then she promptly closed it.

“I have seen things go wrong with mutations,” Natali said. “I apprenticed under a doctor that was thrown out of the Facility. He had learned many horrible things there. Nanorunes have their own desires, and each time you give into them, they only grow hungrier.”

“You were at the Facility?” I asked the doctor, and I could see the other girls hide their satisfied grins. Natali hadn’t informed me about this particular aspect of her past. There was so much about her I didn’t know, and the right opportunity to question her about her hometown still hadn’t arisen.

“Yes. I am ashamed at the things that I was involved in, so I never spoke of it before.”

“It’s in the past,” I said. “You can’t change that.”

“If the cheer squad is finished with Nick, we need to start the exam,” Flanagan said after he caught up to us.

“Oh, the destination is only a hundred meters away.” Casey’s freckled face reddened a bit.

“Then let’s be on our way!” Flanagan whistled a tune until we came to a clearing about thirty meters wide.

“Ah, you have arrived!” A man in a broad-brimmed hat waddled out from a domed shelter nestled between a radio tower and a cylindrical water tank.

We marched past a corrugated shed to meet the man, and he gave us all a broad smile.

“I am Dr. Northcolt, head of this research facility. It has been some time since I have had any visitors.” His eyes settled on the three women, and I tried not to get annoyed at his leering gaze. He probably hadn’t seen a member of the opposite sex for a good while, so I didn’t begrudge him a few looks.

“You don’t visit the tribal folk much?” Natali asked as she wandered over to a collection of technological equipment set up beneath the tent and inspected them.

“I am afraid not. Their cities are in the valley, and there are fortified remnants of a past civilization that prevent jump mages from opening portals. We cannot fly either because of the local fauna. They roam above the trees, and they are powerful enough to destroy even the most well-armored skiffs. You should have no problems though. Your Runetech looks quite powerful. May I?” Dr. Northcolt approached me hesitantly, and I gave him a nod. The scientist ran his hands over my equipment, and I couldn’t help feeling like he was taking admiration of my items a little too far.

“Where are the other squires?” I asked him as his hands traced the runes on my chest armor.

“They are on different areas of the planet.”

At least I wouldn’t have to worry about Finn Standish sabotaging our test. I didn’t see any sign of RTF personnel in the camp either, so I wondered how the examiners would mark our test.

“I am so glad the RTF decided to have your test on Yeholin,” he said after he stepped away from me. “Your efforts will certainly help sway the tribal leaders to sign the treaty. I have only a few more preparations to make to your vehicles, and then you can be on your way.”

The scientist skipped into the shed and turned on a hovercraft. The engine sputtered, and smoke puffed outside in thick, black clouds. There was another vehicle in the shed, and it looked equally incapable of getting us even a few hundred meters through the forest. I wondered whether we had been assigned this scientist as part of the plan to sabotage our examination, but I dismissed the thought. I was becoming too paranoid; Finn wasn’t anywhere near us, and the examiners were obviously planning on witnessing our test from afar.

“He really seems happy to see us,” Nathan commented as the scientist broke into song from within the craft. “You think he might have gotten a little loopy being here all by himself?”

“He’s not alone.” Richard nodded his head in the direction of a tent in which we could see a large blowup doll laid beside the bunk through the open flap.

“Gross,” Casey said.

Neville turned his nose up at the sight. “What did he mean about a treaty?”

“I can tell you.” Flanagan smirked as though he was the lone recipient of secret information. “A mere two nights ago, I met an archeologist who had ventured into the subcutaneous caverns deep beneath the planet’s crust. She was a truly radiant paramour. Her breasts were like twin summits, and her golden locks shone with the brilliance of the heavens. Her hips undulated like the waves of an ocean, but her lips. Oh, her lips! They tasted like the finest wine in all the Queen’s cellars.” The herald paused to take a sip from his flask. “And her tongue was incredibly moist.”

“Moist? You couldn’t think of a verbose metaphor?” Elle looked like she was about to puke.

“No,” the herald knight said. “Moist is the perfect word for her… tongue.”

“She sounds beautiful, Flanagan,” Casey snickered.

“Thank you, miss. I’m glad someone appreciates beauty. Now, where was I?”

“You were going to tell us about this treaty,” Nathan prompted the herald.

“Oh, right.” Flanagan chuckled at himself before getting back on track. “Yeholin doesn’t have portals anymore, and the societies on the planet are very primitive. They barely have any form of technology other than the rudimentary components they salvaged from the previous civilization. The Caledonian Kingdom discovered vaults deep beneath the planet’s surface with great treasure troves of enchanted items. Yeholin hosting the exam for the squires is a gesture of goodwill in the hopes that the tribes might get together and agree to become a satellite planet in the Caledonian Kingdom.”

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” Natali said. “An advanced civilization like ours could lay waste to their way of life. Is Arcane Dust deemed more important than their right to self-determination?”

Flanagan shrugged. “We’re not like the other kingdoms, doc. We’ll let them keep their ways. We just want to do a little digging. If you ask me, I would much prefer killing Grendels and acquiring Dust that way.”

“The vehicles are ready,” the portly scientist said. “You can retrieve the spinehog from the location on the vehicles’ HUDs. Once you have the creature, you’ll need to leave the ladies at the safari before beginning your test.”

Elle’s top lip curled up at the official’s words, and I stepped in front of her so she couldn’t shoot a retort at the man. “Thank you, but we haven’t received a briefing for the test yet.”

“Oh!” Dr. Northcolt sighed and slapped his forehead. “I was meant to provide that to you. One moment.” He ran over to a trestle table and booted up the computer on top of it. He tapped his foot as the system took a few seconds to log in. “Ah, here it is. Shall I begin?”

“Yes,” Nathan said. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

“This is all very official. I’ve never been so involved with the RTF before.”

“Let’s hear the objectives,” I said.

“Yes, yes. I’ll start from the top.” He removed a pair of spectacles from a pocket on his dirty jacket and balanced them on the end of his nose. “Each team will be provided with a spinehog which they must escort safely to a Yeholin sacred site. The natives see these creatures as sacred animals in their religion. They also harbor insects that are essential to pollinating crops. These insects are all but extinct in the north, and the natives will suffer famine unless the spinehogs are brought to them.

“You are tasked with bringing one of these creatures to the natives because they cannot obtain them for themselves. A wilderness separates the Yeholin tribes from the spinehogs native land, and it is filled with an indigenous predatory species known as diremen. These predators are the mutated remnants of the civilization that once lived on Yeholin.”

I couldn’t tell how much of the briefing had actually been written by the examination committee and how much of it was the scientist’s own elaborations.

“Now, there’s an additional note at the bottom here. It says heralds are allowed to accompany the squires, but they can only offer minor assistance. Anything more than basic runesongs will cause points to be deducted. The examiners won’t be watching, but they have installed monitoring software on all your prot-belts that will inform us of the damage taken to your equipment and the runes you activated.”

“Here I was thinking that I’d get to sit around enjoying the flora and fauna,” Flanagan said.

“They’ve provided me with the coordinates for where you’re to travel next,” Dr. Northcolt said. “I’ll upload the destination to the GPS on the hovertrucks now. It’s another research facility. A little larger than mine. Will you do me a favor when you get there?”

“Sure,” I said.

“Please tell Dr. Murphy that I am sorry for the little mishap and that I’m ready to return to the main research center.”

“Mishap?” Nathan asked. “What did you do?”

“I would prefer not to say,” he said.

“Did it have anything to do with the doll in your--”

Richard punched his brother. “Sorry, Dr. Northcolt, my brother sometimes says some really weird stuff.”

“That’s no problem,” he replied with an innocuous smile. “But do tell Dr. Murphy what I said, won’t you?”

“We will,” I answered. “Where do we find the spinehog?”

“I have one. It’s in a cage out the back. You ladies can wait here. This is men’s business.”

All three women rolled their eyes the moment he turned his back. He led us to a small enclosure made of metal bars two centimeters apart. As we approached, the creature about the size of a badger lifted its pointed nose from where it was curled up in the corner. It looked mostly docile and domestic, and it cowered in fear when the scientist entered a passcode on the arming system. The cage’s door clicked when the lock disarmed, but the scientist kept a foot over the door to keep it closed.

“There’s a carry cage over there,” he said with a nod, and Richard grabbed it from the ground.

“You should be careful taking it out. It can be quite feisty when cornered.” Dr. Northcolt lifted the sleeve of his coat to reveal mostly healed lacerations. I wasn’t sure how such a tiny creature could inflict so much damage, but I wasn’t going to let it surprise me.

“How do we grab it?” Nathan asked.

“With your hands,” the scientist replied without any hint of sarcasm. “Make sure it doesn’t escape. There isn’t another for a great distance, and it might take weeks to find it.”

“We don’t have weeks,” I said. The spinehog reminded me a little of the Bloodrat on Ecoma, except it was covered in fur that matched the purple color of some plants in the forest. At least I didn’t have to worry about this creature suddenly stealing my mutation like the Bloodrat had.

“Who wants to try to catch it?” Richard asked as he opened the carry cage’s door and placed it on the ground in front of the enclosure.

“I’ll do it,” I said after realizing none of my friends were game. They had battled lizards ten times its size, but this tiny critter made them cower like scared children.

I nodded at the scientist, and he swung the door open. As soon as I stepped inside, he closed it behind me.

“Sorry,” he said. “Can’t be too cautious.”

I shrugged my shoulder and knelt before the spinehog. Its tiny eyes looked up at me, and I saw them shift to the weapons hanging from my belt. It must have detected a threat because its mouth suddenly peeled back. Razor-sharp teeth crested its gums, and I understood the implied meaning of its deadly snarl.

“Easy,” I whispered as I raised my palms. “I’m not going to hurt you, little guy.”

“Uh, Nick, I don’t think it believes you,” Richard said from behind me.

“You’re doing great, squire!” Dr. Northcolt shot me two big thumbs-up.

I returned my attention to the spinehog, and the purple fur on its body had upended. I was certain now that the fur wasn’t made of hair, but needle-like spines. I wondered how much longer the creature would just let me frighten it half to death. It would probably attack me if it continued to see me as a threat.

The critter suddenly leaped at me, and long talons ejected from its paws. The blades slashed against my armor, and I heard my friends cry out from behind me.

“Let him out!” Nathan yelled.

I laughed at their concern; the spinehog’s claws could barely scratch my Runetech armor. The creature might have done a lot of damage if I wasn’t wearing my equipment. The squires obviously didn’t realize I had the situation under control because they pushed the scientist out of the way and pulled the enclosure’s door open.

The spinehog took the opportunity to climb down my body, bolt out of the cage, and disappear into the forest.

“Shit!” Richard said. “Did anyone see where it went?”

“I had it under control,” I said. “Why did you open the door?”

“Because that thing was going to eat you. We saw what happened with that Bloodrat the last time.”

“It wasn’t a Grendel,” I said.

“You fellas going to argue, or are you going to search for the spinehog?” Flanagan asked. His white teeth gleamed as he grinned, and he seemed to be enjoying our predicament.

“There’s no need to search for it!” Casey’s voice came from behind the enclosure. The enchantress walked into view as she cradled a bundle of purple fur like a newborn child. “You guys are so brutish. A cute thing like this needs to be captured through treats and love, not by scaring it.”

“Ah, you are quite the tamer,” Dr. Northcolt said. “Are you sure you cannot remain behind with me? I could make use of your gifts.”

“I think I’d better stay with the others. This spinehog seems to like me, and we wouldn’t want it getting upset again.”

“I do not blame him. You are quite a specimen yourself.”

“We better make a move,” I said with a cough. “Are the two vehicles ready?”

The scientist led us to the vehicles, and I hopped into the driver’s seat of one while my girlfriends filtered into the other seats. Flanagan and the squires took the other craft, and we drove out from the shed.

Dr. Northcolt seemed forgetful and a little negligent, so I was a bit worried about the state of our vehicles. They looked a little weathered, and smoke belched from their exhausts as though the engines would conk out at any moment.

“Come back and visit any time you like!” Dr. Northcolt called out as he waved goodbye.

“Uh, I’m glad to be away from him,” Elle said.

“He wasn’t so bad.” Casey tickled the spinehog behind its triangular ears, and the critter purred in response. It was hard to believe something so cute could turn so deadly in a matter of seconds. If I hadn’t been wearing my armor, its talons would have torn me apart.

I drove the vehicle down a muddy dirt track with the other craft behind us. Navigating through the forest proved a difficult task even with the GPS map on the HUD, and we had to disembark a few times to pull the wheels out from the mud.

Casey kept the spinehog nestled in her lap, and it purred whenever she tickled behind its ears, but then it almost leaped from her lap after we drove around a bend in the dirt track , and its huge talons sprang from its paws.

“Something scared it,” the enchantress said as she tried to comfort it even though its fur had upended into spines.

“I think I see the problem.” Natali motioned at a copse of purple-leafed trees behind a fence line.

I couldn’t help taking my foot off the accelerator when I saw the ape-like creatures swinging from branch to branch. They were wearing cloth rags over their red fur, and had rudimentary weapons hung from their waists. I even saw a few primitive rifles looped over their shoulders. They weren’t what I had imagined after the scientist described them. They looked more like humans than animals.

“You guys see those things over there?” Nathan’s voice came over my comm.

“Yeah,” I answered.

“What the hell are they?” Richard asked.

“They must be the diremen,” Elle said.

“Those things were human once?”

No one answered Nevile’s question because the diremen seemed to notice our vehicles all of a sudden, and they aimed their firearms directly for us. I triggered my prot-field while flooring the vehicle’s gas pedal. The weapons thundered with angry barks, but the bullets struck a forcefield on the fenceline.

“Those fences are equipped with prot-fields,” Elle said. “It must keep them from getting out.”

“Can you drive a little faster?” Casey peered down at the terrified creature in her lap. “The poor thing is almost scared to death.”

“You got it,” I said as I increased the hovertruck’s speed. I continued following the GPS location the scientist had given us, and we soon came upon a much larger research facility that was more like a small town than a camp.

We were greeted by three women in lab coats and an entourage of armed guards. They seemed a little surprised to see us and demanded an explanation for our arrival.

“We’re here for the knighthood exam,” I said. “Didn’t someone contact you?”

“No one told us you would be here,” a scientist said. “You absolutely cannot venture into the fenced zone. The diremen will be antagonized by your presence. We have worked very hard to keep them placated and to learn from them. If they attack you, you’ll simply slaughter them.”

“That sounds like self-defense, honey,” Flanagan said.

The scientist threw her hands up in the air. “That’s exactly what an RTF knight would say. You are barbarians. I won’t let you--”

Flanagan started strumming his axe-harp, and the woman’s hard expression mollified to a lazy smile. The rest of the scientists and the armed guards were all staring vacantly as though he’d just hypnotized them.

“You’re all suffering from a serious case of short-term memory loss,” the herald began. “You received information that you would be allowing this team of RTF squires through the fenced area so they could complete their test as part of the knighthood exam. Oh, and you were also told to provide them with a few flagons of wine. Actually, make that a dozen flagons.”

Flanagan stopped playing his axe-harp, and the scientists and guards shook their heads like they were waking from a daydream.

“Ah, I am so sorry,” the head scientist said. “I seemed to have forgotten all about your appointment today. Bruce, will you fetch these gentlemen twelve wine bottles from the kitchen?”

“Yes, ma’am,” a guard said before he left.

“Empaths aren’t the only ones with the ability to charm folks,” Flanagan whispered to us. “The runesong I just played is really powerful. I only really save it for emergencies. I’ll have to remove the logs after we’re done so the examiners don’t see that I used it. I figure it’s not cheating since some bastard probably failed to tell these scientists that we were meant to be taking the test.”

The guard returned with the bottles of wine, and Flanagan loaded half of them into the hovertruck’s trunk and the rest into the open-air cabin.

“Thanks,” I said to the scientist, and then I saw her name badge. “Dr. Nothcolt said he’s ready to come back to the main research center.”

“Did he now? Well, he most certainly will not be returning here. Come to think of it, I don’t seem to recall the details of the message I received this morning. It’s all a little hazy.”

“Come now,” Flanagan whispered to us. “The runesong will wear off soon, and we need to be on the other side of that fence by the time it does.”

“Thank you, Dr. Murphy,” I said to the woman. “We’ll be leaving now.”

“Oh, alright then. Let me show you through the gate.”

“We’ll be staying here,” Casey said after we got back to the vehicles.

“You’ll be okay here?” I asked.

“We’ll be fine. Elle has her Runetech, and I doubt these scientists will do anything to us even after Flanagan’s runesong’s magic wears off. Besides, I’m more worried about you. Those diremen are on the other side of the fence.”

“We can handle ourselves,” I said. “The test is meant to involve transporting the spinehog through a dangerous area. The examiners wouldn’t give us anything we can’t handle.”

“You’re not worried this whole thing might have been arranged by Finn Standish? The scientists here didn’t even know you were coming. What if he--”

“It’s fine, Casey.” I touched her hand to reassure her, and the spinehog in her arms eyed my fingers hungrily as though it might chomp down on them. “I haven’t seen Finn since the last test. He wouldn’t have had the opportunity to do anything bad.”

“What about the examiners? They could have done something.”

“That’s true, but we can’t keep worrying. Those diremen didn’t look like much. We took down the Bone King. This’ll be easy.”

“Spoken like someone who's about to be proven wrong.”

I chuckled under my breath. “It’s not like you to worry.”

“I know you really want to pass the exam, but I don’t want something bad to happen to you. Getting mindwiped is one thing. Dying is a whole other kind of bad.”

“We’re not going to die. Now, are you going to hand over the spinehog or am I going to have to pry him from your fingers?”

“Are you sure you’ll take care of him?” Casey asked as she clutched the spinehog to her chest.

“If we don’t, we’ll fail our test,” I said. “We’ll make sure he stays safe.”

Casey gave the critter a kiss on its furry head and then passed him to Nathan.

“I’ll keep a protection field on him at all times,” the squire promised.

We left the women behind at the outpost and drove a hovertruck to the nominated test zone. After a good ten minutes of cruising the roads around winding hills, we passed an area fenced off by large stone walls. I figured this was the fortified remnants the scientist had mentioned earlier. The trees beyond the walls were even bigger than those we’d seen before, and a strange fog settled above them. I shuddered as I looked at the looming fortifications, and I couldn’t help wondering whether those walls were keeping something from getting out.

The rest of the drive was pleasant, and we saw no real sign of the predators from earlier except for a few ravaged carcasses of pig-like animals beyond the fenced boundaries. The whole place was alive with the sounds of birds chirping and animals flying overhead. The few times we spotted the large airborne creatures made my heartbeat pause for a second, before they quickly passed over us. The scientist had warned us about them, so I was glad our small hovercraft hadn’t drawn their attention.

My prot-belt beeped, and I hit the brakes on the vehicle. I looked down at a notification from an unidentified sender, but the message provided an updated route for our destination and a code to open an armed gate.

“Did anyone else get a message?” I asked my friends after I read its contents to myself.

The others shook their heads.

“Is it from Dr. Northcolt?” Neville asked.

“I’m not sure. Who else would it be from? It has to be from him, right?”

“It could be someone trying to make us fail this test,” Nathan muttered.

“No way,” Richard said. “You’re just being paranoid.”

“What do you think, sir?” I asked Flanagan.

“We can’t contact any of the examiners to verify the message. And there’s no reason to assume it didn’t come from them.”

“Alright,” I said as I started the vehicle’s engine again. “Then we’re headed back the way we came.”

I drove the vehicle back down the winding road to the fortified walls.

“We have to go through there,” I said. “The message provided the passcode to enter the gate.”

Nathan stared up at the looming fortifications. “Ah, that sounds like a bad idea, Nick. Why don’t we just go back along the previous route?”

“Because we could fail if this message is from one of the examiners.”

“Can you contact Dr. Northcolt?” Richard’s question was the only sound in the air. The forest noises of birds chirping and insects clicking had vanished as soon as we came to these walls.

“Good idea. Did anyone get his call sign?” I asked, but I knew the answer as soon as I looked at my friends. We had all been so glad to get away from the creepy scientist that we hadn’t even thought that we might need his help.

“We’ll go back to him,” Nathan said.

“The drive will take more than four hours,” Richard said. “And those scientists probably won’t let us through their research facility without giving us a browbeating.”

“Richard is right,” I said. “We can’t do anything except move past these walls. We’re only going to get one shot at the exam. If we back out now, then we’ll all be mindwiped and sent back to our homes. I don’t want to forget the last few months. I’ve made good friends. I love my assignment.”

I searched my friends’ eyes and saw that they agreed with me despite their fears.

“A real touching speech, Nick,” Flanagan said as he plucked a fruit from a low-hanging branch and nibbled on it. “But how do you plan on getting through hundreds of diremen?”

“The same way we’ve been getting through all of our missions. We’re going to carve a path through the enemy and end the day victorious. We’re crew members of the Stalwart, and the Stalwart doesn’t lose, no matter the odds.”

“An excellent plan,” the herald said as he flicked his blonde mane over his shoulder. “I’ll provide you all with a lovely tune I composed myself.”

Flanagan started to play a runesong that made my muscles feel like they were pumped full of liquid energy. The runes on my equipment buzzed with power as I walked to the gate and entered the code into the control panel. The door swung open, and my muscles twitched a bit as I passed into the segregated zone.

As we pressed into the forest, I hacked at any branches in my path with my falchion and kept my ear out for any diremen. Flanagan stopped playing his music so he wouldn’t alert them to our presence, but the magic remained in my body. I wasn’t sure when it would wear off, but we had to maintain communication silence while stalking through the trees. So far, the going was pretty easy, and there wasn’t any sign of the diremen here.

“Maybe we got lucky, and this place doesn’t actually have any of those monsters,” Nathan said.

“Then why the massive walls?” Neville asked.

“Keep focused,” I said as I crossed into a clearing with my friends at my back and paused at the tree line.

“The plants are bunched too tightly together to skirt around the clearing,” I whispered over my shoulder. It looked like the perfect place to set a trap, but I doubted the diremen were intelligent enough to lure us to this place.

“We’ll need to pass through it,” Flanagan said. “Actually, forget I said anything. I’m not meant to give you advice, am I?”

I hated being out in the open, but we hadn’t seen or heard anything the entire time we had been in this part of the forest. The silence didn’t exactly put me at ease; we should have heard at least the chittering of insects or chirping of birds.

“I’ll lead. Flanagan take the rear. Richard and Neville, you’ll need to protect our flanks. Nathan, you take care of the spinehog. Make sure it doesn’t get too frightened otherwise it’s going to flee. We get through this section and then we’ll arrive at the valley.”

My friends nodded their approval of the plan, and we ventured into the clearing. My gaze darted in every direction while I watched for any sign of movement in the trees and on the ground. I saw a patch of bright red and raised my hand to my friends. It was gone as soon as I sighted it, and I wasn’t sure whether I had seen it in the first place.

A second later, a dozen patches of red showed in the branches above me.

“They have us surrounded!” I shouted.

Then a chorus of earsplitting roars boomed from above us. Diremen hung from the branches like apes, and I saw jagged blades at their sides and a few rifles among the hairy mutants. They hooted and hollered as they slammed their fists against their muscular chests.

“There has to be a hundred of them,” Nathan said as he eyed the army forming in the surrounding trees.

“Yeah,” I said as I took my longsword in both hands and braced myself for battle, “we’re outnumbered.”
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Chapter 14

The diremen flowed like a wave over the trees and into the clearing. Some remained aloft to fire their rifles while they balanced on the branches. The bullets pounded into my prot-field, bounced off, and clattered to the forest floor. I launched a forcewave at the first line of the ape-like creatures as they charged, and their bodies flew backward and smashed against the tree trunks with the sound of splintered wood and fractured bones.

More of the diremen came at me, and I killed three with a powerful two-handed swing of my longsword. Then they were all around us, the stench of rotten meat heavy on their breath. I triggered my visor and breathed the recycled air as my longsword took the arm off a screaming mutant. I cracked the pommel directly on its forehead, and its skull caved in like a sinkhole.

Neville hung back a little as he delivered forcewaves from his sword with pinpoint accuracy. His rune was a little different from mine, and the concussive force was like a bullet of air that punched through the skulls of our enemies. As soon as the apes were too close for him to release forcewaves, he exchanged his sword for dual rapiers and started filling the apes with holes.

“This is fun!” Richard buried his axe in the chest of a mutant and spun around to plant his other axe between the eyes of another.

Behind us, Flanagan played his axe-harp while Nathan performed a series of rune activations that provided us frontliners with protection magic. I could feel their enchantments buzzing over my body as I ended dozens of mutant lives.

Bright red blood splattered over my armor and sprayed across the tree trunks on the edge of the clearing. My muscles cramped with the constant swinging, but I was enjoying the thrill of battle. Mounds of corpses piled around me, and it started to feel like we were fighting in trenches. Blood sprayed from the piles of dead diremen as bullets shot through their bodies. As soon as I killed a few of the monsters, twice as many took their place. I almost felt like I was in some kind of survival match where the aim was to kill as many targets as possible before you died.

But I didn’t plan on dying. Not today.

“You have this, fellas,” Flanagan’s voice chirped inside my helmet.

A bright light flashed from my left as the herald started to play his magical music. Power coursed along my body, and I sprung forward to tear open a mutant’s torso. My sword slashed through the creature and cleaved another in a single movement of my arms. The diremen seemed to move in slow motion, and I carved them to pieces like a butcher with a carcass. I didn’t even need to block their attacks because I could see their telegraphed strikes seconds beforehand. I twisted, ducked, and jumped over their clumsy attempts to kill me. It all felt so easy, and the battle rage made me scream with pleasure.

I stopped screaming when I heard the alert ring in my ears and looked at the reading on my visor.

Prot-field: 17%

Despite the primitive firepower these apes were wielding, enough bullets had struck my prot-field to deplete it. There were still diremen firing at us from the trees, and they shot their weapons with complete indiscretion. They didn’t care whether they hit their kin, and they roared with maniacal laughter as the recoil almost sent them tumbling from their perches. Rifle muzzles flashed as the bullets shredded many of the apes in the clearing into bloody confetti. These mutants hadn’t evolved with compassion for their kin or good hand-eye coordination skills, but if my prot-field went down, it wouldn’t matter much since some of those wildly fired bullets were going to hit me. My armor would hold up for a bit, but eventually a slug would find its way home.

The indiscriminate killing of their comrades gave me an idea, so I climbed over the barrier of corpses and leaped into the thick of the enemy throng. The diremen surrounding me acted like meat shields, but it wasn’t enough. I needed more to come at me, so I triggered my new amulet’s Provocation rune. Even the apes in the trees put down their rifles to swarm me, and I drew the furry mutants like flies to a cadaver.

“I’m coming!” I heard Richard scream. The creatures were pressed so tightly around me that I couldn’t see him, nor could I swing my sword with much effectiveness. I fixed it to my belt magnetons, drew my daggers, and started punching holes in the mutants.

“We need to get out of here,” Nathan said after he carved a path to me.

“Eeeeeeek!” The spinehog peeked its head from inside his coat and quickly dropped back down as soon as it sighted the diremen in the trees.

“Their numbers have to thin at some point,” Neville said before he screamed and drove his rapier through the neck of a direman.

“Yeah,” I said with a bit of doubt.

“I have something that’ll send these monsters packing,” Flanagan said.

A heavy riff reverberated through the clearing when the herald started a new runesong, and the diremen screamed in terror as they fled back into the trees. We couldn’t flee because it took all of three seconds for them to return, but at least we had the opportunity to regroup.

“I’ll throw a dome over us.” Nathan pounded his prot-belt, and an energy field extended from his shield and encompassed us all. The diremen gathered their morale and attacked us a second time, but they were stopped short by Nathan’s forcefield. They pounded against the invisible barrier with their weapons, and cracks started to form in the forcefield.

“I’m dispelling the dome!” Nathan yelled as he hit his prot-belt again. The dome exploded in a hundred shards of light and threw out a concussive blast all around us. The surrounding diremen were sent hurtling into the trees in an explosion of body parts.

“Woah,” Richard said as he clapped his brother on the back. “That was awesome!”

“Thanks. I’ve been saving it for--” The squire suddenly stopped, and his head shot up to look into the sky. “Do you guys hear that?”

The air was quiet except for the groans of injured ape-men. I listened more intently, and then I heard a thumping sound. I couldn’t quite pin the noise as it grew louder and louder. Then I realized what we were all hearing.

Flapping wings.

A huge creature swooped into the clearing, and I twisted aside a second too late. Claws buried themselves into my shoulders and tore me from the ground. In an instant, I was being carried into the air by the flying monster. My armor had prevented the claws from penetrating to my skin, and I could still move my arms, so I grabbed my falchion and thrust the point upward. The blade pierced through the monster’s bird-like leg, and then its talons released.

I plummeted down.

Before I could crash into the trees below, the monster snatched me from the air again. This time, it held me in its massive mouth, and I couldn’t swing around to stab it. I only needed to move a fraction and I could skewer a cat-like eyeball, but its tiny teeth clamped down on me like a serrated vice. I had never teleported while in the grip of something before, but I had teleported Sir Wolcen. I just had to reverse the effect now.

“Nick!” Neville screamed into his mouthpiece.

“I’m okay,” I said as I drew from my arcane well.

“We can shoot the creature,” he said, “but we’re worried about hitting you!”

“I’ll be down in a sec!” I released the power brewing in my stomach and appeared on the monster’s back.

My legs clamped around its spine as I punched through its tough hide with my sword. The creature screamed when I twisted the blade, and its flight path took a dive. I kept my thighs clenched around the ridge on its back as it tumbled through the air. We plowed through the branches like a meteor, and my legs loosened their grip. I fell the last few meters with nothing to stop my fall except the thick tree limbs that caught me enough to slow my descent on the way down. I managed to find my balance a second before I hit the ground and landed on my feet. My equipment absorbed most of the shock, but a painful jolt lanced up my heels, ankles, knees, and hips.

I shrugged off the pain, fetched my sword, and sprinted back to the clearing where my friends were dealing with the last of the diremen. I charged into the final pair of creatures and performed a spinning attack that split both their bellies open. Their entrails uncoiled and dropped to the ground with a wet splat.

“That was incredible,” Richard said as his axe dripped with blood.

“Where to now?” Neville asked me.

“We only have six kilometers to go before we reach the sacred city,” I said after consulting the GPS on my prot-belt.

We left the mounds of dead and waded back into the thick forest. I led the way, and my friends all paused to look at the corpse of the flying creature I had killed.

“Dr. Northcolt wasn’t lying about those things. They’re huge.” Neville stared down at the massive corpse.

“Let’s hope we don’t encounter any more of them,” Nathan said with a gulp.

Leaf-like feathers the same color of the purple foliage covered its head and cascaded down its chest like a lion’s mane. Similar feathers surrounded a plumed tail and spotted its wings and bird-like feet. If it hadn’t just tried to make off with me, I might have called it beautiful. The introduction to Yeholin’s fauna had been a harrowing experience, and I was eager to move on so we wouldn’t face any more native monsters.

“We need to keep moving,” I said.

After only a few minutes, I heard a sound like a rushing wind through the foliage accompanied with the hooting of diremen.

“They’re coming from behind us,” Neville said as the oppressive sound grew louder.

“Last one there cleans my axe-harp for a week!” Flanagan yipped with glee as he darted around the massive tree trunks.

“What if this horde of diremen follow us to the city?” Nathan asked.

“The city will have some means of defending itself,” I said.

“Yeah,” Neville said. “They’ll have a big prot-field fence like the one we saw earlier.”

“Will it hold up against an attack with that many enemies? They sound really enraged. We worked them into a frenzy.”

“It’ll hold,” I said with far more confidence than I felt.

Flanagan played a runesong that increased our speed, and we burst forward through the forest. The diremen didn’t need to navigate around a treacherous path filled with fallen tree limbs, streams, and impenetrable bushes, so they were quickly gaining on us. The apes were almost upon us when the vegetation started to thin.

Our bodies still drank the herald’s magic music as we exited the forest. A giant golden structure made of ascending steps greeted us with its flaring radiance.

“That’s the sacred city,” I said as we sprinted across a field made of knee-high purple grass.

“There’s a wall we’ll need to cross,” Neville said. As we crested the hill, I saw the fortification. Golden walls enclosed a city with the golden temple at its zenith. Beyond those walls was our salvation.

“Can you play anything else?” Nathan asked Flanagan.

“Yeah, but it’ll sap all your energy. You won’t be able to fight afterward.”

“We won’t need to fight. They won’t able to follow us once we get inside the city.”

Flanagan played another runesong, and this one carried a heavy thrumming that made my heart feel like it would break free of my ribcage. My legs started moving as though they had a mind of their own, and we all picked up speed.

I cast a look over my shoulder at the horde of ape-men that had left the trees. At least four hundred of them ran on all fours like the primates they had mutated to resemble. We were outrunning them easily.

“There’s a gate,” I said after I returned my focus to the walls. “Let’s hope it’s manned.”

I sprinted for the gate with my friends alongside me. My breath sounded like a windstorm in my helmet, and my legs ached for relief. We finally reached the gate, and I craned my neck up into the elevated gatehouse.

“Let us in!” I screamed as I pounded the metal surface.

Two heads poked out of a hole and stared at us.

“We need to get inside!” I yelled a second time, but they kept staring as though they didn’t understand anything I was saying. The army of diremen were charging down the hill and would soon reach the walls. I doubted they would breach the city’s fortifications, but they would slaughter us.

“They must not have gotten the memo about the RTF test,” Neville said.

“Can’t you shoot them with your forcewave?” Richard asked.

“You have a rifle,” his brother countered. “You can shoot them yourself.”

“Why are we even talking about firing at them?” Neville groaned. “How would that get them to open the gate?”

“Is there a runesong you can play that’ll force the guards to open the gate?” I asked Flanagan.

“You’re still taking the test. I’m not allowed.”

“We’re going to die!” Nathan screamed as the diremen horde closed in. The spinehog’s hair went rigid, and it looked ready to flee from the squire’s coat.

“You will with an attitude like that,” Flanagan commented.

We would be shredded to pieces. Then the army of mutants would feast upon our carcasses. Why wouldn’t those fuckers in the gatehouse open those damned doors? My hands clenched my longsword in anger, but my legs felt like they weighed a hundred kilos. Flanagan’s runesong had gotten us here before the monster army, but now I could barely move.

“We’re going to fight,” I said as the first diremen broke free of the park and surged toward us.

The others realized the futility of our situation and took on stoic expressions. Like me, they understood the terrible odds and would die like warriors.

“I have something that’ll give you a bit of strength.” The herald started strumming his axe-harp, and blue energy rippled around the strings.

We all turned to face the charging horde. The apes looked more human now that the clear sky illuminated their faces. My helmet’s precision vision allowed me to read their expressions, and I saw their canines bared in unbridled rage.

The ape horde rolled down the purple hill like a bestial thunderstorm. Dark shadows appeared over them, and I looked above at a flock of giant flying monsters. They were much larger than the one that had snatched me, and they suddenly swooped down to start picking off the apes.

“Looks like we’ve got some help!” Richard yelled.

“It still won’t be enough,” Nathan commented as he readied his shield for the coming onslaught.

“At least we’ll die fighting,” Neville said.

The feathered monsters continued slaughtering the horde in large swathes now that the apes weren’t being protected by the forest’s trees. A good portion of our enemies had evaded death from above and were now only a hundred meters from the city walls. There was still a veritable army of the apes, but at least those flying creatures had inadvertently thinned their numbers.

“For the Queen!” I screamed as I raised my longsword.

“For the Queen!” a chorus repeated.

I swung my longsword and twisted my wrist at the last moment. A forcewave rippled along the blade’s edge and burst from its pointed tip. The concussive force shot through the air and hit a line of mutants twenty meters away. At the same time, a purple energy beam five-meters wide lanced through them. Flesh and bone vaporized from the blast, and the monsters behind them halted their charge.

“Woah,” Nathan said. “I didn’t know your forcewave could do that.”

“It can’t,” I answered.

More beams started vaporizing the horde and left scorched patches in the purple grass.

There was only one explanation, and I turned around to see the gates lurch open.

“They’re letting us in!” I yelled as I pushed my friends toward the gates. We all rushed into the arms of safety, and the metal barricades clanged shut.

I looked up at the towers and saw guards in leather thongs operating guns the size of tanks. In a few short minutes, the sounds of battle ceased. The flying creatures that had unwittingly assisted us flapped their wings as they stared beyond the walls. The aerial beasts flew back over the forest after the guards turned their guns upon them.

“I feel like I’ve stepped through a time machine,” Nathan remarked, and I turned my attention to our new location.

The whole place was busy with industry, and none of the half-naked citizens seemed to notice that a horde of mutants had almost come knocking at their gates. The bronze-skinned people paused to stare at us, and a few even dropped their baskets of fruit or sacks of grain to gawk. There were a few armed men with spears, but I couldn’t see a single firearm, nor did their melee weapons bare any enchantments. Besides the energy guns on the towers, the military power of these people seemed a thousand years behind.

Flat-roofed buildings rose up from either side of the limestone road. Gold covered almost everything, buildings and people included. Beyond the city were farmlands and a pristine lake that surrounded the stepped temple. Purple-leaved trees that resembled palms dropped along the shoreline while birds skipped along the water. Large lizards lapped at the bank while fishermen in boats dragged their nets from beneath the surface.

It really was like stepping into a time machine and ending up in the first few millennia of human civilization.

There were traces of technology here and there, but most of it seemed ornamental rather than functional. A line of computer terminals sat beneath a covered roof, but they had been adorned with totemic animals and burning candles. I had to stifle a chuckle when a man pressed a glyph to turn the monitor on, and the nearby white-robed figures watching suddenly knelt in front of the machines in worship.

Horse-like creatures dragged carts from the farms, and my attention was drawn to what lay within a cart that passed me. Arcane Dust. The golden particles fell from the cart and drifted through the air like dandelion seeds. The disregard for the universe’s most valuable substance shocked me, and I realized they must have huge quantities of Dust to be so flippant with its use. The carts paused beneath the fortification, and men transferred buckets of it into a pulley-operated platform that rose to the towers with the guns.

“That’s a lot of Dust,” Nathan commented.

“I doubt this is the only sacred city with large quantities of it, too,” Neville said.

“Imagine what would happen if a kingdom discovered what they’re hiding. They would come and destroy--”

I interrupted Richard when the pieces started to fall into place.

“That’s why the Caledonian Kingdom wants Yeholin to become a satellite planet. Sure, archaeologists want to plunder their sacred sites, but the Caledonian Kingdom isn’t like the others. They’ll protect these people and allow them to live their own lives and keep their culture. Being a satellite planet will actually protect the Yeholin tribes from anyone who wanted to steal the riches from their primitive oases.”

“A fine conclusion!” Flanagan announced with a broad smile.

A sound like someone had just struck a massive gong echoed through the city. The people in the streets all stopped what they were doing and prostrated themselves. A procession of people snaked up the road from the lake and came to the courtyard. They were led by dozens of beautiful women with only a thin fabric covering their pubic regions, followed by a group of muscular men holding poles attached to what looked like a massive golden tent. Velvet drapes obscured whoever was inside the tent, but from the people’s reaction, it had to contain someone important.

“It’s a lectica,” Neville said as he motioned at the tent.

“It’s a tent, carried by a bunch of half-naked guys,” Richard explained with a dismissive wave.

“Their queen must be behind the curtains,” Nathan whispered. “I wonder if she’s hot?”

“She’s probably going to offer us a reward for bringing the spinehog.” Richard ogled at the beautiful servants surrounding the lectica and jumped on his toes like a giddy child.

I searched around for Flanagan, but he was no longer standing behind me. I scanned the courtyard for any sign of him, and it wasn’t until I heard giggles from the half-naked servant girls that I saw him. He lifted a rather voluptuous girl’s hand to his lips and then offered her a bow.

The lectica’s curtains parted to reveal an overweight man with bright colors painted over his face and a large headpiece. Flanagan made a hurried return to stand beside me.

“Well, that’s a disappointment,” Nathan muttered as the muscular servants helped the painted man down from the lectica.

He hobbled toward us and then tilted his head slightly in greeting. “Boro mak mana.”

“Uh, hi.” Nathan bowed awkwardly.

“I don’t think that’s the proper greeting,” Richard whispered.

Neville’s hand fluttered over his rapier as if he might draw it at the slightest provocation. “Is it just me, or are they looking at us like we might be really tasty in a stew? You don’t think they’re cannibals, do you?”

“Hello, Your Eminence,” I said after shooting my friends a silencing look. “Do you happen to speak Caledonian?”

The ruler thrust a finger at me, and I looked down at the trident symbol on the right breast of my surcoat.

“Yes,” I said. “We’re from the Royal Trident Forces. Weren’t you expecting us?”

“Of course he wasn’t,” Flanagan muttered. “Some wanker gave us the incorrect route. For all we know, they’re planning on making us the next item on their menu.”

I did notice the slaves licking their lips as they stared at us, and my stomach churned with the thought of ending up in their bellies. We needed some way to show our good faith. Thankfully, we had come prepared.

“Nathan,” I said. “Give him the spinehog.”

Nathan took the creature from within his coat and brandished it for the tribespeople to see. They let out a collective gasp, and the ruler’s eyes lit up like two spotlights.

“Spinehog!” he exclaimed as Nathan handed the creature over to a servant.

The spinehog’s spines bolted upright for a second before the woman stroked the spot behind its ears, and the critter’s fur relaxed.

The ruler beckoned another servant and exchanged a few words. The servant bowed, sprinted away, and returned a minute later with a woman in a tanned shirt and pants.

“What is the RTF doing here?” she demanded of us. “I am the archeologist assigned to this site by the Caledonian Kingdom. The military should not be involved.”

“We were tasked with bringing a spinehog to the sacred city,” I answered.

“Not this city.”

“Yeah, we might have received some incorrect information.”

“Might? You most certainly did. The high priest here is not to be trifled with. You do realize what you have done? This mistake of yours could thwart my attempts to bring them into our fold.”

The high priest listened as the scientist spoke, and he stepped forward.

“I think he wants to say something.” I gestured at the tribal leader.

The scientist turned to the man, and they exchanged a few words.

“The high priest is grateful you brought a spinehog to his people today,” the scientist struggled to say. “He said that the kind gesture will help sway him when the leaders of all the tribes meet to discuss the Caledonian proposition.” The scientist knelt a little as the high priest whispered in her ear. She chuckled at his words, and the tribal leader seemed confused by the reaction.

“What did he say?” I asked.

“He asked whether you be gods.”

“Nay,” Flanagan said with a sly smile. “We are but men.”

The priest seemed a little disappointed after he learned that we weren’t divine or messengers from the heavens. He spoke again with the scientist, and she translated.

“He says you are fortunate their tutu mata punya’ti wasn’t used against you. Translated, it means the holy beam of the wrath goddess.”

“That big fucking weapon that wiped out the mutants?” Nathan asked.

“Yeah,” she replied.

“How come they don’t use it to kill all of them in the forest?”

“They have strict rules about using it. Besides, it’s not exactly portable. They have a limited understanding of the ancient technology that made it. They think their goddess powers it, and the small amount of work required to maintain it is tied up in their religious rituals.”

“Weird,” Richard said.

“I find it fascinating, actually.” The scientist tossed her head back in contempt. “Now, I believe you ought to return to your transport vessels. I can provide you with a route back through the fenced area.”

“We’re going back?” Richard asked as his face blanched a little.

“Not the way you came,” she answered. “The south-western route is much safer. You’ll likely only encounter a few lone diremen. Nothing like the army that almost killed you.”

“We could have beat them,” Richard said with a snort.

The scientist rolled her eyes as she led us around the sacred city to a forest pathway. Moving through the thick foliage was the most difficult part of the journey, and we only encountered a few diremen stragglers that were easily dispatched There was a hovertruck waiting for us at the exit to the fenced zone, and I wasn’t surprised to see my three girlfriends with their heads above the open-capsule.

“We were worried about you, so we decided to sneak away,” Casey said.

“Ten more minutes and I was coming after you,” Elle said.

Natali simply smiled at me as we squeezed into the vehicle.

“You all stink of blood,” the point clerk said as Casey started driving us back to the extraction portal.

“We were ambushed by a bunch of those diremen,” I said.

“A bunch?” Nathan scoffed. “More like a fucking army.”

“Sounds dangerous.” Elle’s tone carried a hint of envy.

“More dangerous than it needed to be. Someone gave us the wrong coordinates.”

“Finn Standish?” Casey asked.

“Maybe. There’s no real way to tell, but I figure it was probably him. He must have uploaded something to the Stalwart when I saw him hanging outside the starship. I thought he was taking photos, but he probably put something on our network that then uploaded to our prot-belts.”

“That seems a little farfetched,” Elle countered. “He would need intimate knowledge of the exam. Like where the sacred cities would be located, and the route each team would need to take.”

“He would have all that if someone on the inside is helping him sabotage our examinations.”

“True,” Elle said. “So, what are you going to do about it?”

“I say we kick his ass,” Casey said as she turned a corner, and the landscape started looking a bit more familiar.

“A fine suggestion,” Flanagan remarked. “But I would suggest leaving it until after the exam. That could be what the examiners want. An apparently unprovoked assault against another squire would lead to expulsion.”

I wanted more than anything to force a confession from Finn, but I doubted it would be as easy as cornering him and punching him until he came clean. We arrived at the extraction portal zone a few hours later, and we all exited the craft.

“Just a moment,” Flanagan said as he removed his prot-belt, laid it on the vehicle’s hood, and tinkered with the item for a few minutes. “Normally I wouldn’t contravene the rules of the exam, but someone obviously tampered with your information. There we go. I’ve removed all history of those powerful runesongs I played.”

“We’ll find out who did it, sir,” Nathan said.

“I think I have a good idea.” The others looked at me after I spoke, and they all nodded as though they also suspected Finn Standish.

I jumped through the portal back to the Stalwart, and the deployment room was empty except for Patrick. Once everyone had entered the starship, we made straight for the appointed dock where the examiners would provide us with marks for the test. I wasn’t sure how they would even score our test when we had delivered the spinehog to the wrong sacred city, and I felt a little lightheaded when we came to the dock and filed in behind the other teams. My friends and I looked like we had been swimming in a pool filled with red paint, but the other squire teams didn’t have more than a few speckles of blood on their armor.

I could only see the Adroit and Valor teams, so I figured maybe we weren’t the last ones to arrive.

“Where are the other teams?” Nathan asked. “I guess we didn’t take that long after all. Those fools are probably still stuck on Yeholin.”

The beautiful female squire from the Valor turned her head.  “They’re not coming.”

“Why not?” Richard’s eyebrows rose as the answer to his question became clear.

I wondered whether the other teams had failed and received mindwipes, or whether they had died during the mission.

“A few of them didn’t return after the portal test and were mindwiped,” the female squire said. “Others were killed by diremen or taken by the Yeholin tribes people. The Zeal was disqualified after their herald used his full abilities to save them from certain death. They were mindwiped too.”

“Woah,” Richard said.

I felt sorry for the other squires, but I also felt an incredible sense of pride in my friends. We had achieved where so many others had failed, and we would become Space Knights.

As long as the examiners didn’t decide to disqualify us for our test today.

“Now that the Stalwart team has finally arrived, we can prepare the results.” The examiner who had corrected Sergeant Gibbons on the previous test spoke up.

The sergeant stood a few meters behind her, and I wondered why he wasn’t addressing us since he was meant to be head examiner. I thought maybe he had been reprimanded for showing favoritism after the last test. Everyone would have seen him talking with me privately, and he was clearly not in the employ of the lords who wanted me to fail.

“Squires, approach the computer terminal and scan your prot-belts,” the gray-haired female examiner continued. I remembered Sergeant Gibbons calling her by the name of Dame Pearmond, so she was a distinguished knight. She seemed too old for the battlefield now, but the glint of a lifelong warrior sparkled in her eyes.

We all obeyed the order as Dame Pearmond joined the others. After I scanned my belt, I saw Sergeant Gibbons glance away from the group of RTF personnel and give me a look of concern. My shoulders tightened as I realized maybe he was worried about what score I might receive today. I shot a look to Finn Standish, and he was staring directly at me. He wore a smile that oozed self-satisfaction, and it took all of my willpower not to march over to him and slug him.

“How’d you fare?” I heard someone say, and I peered over my shoulder at Ludas Barnes.

“We passed,” I answered.

“You have a lot of blood on you. Is that all from the diremen?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“You’re lucky. We only faced a half dozen of the creatures. I barely got to swing my axe. The examiners probably won’t have enough data to mark me properly.”

My eyebrows lifted at Ludas’ words. Activating runes was the whole point of the test, and my friends and I had done a lot of that today. It probably didn’t even matter that we had gone to the wrong city and taken the most dangerous path. They were unlikely to even know about it unless someone told them. The only information they would have was from the logs they acquired from our prot-belts.

“The results are in,” Dame Pearmond announced.

Everyone went silent, and she went through all the teams and provided them with final scores. She pointed out squires who had failed miserably in their rune activation sequences and made a note of the squires who had performed with high distinction. She left the Stalwart until last and let out a long sigh before continuing with our results.

“You did not obey your instructions. You delivered the spinehog to the incorrect destination.”

Shit. I had been wrong. Someone had informed them about our mistake. I hoped it wouldn’t lead to a zero mark.

“Not only that, but you risked the ruination of the objective to tame the Yeholin tribespeople.”

I bristled at hearing Dame Pearmond suggest that the natives needed taming. Sure, they were primitive, but the way she said it made me think she might be one of those Pure Bloods. But whatever her ties were to the faction paled in comparison to what a failing mark might mean for me and my friends. I looked to my friends, and we all turned to Flanagan. The herald made a curt shake of his head so we wouldn’t speak out.

“But!” Sergeant Gibbons stepped forward and interrupted the woman, and she almost jumped out of her skin. She glared at the man, but the evil look didn’t stop him from continuing. “You still managed to complete the task. You killed more diremen than all the other teams put together. In fact, I think the Yeholin high priests should hire the Stalwart to clear their planet of mutants; they’d probably get it done in a week.”

The examiners grumbled at the sergeant’s positive words, and the woman he’d interrupted looked like she was about to blow a fuse.

“Thank you for taking the words from my mouth, Sergeant Gibbons,” Dame Pearmond said. “Oh, I forgot to mention. I will be taking the role of head examiner after the sergeant decided he wasn’t fit for the task. You will find me an equally uncompromising examiner, but I will ensure there is no partiality in your test results. Dismissed.”

“Phew,” Nathan said as he wiped his forehead. “I thought that was going to be really bad.”

“Looks like the sergeant is in the shit,” Richard said.

“Yeah,” I said. “I think I’m responsible for that.”

“Those corrupt examiners are going to be stepping up their game,” Flanagan said. “You’ll all need to--”

The herald was cut off by the sound of loud laughter.

“Do you need some help to get back to your starship?” Finn Standish said to me after the laughter died down. “I hear you poor fellows have trouble navigating, and us Adroit squires can read a GPS.”

I clenched my fists at my sides and forced my anger back.

“Oh, I suppose I shouldn’t be too hard on them. It would be hard to do anything with such shitty equipment. That scrapheap you were assigned to should have been decommissioned years ago.”

“Silence your tongue, whelp,” Flanagan said with an uncustomarily serious glare. “Or you’re likely to wake up without it.”

“Is that a threat?” Finn marched over to the herald and stared into his eyes.

He might have been an idiot, but he was brave at least.

Flanagan reached into his pocket, took his flask out, knocked back a long mouthful, and let out a large belch. The sound was like a bear’s roar, and Finn’s nostrils flared in pure rage. His hand dropped to the axe on his prot-belt, and a dangerous gleam appeared in his blue eyes.

“Finn,” Lady Standish said as she approached her son and placed a placating hand on his shoulder.

“Leave me, Mother!” he yelled as he tossed her hand away and stormed off. The rest of the Adroit’s squires followed behind him.

Lady Standish didn’t react to her son’s outburst but remained calm. She exuded a controlled power, and it was easy to see she had been a great knight once. I wondered whether she might be involved in the plan to sabotage us, but I doubted it. It was more likely that her husband and her son were conspiring against us. From everything I’d seen so far, I would have guessed Lady Standish was one of those wives who were downtrodden by their husbands. I felt kind of sorry for her, and I hoped Count Standish hadn’t roped her into any scheme he was cooking up.

“Forgive my son,” Lady Standish said as she offered us all a kind smile. “He is quite competitive. I wish I could say he gets it from his father, but I was quite the cut-throat woman in my day.”

“Your day? You speak as though you have passed your prime. I can assure you that your days are not yet over, my lady.” Flanagan smiled at the woman, and she blushed at his words.

“You are too kind. Now, I better see where the squires have gone. They can be quite the handful.”

Flanagan hooked both thumbs inside his prot-belt and stared at the woman’s back as she left. “By the stars, she would have been a real smasher. I wonder if the count would mind if I had a little fun with his wife?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, sir,” I said. “I recall the other knights mentioning how one of your romps turned quite badly.”

“Ah, yes, I suppose you’re right. There are many more stars in the system! Now, I think it’s about time we celebrate. I know a lovely dive that has the finest topless waitresses you’ll ever see. Natural, too. No augmentations that would spoil an otherwise fantastic tryst.”

We walked back to the Stalwart and cleaned ourselves up after the long day of fighting and traveling. I changed into my fatigues, and the bell chimed in the squire quarters.

Flanagan was waiting in the doorway in a white dress uniform. His hair tumbled down his shoulders and gleamed when the overhead lights touched the golden threads.

“Are you coming with us, Nick?” he asked as the other squires entered the passageway.

“You fellas have a good time,” I said. “I think it’s Casey’s night for a date.”

“The life of a confined man,” Flanagan commented. “I could never do it myself. I’m afraid I prefer many women. Actually, that’s not a limitation for you either, is it?”

“No, sir,” I said with a smile. “Have a good night.”

My friends left with the herald, and then all three of my girlfriends arrived at my quarters.

“I know it’s my night,” Casey said. “But we’d all like to go out together. It could be a lot of fun.”

“Where did the squires go?” Natali asked.

“Flanagan is taking them to somewhere.”

“We should go with them!” Casey bounced on her toes.

“That does sound like it would be enjoyable,” Elle added.

I wasn’t sure that the ladies would want to visit a topless dive, but we could always go elsewhere if they didn’t like it. I contacted Flanagan via comms, and he gave me the address. He sounded really excited for us to join him, and I wondered what antics he might have planned.

We left the Stalwart and started for the exit to the docks so we could take a hovercraft into the city.

“I have something for you,” Elle said as we walked.

“Really?”

“No one said we would be giving presents,” Casey muttered as Elle fumbled inside her coat pocket and removed Gregory’s comm device.

“I worked on it while we were inside the research center waiting for you to finish the test. I think it’s ready to go. Should I switch it on now?”

I was about to tell Elle to fire away when an alarm blared through the docks.

“Fire?” Casey asked.

“That doesn’t sound like a fire alarm,” Elle said as she slipped the device back into her coat. “That’s a castle-wide alert.”

Everyone on the dock platforms moved with urgency as they returned to their starships.

“We should get back to the Stalwart,” Elle said.

I didn’t like the sound of the alarm, and I hoped that only a small mishap had caused it. We half-sprinted to the terminal where our starship was berthed, and a group of armored knights held up their hands and halted us.

“What’s happening, sir,” I said to a shield knight.

“Are you an Outlander?” he asked. “We’ll need to take you in for questioning.”

“Questioning?” Casey stepped in front of me protectively. “He’s been planetside with us all day.”

The knight paused at lifted an eyebrow. “On the exam?”

“Yes, sir,” I answered.

“Then you’re the Hero of Tyranus.” His hard expression turned into an almost pleasant smile. “You go on back to your starship and train for the next test. I have placed a rather large bet on you, lad.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said. The girls motioned for me to keep moving, but I couldn’t leave yet. “Why would my being an Outlander be a problem?”

The knight let out a long sigh. “I suppose I can mention something. Apparently, an Outlander assassinated a foreign dignitary. An Alkegian. You know the history Caledonians have with those folks. The entire castle is really tense. I wouldn’t want to be an Outlander walking about. You best get back to your vessel. Otherwise you’ll probably be lynched.”

I clenched my jaw and forced a goodbye to the knight.

“An Outlander?” Elle asked. “Do you think this has something to do with—“

“Gregory,” I finished for her. “Yeah, I’d bet on it. I think you’d better show me how this communicator works as soon as we get back to the Stalwart.”



[image: ]


Chapter 15

I stopped my girlfriends as soon as we entered the Stalwart’s cargo hold.

“Let’s do this here,” I said. “I don’t want to wait any longer to listen to the comms channel.”

Elle handed me the device. “Press the button on the left side, but make sure you don’t touch the one on the right.”

I pushed down on the left button, and an Outlander voice I recognized as Gregory’s came from the device’s speakers.

“Did anyone see you?” Gregory asked.

“The target was serviced without any altercations.”

“Then why are their guards searching the whole fucking castle for Outlanders?”

“Sorry, Gregory. They must have— ““You just said my fucking name, you idiot!”

“I doubt it’s a problem. Gregory is a really common name.”

“You’re all imbeciles.”

“If you are finished bickering, there is another task that must be handled tonight.” This voice was distinctly Caledonian, and the refined tone suggested she was a noble. I almost felt like I knew the voice, but couldn’t quite pin it. I had heard a lot of female nobles since joining the Academy, so it could be any one of them, or maybe someone I had heard in passing or even on the Cube.

“We’re ready,” the first Outlander said.

“The bear must be put to rest,” the noblewoman said. “Ensure it is done. Tonight.”

“The bear?” Casey whispered. “What do you think that means?”

“Rutheni,” I said. “They’re going to assassinate the Rutheni ambassador.”

“The castle’s security is about to disable all radio comms,” an Outlander said through the comm.

“We shall be radio silent from here,” the noblewoman said a second before the comm went dead.

“We need to stop them,” I said. “Can we contact the captain?”

Elle’s Medusa-link seeped out from the pores on her face. The black tendrils touched her prot-belt, and then they retreated back into her skull. “Our comm is dead, too. I can’t do anything to enable it. The scrambler is magical in nature, so it’s preventing all kinds of communication. No one can be contacted.”

“Hey!” I called out to an engineer working on a skiff. “Are any of the knights around?”

“No, sir,” he said. “They are all meeting with the Queen.”

“The squires are partying with Flanagan, and they can’t be reached with our comms down,” I said to my girlfriends. “That just leaves us.”

The Pure-Bloods were only a small faction now, but if the Resistance went through with this assassination, the Pure-Bloods would gain a lot of influence and new adherents. My people would also be branded with the Resistance’s crimes, and the already poor reputation of Outlanders would sink to an all-time low. It almost seemed like the Resistance was playing into the Pure-Bloods’ hands, and the presence of the noblewoman on the comm channel seemed to confirm the theory. The only problem with the theory was that Gregory had been enraged by the assassins revealing their Outlander identities. That was also weird since the Resistance was effectively a terrorist group, and the modus operandi of terrorists was to commit an atrocity, reveal themselves as the architects, and then revel in the aftermath.

The whole situation made my brain hurt, but I pushed it to the back of my mind for the moment. My biggest opponent now wasn’t the freedom fighters’ motivations, it was just a lack of time. My main priority was preventing the next assassination. I would do whatever it took even if it meant killing every last member of the resistance to prevent a kingdom-wide genocide of Outlanders. The assassination could take place at any moment, and we were still kilometers away from the Rutheni embassy. If I was going to stop the Resistance from following through with the plan, then I would need to act fast.

“What about that knight who was friendly with you earlier?” Casey suggested. “You could tell him what’s about to happen, and then he can inform the embassy.”

“A hazardous plan,” Natali said. “He might believe Nick is involved. How else would he discover this information?”

“I don’t really have a choice. Wait here.”

I left the girls and marched down the Stalwart’s cargo ramp. Space Knights patrolled along the main concourse, but I couldn’t see any sign of the knight who had been friendly to me earlier.

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. I couldn’t risk going out there and talking to any of the other knights. They might not be as friendly, and they could even arrest me for the information I had. At the moment, I was more capable of stopping this assassination by myself.

I knew my girlfriends would want to come along, and I couldn’t bring them into this mess. The Outlanders were my people, so I felt a bit responsible for the crimes a small faction of them would commit. I drew upon my magical reserves and considered the mayhem that was about to unfold. I tried to bring to mind the Rutheni embassy, but then I remembered I hadn’t ever been there. I didn’t know where it was located, and I definitely couldn’t picture a sufficient mental image to teleport there.

I noticed movement below the starship beside the Stalwart and turned to see a yeoman walk down the exit ramp. He glanced around to ensure no one was looking, but the patrolling knights caught sight of him. They charged toward the yeoman, grabbed him by the arms, and then slammed him to the ground.

“The castle is in total lockdown!” a knight screamed as he cuffed the yeoman. “What the fuck are you doing outside your vessel? Do you know anything about what happened at the embassy?”

“No, sir!” the yeoman screamed.

It looked like the patrols were enacting some kind of martial law policy by arresting people on sight, so I slunk back into the Stalwart unnoticed. I figured I would ask my girlfriends if one of them knew what the Rutheni embassy looked like. Even if they did, I doubted they would be able to describe it well enough for me to teleport there, but I was all out of options.

“Did you tell the knight about the call?” Casey asked as soon as I entered the hold.

“He wasn’t outside the ship, and I didn’t want to risk speaking with any of the other knights. They’re arresting anyone outside a starship now, and they might even think I’m guilty if I go running my mouth to them.”

“If we’re going to stop this, we need to do it ourselves,” Elle said with a conclusive nod. I noticed she had equipped herself with her Runetech armor in the short time I had been outside our starship.

“And fast,” Casey said.

“We?” I asked. “I need to do this alone. I can’t rope you all into it.”

“You can’t do this alone, Nicholas.” Elle grabbed a dagger and squared her shoulders.

“Well, I can only teleport one person, so you’ll need to work out among yourselves who’s coming with me. But first I need to know about the Rutheni embassy. Do any of you know where it is and what it looks like?”

“I went there when I defected,” Natali said. “I remember it well. It is a large complex fashioned after the Rutheni capital with its domed rooftops.”

“That’s not going to be specific enough for a teleport,” I said.

“It borders the Outlander area. Does that help?”

“Actually, it does. I’ve been to the subway station there. How close is the embassy?”

“Ah, if I remember correctly, about one kilometer. It’s a single street that would take you there.”

“There’s going to be a lot of knights guarding that street. The Outlander area is probably the worst place I could teleport to.”

“All the more reason for you to take me with you,” Elle said.

“You can’t fight the knights,” Casey said.

“I will go.” Natali stared at the other women with an expression that dared them to challenge her. “Once you arrive at the embassy, I can take you inside. You will not be able to enter without me.”

“Didn’t you defect?” Elle seemed intent on coming with me, but she was quickly losing to the doctor.

“I did, but I am an excellent bluffer. Nick can attest to that.” Natali gave me a sexy smile that felt widely inappropriate given the circumstances, but my body still yearned for her. It was weird how life-and-death situations always seemed to turn on the horny part of my brain.

“If those assassins are well-armed, Nicholas will need backup,” Elle shot back.

“I’m going to take Natali,” I said. “Those assassins sound like they’re really inept, so I can probably handle them myself. I’ve just got to get there fast, and Natali stands the best chance of taking me inside the embassy to the ambassador.”

Elle pouted a little, and I was reminded of the haughty noblewoman I had met before my first mission.

“I can’t really think of any reason why you should take me,” Casey muttered, “but I still want to go with you.”

“You stay here with Elle and see if you can get a message out. There’s bound to be some way of bypassing the magical barrier that’s preventing any communication.”

Casey’s face lit up like a lightshow. “We can do that. Can’t we, Elle?”

“I suppose,” the point clerk said.

“I always knew I was your favorite, Nick,” Natali whispered, but it was still loud enough for the other women to hear.

“Ah,” Elle said, “but you have lived through at least an additional decade of gravity. It can be so awful to a woman’s physique.”

Casey giggled at the point clerk’s retort, and I blinked my eyes a few times at the competitive grin Elle gave the doctor. This whole competition business wasn’t abating in the slightest, and I made a mental note to resolve it before the fireworks really started to go off.

Natali chuckled mirthlessly. “Yes, I have lived longer, but I also have much more experience. I can do things that you couldn’t achieve in a hundred years.”

I ignored her comment and grabbed her shoulders. “Are you ready for a teleport?”

“I have never experienced this before. I very much look forward to it.”

“You say that now, but you’re going to find it a bit weird.”

“I am a scientist. I love weird.”

I closed my eyes, collected my ability in the center of my body, concentrated on the Outlander subway, and then willed myself to be there. I landed in the subway with Natali clutched to my chest. The dark corner we arrived at would prevent any surveillance cameras from capturing our sudden appearance. The doctor shuddered a little, and I guessed she hadn’t loved the trip as much as she thought she would.

“Are you okay?” I asked as I glanced around the area to make sure no one had seen us. There was no one around, and the place was completely silent. It was a far cry from the festive atmosphere that punctuated my last visit to the subway.

“I am fine,” Natali replied. “I just need a moment.”

I allowed the doctor to catch her breath while I triggered my visor. When she was ready, we ascended the steps behind the platform to the ground level. The silence was vanquished by ringing alarms and marching knights. The entire Outlander district had been barricaded off, and the knights were pulling Outlanders from vehicles and questioning them.

“I’ll make myself look official,” I said. “They shouldn’t stop an RTF squire and RTF medical officer.”

Natali nodded her agreement as she led me away from the Outlander district. My plan worked, and we arrived at the Rutheni embassy unimpeded. For once, the fact that I was one of the few Outlanders in the RTF worked in my favor.

The embassy was a large complex of dome-roofed buildings painted in blue and red pinstripes. Golden bear statues prowled atop the entrance archway where we were greeted by a Rutheni knight clad in Runetech armor and leaning on a poleaxe.

“Hold!” he yelled as we approached. “State your business.”

“I will do the talking,” Natali said before she started a long exchange with the knight in Rutheni. The knight chuckled the whole time, and I noticed Natali’s smile turn playful. The knight blushed a bit when she touched his armor as though impressed by it, and then he let us through the entrance.

The Rutheni embassy reeked of disinfectant, and the lights from the chandeliers reflected off every polished surface. From my conversations with Natali, I had learned that the Rutheni nobles hated filth of any kind and viewed dirt as somehow sinful. Now, the doctor turned her nose up at the nobles walking through the halls wearing flowing fur robes which trailed along the ground. The alarms that blared elsewhere in the castle were entirely absent here, and the people inside the embassy seemed unaffected by what was transpiring outside. There were no more knights than I would have expected on a regular evening; a few pairs guarded doorways, but that was it. The soldiers’ calm and collected appearances made me worry for the safety of the ambassador.

“I don’t think we should tell anyone in here what’s about to happen,” I said.

“I doubt they would listen even if we did,” Natali replied. “I can find out where the ambassador is currently.”

Before I could ask how she would discover that information, the doctor walked to a counter where official-looking people pounded on computer terminals. She conversed with them for half a minute before she returned.

“She’s in her private quarters,” Natali said. “I can lead you there.”

“It would be faster if I could teleport.”

“I didn’t want to ask for video footage from them. They were already suspicious about my credentials as the ambassador’s private medical doctor. We should not waste any more time. I shall lead the way.”

“The knight at the entrance just let you through after a bit of flirting?” I asked as we crossed into a narrow hall with paintings of the Rutheni emperor on every wall. Official-looking people stood behind counters as they pounded on computer terminals.

“My flirting did not do much. I told him you were wanting to defect from the RTF, and that’s why you have your visor down.”

“You made me out to be a rebel?”

“Yes. It was the only thing I could say that would ensure we would be given a speedy journey through the security area.”

“No wonder why the Outlanders chose to assassinate the ambassador. The security is terrible.”

“I may have defected, but I am still a born Rutheni. The Triumvirate amnesty has caused them to grow lax.”

“But they’re still interested in any intel an RTF squire might have to offer?”

“Of course. It might look like we’re at peace from the outside, but the Rutheni and Caledonia are still engaged in a shadow war.”

I picked up the pace after I spotted someone creep behind us. I figured it was a Rutheni guard ordered to follow us while we were inside the embassy. Natali took me through narrow corridors, a theater hall, and a topiary garden. I was glad I had brought her with me because I would have never been able to navigate through the embassy without her.

I noticed the man still tailing us, and he seemed to be hanging out of sight. I knew he was an expert from the way he avoided the windows so I wouldn’t catch sight of him from the reflections.

“Hold on,” I whispered as we passed under an archway adorned with roaring bear statues. “I think someone is following us. Keep walking, but we’ll turn into the next corner. I’ll confront him when he walks past us.”

If the person was just a Rutheni guard, then there wouldn’t be a problem.

Natali and I slipped into a doorway before the man rounded the corner. I stepped into his path, and then I recognized his very familiar face.

“Flanagan?” I asked.

The herald swayed on his feet, and it was obvious he’d had way too much to drink.

“Nick! So you’ve decided to come party with us! It’s about time.” He stifled a hiccup. “Have you seen the other squires? I lost them in the Outlander area when the party sirens started, so I decided to pay my dearie a visit.”

“Those weren’t party sirens,” I said. “Someone has assassinated the Alkegian ambassador. The reports suggest it was an Outlander. We learned that there’s going to be another assassination tonight.”

“It is the Dax ambassador? Because I’d really like to see his head on a plate.”

“No, sir. We believe it’ll be the Rutheni ambassador.”

“Then what the bloody hell are we waiting for? Come, I know the back way into her private quarters.” The herald marched in the direction of a small building beside the main complex, entered a keycode into a door’s arming panel, and then descended a staircase to a wine cellar.

“I just left my dearie after a midnight romp,” Flanagan said as he charged along the tiles. “Nothing seemed outside the norm, but I did see some sneaky buggers up to no good before I left. I figured they were trying to smuggle something, so I left them to it. Now I’m thinking I might have made a grave mistake.”

Keeping pace with Flanagan was a little difficult since he moved with incredible urgency, but Natali and I managed to weave around the barrels and catch up with him.

“If they’ve touched my dearie, I’ll oil the strings of my axe-harp in their blood.”

“Are you armed, sir?” I asked as the herald opened a door to a staircase.

“What kind of question is that? Of course I’m armed! I’ll play a runesong that’ll make those bastards’ guts boil from the inside.”

I bit my tongue as we bounded up the steps. Flanagan thrust open the door, and a blonde woman in a bed screamed as she clutched the blankets to her chest.

“It’s alright, dear,” Flanagan said as he approached her.

“Flanagan?” Her eyes flooded with relief, and a knife dropped from her hands to her lap. Flanagan leaped onto her bed and kissed her. They continued tongue-wrestling for a full minute, and I shared a concerned look with Natali.

“Sir, we really should get the ambassador to safety.”

“Safety?” the blonde asked in a thick Rutheni accent. “Am I in danger?”

“We believe so,” Flanagan said.

I heard a grating noise and looked up to see particles of concrete flutter from the ceiling.

“They’re here,” I said as I reached over my shoulder and drew my longsword.

“In the bathroom!” Flanagan shoved the doctor and the ambassador toward the right doorway, and the two women locked themselves in the room.

I watched a circular section of the ceiling carve away and then crash to the ground. Twenty figures in black armor dropped from the newly formed hole, and I was among them in seconds. I reached over my left shoulder and released my longsword from its magnetons. My hand skipped along my prot-belt’s sigils to activate my Shadow Self rune, and a pair of doppelgangers materialized. The assassins attacked my copies, but they soon learned that the true version of myself was behind them. My longsword carved deep gashes through their armor, and they screamed as their blood splattered the ambassador’s chambers.

Flanagan protected the Rutheni woman while I chased a trio of assassins toward the bathroom. Once inside, they realized their poor choice of direction too late, and I easily avoided the sword of one opponent before I redecorated the walls with his innards. The other two yelled as they made a desperate charge, and blood cascaded around me as my longsword sundered their bodies. Their screams were like an opera to me, and their death gurgles the climactic note.

I turned to look back at the ambassador’s private chambers and found Flanagan maneuvering around the last ten assassins. The ambassador stood behind him near from the open door of the bathroom, and he pushed her aside whenever her would-be murderers came within reach. The blade on the outer rim of his axe-harp impaled an assassin, and the herald spun to crush the skull of another with the weapon’s blunt end.

“Abort!” an assassin screamed as he attempted to flee the herald. The rest of his cohort scattered, and then I heard Flanagan start a deep-toned runesong.

“You scoundrels aren’t going anywhere,” Flanagan said as his fingers picked the strings of his axe-harp.

The fleeing would-be murderers stopped in their tracks, rooted to the spot by the herald’s magic.

“You cannot stop what’s coming! Outlanders will be free!” an assassin yelled as he tried to wrench his legs free of the invisible entanglement. “That whore of a queen cannot subjugate us forever!”

My longsword sung a sweet song of death as I carved through the snared assassins. I spared them no mercy for their sacrilege but spilt their blood as an offering to my beloved monarch. Before I could finish the last of the assassins, three broke away from the trap. At the same moment, a servant opened the chamber’s doors.

“Ambassador, is something-“ the servant screamed as the three assassins threw her to the ground and rushed past her.

“Go after them!” Flanagan yelled to me. “I’ll keep the doctor and the ambassador safe.”

I sprinted toward the doorway and leaped over the frightened servant. I had no trouble locating the assassins because of the chaos left in their wake. Servants dragged themselves to their feet and picked up the shattered remnants of the food platters they had been carrying. The black figures vanished around the corner, and I hit my speed sequence before pursuing them.

I ran straight into a pack of Rutheni knights who had come through another room, and I guessed they wanted to see what the commotion was about. I triggered my Shroud rune and weaved through them. I heard their confused shouts but continued after the assassins to a circular indoor garden. They wouldn’t have come to the embassy without an exit plan, so I knew I had to grab them before they escaped.

I pulled out my longsword as I closed in on them and let loose with a forcewave. The concussive blast hammered into two assassins and sent them sprawling. I ended their attempts at recovering with two precise swings of my weapon. The final assassin was using grappling gloves to climb up the walls. He was only a few meters from a small hatch in the domed rooftop, and he would get away at any moment. He pulled himself onto a platform just beneath the hatch, and I quickly scanned the garden. I could hear the knights screaming behind me, but they weren’t here yet.

I cursed myself for not getting to the assassin fast enough, and I only had one way of stopping him from escaping. I closed my eyes and let my anger at these foolish Outlanders bring forth my ability. I released the energy inside my body, and then I was standing on the platform beside the assassin. He almost toppled over the edge after seeing me appear in front of him. I reached around his throat and put him in a chokehold. My ability still swirled around in my stomach, and I closed my eyes to teleport back to the ambassador’s private quarters.

“You kept one alive?” Flanagan asked as I appeared beside him. “Good. Let’s question him.”

“Why are you assassinating ambassadors?” I demanded as I tightened my arm around his throat and poked a knife to his side. His armor wasn’t particularly thick, so one thrust would pierce his kidney.

“You’re an Outlander,” he struggled to say through my stranglehold. “You’re a fucking traitor! You allow our people to be enslaved while soaking up the riches from our masters.”

“Answer my fucking question!” I put pressure on the knife, and the point broke through his cheap armor and drew blood.

“I-I-I don’t know. I was just told what to do.”

“He doesn’t know anything,” Flanagan commented. “He’ll be no more help to us.”

“You sure?” I asked, but when I looked up at Flanagan, I could see the herald staring at the man with strangely intense eyes.

“Yes, I am sure,” Flanagan said, and his voice was surprisingly emotionless. “Kill him.”

“Please, I don’t want to die.” The assassin struggled against my hold, but he couldn’t get away from me. I drove my blade into his flesh and then snapped his neck with a savage twist.

I tossed the corpse aside, and a small tablet clattered out from under him. I grabbed the device and slipped it into my coat when the door to the bathroom opened. Natali and the ambassador entered the chamber and stared at the butchered remains of the assassins.

“None have survived?” the ambassador asked.

“Afraid not, dearie,” Flanagan said as a squad of Rutheni knights swarmed into the room. They took one look at me and then at the slaughter before they raised their weapons.

The ambassador cried out, and the knights halted.

“She’s telling them that you saved her,” Natali translated the ambassador’s words.

“I am grateful for your assistance, but you must leave now. I will find who is responsible for the attempt on my life.”

Flanagan kissed the woman, much to the surprise of the knights. Then we were escorted to the ground level where armored soldiers charged through the painted halls. The serene atmosphere had vanished, and the embassy was a lot more like the rest of the castle now.

“I’ll teleport back to the starship,” I said to Flanagan. “Can you find your way back, sir?”

“I’ll head straight to the captain and let him know what happened here. This is quite the catastrophe.”

“I fear for your people, Nick,” Natali said. “Once the ambassador learns that the Outlander Resistance was responsible, she will not stop until the offenders are brought to justice.”

“Dearie can be quite the stickler for retribution,” the herald said. “I’ll talk with the captain and see what we can do.” Flanagan marched through the chaos and out of the embassy.

I found a secluded corner, held Natali in my arms and teleported us both back to the Stalwart. The doctor might have been a scientist, but she clearly wasn’t a fan of my teleport pulling her apart and putting her back together in less than a second. Casey and Elle immediately started firing a hundred questions, and I explained to them what had happened at the embassy.

“You did it, Nicholas,” Elle said with a proud smile. “You saved the ambassador.”

“Why don’t you look happy?” Casey asked.

“Because she’ll have her people release a media statement that the assassins were Outlanders. The Resistance has completely played into the hands of the Pure-Bloods. I don’t think this is the last we’ll hear from them either. I brought something back.” I took the glyph tablet and gave it to Elle.

“I’ll see what I can find.” The shadow serpents emerged from the point clerk’s face and caressed the runes on the tablet.

“That’s really weird,” Casey said. “She doesn’t do that when... you know.”

“Nah,” I said.

“I find it fascinating.” Natali stared at the mist that swirled around Elle’s face.

“This is quite advanced,” the point clerk said after the Medusa-link retreated into her pores. “Most of the information is encrypted beyond even my ability. Someone with access to really skilled programmers is involved. I only found one thing I can read.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“It looks like a message Gregory sent to all Outlander Resistance members residing on Castle Stirling. They’re organizing a meeting. Something about taking back what they’re owed.”

“Where is this meeting?”

“The Rabid Shoe.”

“I know the place. Flanagan took us there. The owner, Randy, is a good guy.”

“He’s not Resistance?” Natali asked.

“He didn’t seem like it. I hope nothing has happened to him. The only way I could see a Resistance meeting take place there is if he’s no longer the owner. I swear, if Gregory has harmed him, I’ll kill him and every last one of his Resistance fighters.”

“These are your people, Nicholas,” Elle said. “They need your help to clear their name.”

“What do you intend to do?” Natali asked me.

“I’ll find Gregory and cleave his head from his shoulders. Then I’ll do the same for every member of the Outlander Resistance.”

“How will that clear your people of guilt?” Elle looked at me like she was scared of the rage inside me.

“It won’t. But it’s a start. And it’ll feel damn good.”
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Chapter 16

Nightmares of Outlanders being carried en masse to labor camps punctuated my sleep, but relief flooded my mind when I awoke. Captain Cross and the other knights had returned to the starship late the night before, and I had recounted the day’s events to him. He seemed concerned that the Outlander Resistance might actually be unwittingly working in concert with the Pure-Blood Faction. The captain agreed that I should go to the Outlander meeting organized by Gregory, but only accompanied by Flanagan and Treyin. The empath would shroud us both in her magical charm so we would all look like regular Outlanders.

I showered and prepared myself for the announcement of the teams who had passed the exam. We would also learn which three squires had the highest scores, but I was concerned that Dame Pearmond would deduct a large amount of marks from our last test. Sergeant Gibbons might have congratulated us for our abilities, but he wasn’t the lead examiner anymore.

Nathan, Richard, and Neville  were waiting in our quarters when I exited the shower. They were all grinning at their prot-belts, so I didn’t need to guess what our results were.

“We passed!” Nathan yelled, and then all surrounded me in a big hug.

“I expected it to be much more difficult,” Neville said.

“We’re from the Stalwart.” Nathan gave the other squire an offended look. “We trained really hard, and we were well prepared. We took it head on as a badass team and we totally crushed it.”

“That’s great guys, but do you mind if I put some clothes on?” I asked as I struggled to keep the towel from slipping from my waist.

“Oh,” Nathan said as he, and the others, released me.

“Hurry up and get dressed.” Nathan bounced on his feet like an eager child. “The Queen has sent the top three squires a personal invitation to the arena match tomorrow. Check your messages!”

I hurriedly put on my fatigues, cinched my prot-belt around my hips, and opened the database menu. Notifications for five new messages blinked in the top right, and I slid my finger along a glyph to open them all at once. Five boxes appeared in front of my belt, and I scanned the contents of three that were sent from the castle’s general information center. Outlanders were forbidden from leaving their district, and they must remain inside their homes until further notice. The fourth message was some congratulations from the board of knighthood examiners to all the passing squire teams.

The last letter was from Her Royal Majesty, Queen Catrina.

“Ohhh,” Richard sucked in air as he leaned over my shoulder and read.

I returned my attention to the note, scanned over it, and then reread it five more times before I could believe its contents.

Squire Nicholas Lyons,

You are invited to compete in the culminating event of the one-thousand and twenty-ninth knighthood examination. The winning squire will accompany me to a private dinner.

May the farthest star shed its light upon you,

Her Royal Majesty, Queen Catrina.

“Man, this means you get the chance to fight in the arena match,” Nathan said.

“If you win, you’re going to meet the Queen!” his twin brother added.

“I want that more than anything, but I have to go to the Outlander Resistance meeting first. Once I’ve handled Gregory and his men, then I’ll concentrate on the arena match.”

“Damn, you sound so somber. Do you need a beer or something?”

“Imagine if all the people of your homeland were ordered to remain inside their homes. Every Outlander is suspect, and I can’t really blame the kingdom. Gregory is out there cooking up some grand scheme, and I can’t even think about the arena when Gregory is stirring up trouble.”

“Then go and kill him,” Nathan said with a shrug.

“Someone else will just take his place,” Neville countered.

“Yeah, someone else might fill his role, but their organization will be in chaos for a few years at least.”

“I don’t think the Resistance is all your people have to worry about.” Richard flicked open the bottle cap on a beer and took a swallow. “I don’t even want to turn on the Cube and see what journalists are saying about Outlanders.”

“It’s probably a good idea not to watch it,” Neville agreed. “You won’t like what you see.”

“We’re meant to be consoling him, not making him feel worse.” Nathan frowned at the other squire.

“Don’t worry, guys. If I can prove that it was just a small faction of Outlanders that did the assassinations, then things should get better. We’re on the trail. I think they’re working for some noblewoman.”

“Noblewoman? Do you think it could be the new lead examiner, Dame Pearmond? She really seemed to hate you.”

“I didn’t think of that,” I said. “The female voice I heard on Gregory’s comms was a little distorted, but it could have been her. We don’t have any proof yet, but maybe I’ll find something at the meeting.”

“Are you going to kill them all?”

I shrugged. “Maybe.”

“You’re going to The Rabid Shoe with a slayer knight. I’d say you don’t leave a single person alive.”

“Except Randy. He was a nice guy.”

“I doubt Randy even owns the place anymore. He wouldn’t have let Gregory and his thugs organize a meeting there.”

“You think they might have killed him? Those fuckers.”

“We should let Nick get ready,” Neville said after he saw my hands tightened into fists. I was really having trouble controlling my anger, and I wondered whether I would be able to hold myself back when I saw Gregory.

The squires left our quarters, and I changed into my Runetech armor. I wasn’t sure how Flanagan thought we would get past the security inside the castle, but he had ordered me to equip my best gear for the meeting, so I obeyed. I figured my Shroud runes would be the most useful today, so I equipped the chest armor Leith had gifted me on our last mission and fixed the falchion to my belt. I took the Overlord’s Heart a little warily since I was worried it would trigger another of those waking nightmares, but nothing happened when I slipped it over my neck, and the obsidian jewel rested beneath my armored vest. The amulet would allow me to activate the Summoner’s Veil surcoat that provided my minions with increased movement and attack speed. Combined with my ability to upgrade void portals, any creatures I summoned would be difficult opponents for Gregory and his thugs.

I fixed my lightning hammer and longsword to my magnetons before a knock came at the door. I looked up to see Faye standing in the passageway with a sheepish smile on her face.

“Hello, Nick,” she said. “I’ve heard you had a rough few days.”

“Ah, they weren’t so bad. A lot of craziness has been going on lately, but we passed the knighthood exam, so I can’t really complain.”

The blonde entered the room, and the overhead lights made her hair shine like polished gold. She had exchanged her cook’s apron for a white dress cut with a deep v-line that displayed her ample cleavage.

“I know this probably isn’t the right time, but I wanted to ask you something.”

“Go ahead,” I said as I tried not to stare at the half-moons peeking out from behind the white fabric.

“My mother sold me to the Bone King, and I hated her for it. He never made me his own, but he would have if you hadn’t rescued me.”

“It’s no problem,” I said.

“I didn’t want to join his harem. The whole thought of a man owning me as one of his sex slaves made me furious. But I would be very pleased if I could join yours. You are strong, courageous, and incredibly handsome. You are the kind of man I always wanted to wed, but I never thought I would find.”

“I really appreciate you saying all that, Faye, but I don’t have a harem.”

Faye smirked at me as if I was hiding the truth. “Elle, Natali, and Casey are three women who love you. You sleep with all of them, and none of them have a problem with it.”

“That’s not true. They’re all competing. You might have mentioned something to Elle about how the women in your home world have many husbands, but I don’t think it quite sank in. They’re all still battling for my affections. They want me to choose a favorite, but I don’t know if I can do that. I love them all.” I closed my eyes and sighed, but then my eyes shot open when I felt soft lips against mine. Faye’s tongue slid across my front teeth, and I opened my jaw so I could taste her.

The sweet flavor made my tongue tingle, but I gently pushed her away from me.

“Sorry.” She bit her lip, and it took all of my willpower not to pull her to me and make out with her again.

“It’s alright,” I said.

“I want to join your harem, Nick. I know you say you don’t have one, but if the other women truly had a problem with it, they would have stopped dating you. There’s this fancy ceremony they have back on my home world when a woman wants to become a master of men. That’s what they call the females with harems. Basically, she just has to say the words, and then she is joined with the men. You could do it right now. It wouldn’t be exactly the same, but--”

“Thanks, Faye. I’ll have to think about it. But I doubt any of my girlfriends would agree to it since they are having too much fun competing against each other.” I laughed, and the cook joined me.

“I suppose it does sound like fun. I wish I could join. Maybe I should have a word with Elle?”

“She did say something about not caring if you did.” I smirked at the blonde, and she giggled back.

“I think we should at least wait until I cook you a meal. A man’s heart is often to be found in a steaming hot plate filled with Skandzan meats. At least, that’s what my mother said. But she sold me to the Bone King, so I’m not sure I should take that advice.” Faye laughed, but I saw a bit of sadness in her face.

“A meal would be great. As soon as I’m done with the exam.”

“I’ll be waiting.” The way she smiled at me from behind her blonde curls made my legs go a bit weak, and I breathed a sigh of relief when she left my quarters.

I plopped onto my bunk and tried to clear my head. Not only was I dealing with the best problem in the world of having multiple girlfriends, but I also had to clear my Outlander people of all guilt. Not to mention the arena test that would decide whether I would get to have dinner with Queen Catrina.

I could only tackle one problem at a time, so I focused on today’s mission as I went to the hold. Flanagan and Treyin were waiting for me at the top of the cargo ramp, and I marched up to them.

Light reflected off Treyin’s silver armor, and I couldn’t help but admire the way the sleek metal plates formed over her body like a second skin. Her hair cascaded down her back like a silver waterfall, and her otherworldly eyes narrowed a little as I approached.

“Looks like we’re all ready for a fight,” Flanagan said. “I even tuned my axe-harp for the occasion.”

The herald’s bladed instrument was larger than almost every other weapon I had seen Space Knights wield, but he could dance around the battlefield as though it weighed nothing. The pauldrons covering his shoulders were almost the size of an activated helmet, and they made his otherwise small frame look a lot larger. His appearance was pristine except for the frayed hem of his scarlet-colored cloak that billowed out behind him like a cape.

We were definitely equipped for a battle and would have a difficult time entering The Rabid Shoe were it not for Treyin’s glamor.

“I have seen so little of you, Squire Lyons.” The narrow slits in Treyin’s cheeks flared, and the blue blood beneath her dull gray skin pressed to the surface. “I believe I began to have withdrawals.”

“I missed you, too, Treyin,” I said with a smile.

The beautiful empath had placed me under her magical allure during the Ecoma mission and turned me over to the crew as a traitor. I forgave her on our last mission, and I had come to call her an acquaintance, if not a friend just yet.

I felt sorry for Treyin since she was banished from her home world, but the captain had accepted her into the fold again. She had once been a crew member on the Stalwart, and her assistance on Pillager’s Bastion convinced me that she would serve faithfully under the captain. Sure, I still didn’t entirely trust her motives, but she’d had ample opportunity to betray us and didn’t. With her and Leith by my side, we had taken down the Bone King, and I felt more confident with her blades and her empath abilities joining us today.

“The Stalwart’s crew have been granted a dispensation from the Queen to be armed inside the castle, so we will have no problem passing the security checkpoints,” the empath said. “When we get to the Outlander district, I will put a charm on you both. We will pose as Outlanders eager to enlist in Gregory’s Resistance.”

“You sound like you have this all figured out,” Flanagan said.

“You are not the only one with tactical skills,” she purred as we left the starship.

Security was still tight in the docks, and it only become more stringent when we entered the subway tunnels. Knights marched through the underground walkways and demanded identification from civilians. I kept my visor closed over my helmet the whole time so I wouldn’t get stopped unnecessarily.

The train bound for the Outlander district came to a stop on the platform, and we all entered after the doors slid open. I sat between Treyin and Flanagan as the carriage disembarked from the terminal.

“I am surprised a carriage with such girth can fit through so tight a tunnel,” Treyin said, and then her eyes settled on me.

I tilted my head at the empath. “Are you making a joke?”

“Joke? I’m afraid I don’t have much of a sense of humor.”

I decided to let the obvious double entendre go as the carriage bolted along the tracks toward our destination.

“How has Flanagan been treating you squires?” Treyin asked me. “Has he taught you much?”

“Are you implying I have nothing to teach them?” Flanagan said with a flick of his golden hair.

“Not at all. Although, there is actually a pointed instrument I play much better than you.”

“Oh, yeah?” The herald folded his arms over his chest and laughed.

“What weapon is it?” I asked. I had already witnessed her skills as a slayer, and the thought of her using herald-type runes intrigued me.

“The skin flute.” The empath’s blue tongue ran across her wet lips as she stared at me. “I can show you my talents.”

“You walked right into that one, Nick.” Flanagan chuckled and turned to Treyin. “You’ve been waiting a while to use that one, haven’t you?”

“Oh, I have no clue what you are referring to. I was speaking honestly. I truly am the greatest skin flute player in the universe.” Treyin stood from the chair and slinked over to the other side of the carriage to peer at the buildings we passed. The city seemed much darker than I remembered, and all the signs of festivity had vanished.

“The skin flute isn’t really a weapon, is it?” I whispered to the herald.

“Nope,” he said. “She was talking about giving you a blowjob.”

“Oh, I thought it might have been something like that.”

“It’s going to be a long night. I hate feeling like the third wheel. Normally everyone else is my third wheel, or fifth wheel. Or one time Olav was my eighth wheel. That was one hell of a night, let me tell you. I couldn’t even tell whose hole I was--”

“There aren’t even two wheels, sir,” I interrupted. “I have no interest in Treyin.”

“Never said you did, but she’s obviously got her eyes set on you, lad. You should count yourself lucky you have an implant in your skull. Otherwise, she’d make you incapable of a full salute for weeks. I’d say your other girlfriends wouldn’t be too happy about that.”

“I’ll keep her at bay, sir.” I laughed.

Despite the seriousness of our mission, Treyin and Flanagan’s company helped lighten my mood a bit. Something about the herald really put my mind at ease, and I found myself staring at him to see whether he was playing some kind of runesong. He didn’t appear to be strumming an axe-harp or other instrument, so I concluded that brightening the mood was one of his non-magical abilities.

The train stopped at our destination, and we exited to a completely vacant platform. After we passed the underground walkway and ascended the stairs to the Outlander district, we were stopped by a squad of knights. They requested our names and our reasons for entering the area, and we supplied them with the dispensation Queen Catrina had given us. They looked surprised at the combination of a personal exemption from the Queen and the name of our starship, but we hurried past them before they could ask too many questions.

When we descended the narrow staircase to The Rabid Shoe, the first thing I noticed was a new barman standing behind the counter. He glowered as we walked across the tavern and its meager occupants. A few drunks nursed beers on the circular tables, but the once vibrant tavern was a shadow of its former self. Igor sat in the corner, and the tune he played was a somber note that did nothing to lift the clientele’s spirits.

“Where’s Randy?” I asked the barman.

“Randy isn’t here anymore. You folks here for something?”

“A meeting,” I filled my tone with hidden meaning and hoped the barman would discern my intent.

“No meeting happening in here. Now, you three fellas going to buy a drink or what?”

I glanced at Treyin, and the empath smiled at me. I couldn’t see the charm she shrouded us behind, and I half-smiled at her making herself look like a man. I wondered what she made me look like, but I had left my charm-mirror in my footlocker.

“We’ll take six beers,” Flanagan said.

“But there’s only three of you.”

“Six beers. Thank you very much.”

The new barman shrugged his shoulders and filled the tankards. We brought them to an empty table and sipped on them while we studied the patrons.

“He said there was no meeting here,” I whispered, “but Gregory definitely put out a message that said it would take place at The Rabid Shoe. Can you read the barman’s mind, Treyin?”

“I don’t read minds. I read emotions and infer thoughts from them. And that man is too far on the path to insane for me to feel anything from him.”

“Why don’t you ask one of the barmaids?” I suggested, and I flagged a passing waitress before the empath could argue otherwise.

“Where is the Resistance meeting being held?” Treyin asked her plainly.

“Meeting? I’m afraid I--” The woman’s eyelids fluttered, and she let out a moan of pleasure.

“Gods, do you really have to take her all the way there?” Flanagan gasped, but a smile of delight formed on his face.

The barmaid swallowed back, and then she nodded. “In the cellar.”

“Thank you,” Treyin purred.

“Did you just make her orgasm?” I asked the empath.

“Yes. It is an effective precursor to any question. The answer is more than often correct. The pleasure centers in the brain are very close to those that determine whether a person will answer truthfully.”

“I’m glad you didn’t do that little trick to the barman. I wouldn’t have liked to see him get his rocks off.”

“Nor would I,” Treyin agreed with the herald.

“Let’s go to the cellar,” I said as the barman went into the storeroom behind the counter. The barmaids were attending to the other patrons, so our time was now.

Flanagan snatched the remaining mugs from the table and drained the dregs before we snuck through the back door.

The whole Outlander area was swarming with knights, so I doubted there would be very many attendants at the meeting. How would they get to the bar? Treyin, Flanagan, and I were RTF, so we had passed without much scrutiny from the patrols, but a whole cohort of Outlanders would surely draw attention. And even if they came in small groups or individually to the bar that would be noticed. I hadn’t seen any signs of underground tunnels either, so my mind puzzled over it as we came to the door leading to the cellar and the trio of men in light armor guarding it.

The corridor led deeper beneath the surface, and we passed a locked room with a crude padlock. The dust on the floor suggested the lock was a new addition, so I stopped and held my ear to the door to listen. I heard someone coughing on the other side, and I was almost sure that it was Randy Perkins

“You think Randy is in there?” Flanagan asked.

“Yeah. We should get him on the way out.”

The herald nodded before we continued down the passageway until we came to the cellar’s entrance. Three men armed with rifles stood at the door, and they pointed their weapons at us.

“You folks lost?” the largest one said.

“We’re here for Gregory’s meeting,” I replied.

“What’s the passcode?”

My jaw clenched down as I racked my brain for some response. Gregory’s message hadn’t contained any password, at least nothing I recognized for one.

“I have it,” Treyin said as she stepped toward. I prepared myself for a synchronized orgasm from the guards, but they grunted in approval.

“You’re in,” they said even though the empath hadn’t even voiced a passcode.

“Why didn’t you do the orgasm thing?” I whispered to Treyin as the guards opened the door.

“I don’t always have to do it that way; I just wanted to show you my skills earlier. You’ve seen what pleasure I can give from a distance, so imagine what I can do when I actually touch someone.”

“Treyin, we are in the middle of a miss--” I started to say.

“Just think about it,” she laughed softly, and then we continued to the end of the hallway.

We entered a cellar about fifteen meters long and ten meters wide with kegs pushed against the walls. There were only a few Outlanders inside, and none of them were Gregory, nor did they resemble his henchmen. They were regular men and women, and most looked like they had never wielded weapons let alone considered overthrowing the Queen. No one questioned our presence, and I guessed the Outlanders on Castle Stirling weren’t exactly a tight-knit group because of the high number of people that passed through the kingdom’s capital.

“Where is everyone? There should be more people here,” I said to the knights as we stood in front of a keg a few meters away from the nearest Outlander.

Before the knights could respond, three portals opened inside the middle of the room. The Outlanders gasped as they jumped out of the way of the expanding rifts. When the rifts completed their initiation, armed men and women stepped through them until there were almost fifty inside the cellar. They were all Outlanders, but the next ten that came through bore the sepia-colored skin and coarse hair of Alkegians. Three wore the purple robes of RTF jump mages, and my mind tangled with confusion at seeing them.

Their presence indicated a conspiracy far greater than I’d originally estimated.

All but one of the portals closed, and then a fat man popped through one like the cork of a wine bottle. He sucked in air as though the effort of passing through the magical doorway caused his body incredible strain. Gregory’s large breasts heaved as he struggled to gain his breath, and the public show of poor health seemed to irk him to no end.

“Would someone get me a fucking beer?” he wheezed, and an armed man hurried to a keg and poured the amber liquid into a stein.

“Here you go, sir,” the man said.

“Ah, that's better. I thought traveling through portals would be easier on the body. I guess I should lay off the chocolate. Fuck it, you only live once right?” The fat man gave the gathered crowd a broad smile, and they laughed half-heartedly after his expression turned into a hard scowl.

His gaze moved over the attendants, and I breathed a sigh of relief when his eyes passed over us. I figured I might have to lay waste to everyone here, but I really didn’t want to kill those people who had just come to hear what Gregory had to say. The armed thugs and the traitorous Alkegians, however, I would gladly send into the next world.

My hand tickled the sword at my side as Gregory began his introduction.

“I’m sure you all know who I am, and who I serve, so I’ll cut to the chase. The Resistance has worked damned hard to be in the position it finds itself in now. Unfortunately, our numbers on Castle Stirling aren’t much to boast about. The Alkegians have agreed to help out, and we have a few nobles that are eager to see someone else on the throne. A bit of a strange alliance, but you know what they say about desperate measures.”

Nods of agreement rippled through the crowd, and my stomach muscles tightened as I witnessed how easily these people would drink in the fat man’s lies.

“Why the assassinations?” a brave woman spoke up. “Why kill the ambassadors?”

“The Alkegians wanted their man killed to counter any suspicion that they might be allied with us. He was what they call a necessary sacrifice. An unwitting martyr for the cause if you will.”

“And what of the attempt on the Rutheni ambassador’s life?”

“A trade for the nobles working with us who were in a snit about some deal the Rutheni were making with the Queen about some other kingdom. Dat or something.”

Gregory’s words confirmed for me that the Pure-Bloods weren’t happy with the progress of the captain’s meeting with the Queen. But was the attempted assassination the only reason for the alliance between the Pure-Bloods and the Outlander Resistance? The latter would benefit from whatever support the nobles gave, but was there more they wanted in return? The brave women seemed satisfied with Gregory’s answers, but I needed to know more, and it didn’t seem like anyone else would offer objections.

“You still have a tight hold on your glamor?” I whispered to Treyin.

“Yes. What do you intend to do?”

“Just trust me. I’m going to ask Gregory some questions. Is that alright, sir?” I asked Flanagan.

“Go for it. This meeting is boring me half-to-death.”

“Gregory, sir,” I called out, and the fat man’s beady eyes set upon me like a meal he wanted to devour. “I heard a bunch of Pure-Blood knights tried to assassinate these two RTF folks. I think they were the captain and commander of some shitty starship. Did that have anything to do with your plan to fight?”

“Who’s asking?”

“He knows about it,” Treyin whispered while keeping her head straight.

“The name’s Jacob Wren, sir,” I answered.

“Never heard of you.” Gregory dismissed me with a wave, but his right hand made a kind of signal gesture, and his guards started watching me closely from that question on. The fat man started elaborating on the history of the Resistance and their goals to bring back Outlander dominion over Dobuni and Bratton.

“You need to be careful,” Treyin whispered so softly that I almost couldn’t hear her. “If you make Gregory angry, it will be difficult for me to maintain my charm.”

“You charmed all those pirates in the Bone Palace.”

“I did so one-by-one, and none of them desired to serve the Bone King, anyway. These Outlanders and Alkegians truly believe in the Resistance’s cause. A large number of angry devotees will not be so easily swayed by my glamor.”

I looked around at the cellar and wrestled with my conscience. These people were my kin, and they were still subjects of the crown. Even though they were plotting rebellion, I could understand their desires. I had made the system work for me, but they only saw a social prison that stifled their self-determination. The Resistance’s solution would never work, but they were smitten by Gregory’s promise-filled rhetoric.

Those who had come through the portals were devoted to the cause, but the handfuls who had already been here beforehand still seemed unsure. I knew I would probably have to kill Gregory, his henchmen, and the Alkegians, but maybe a few choice words could save the tentative Outlanders.

Gregory took another mug of beer, drained it, and then wiped his face with a flabby arm.

“Tomorrow, after the arena match, our plan begins,” he said. “Newcomers will have a few jobs, but the faithful will play the big parts in the finale. Be prepared. We’re a ruthless bunch of motherfuckers, and we won’t stop until Bratton and Dobuni are ours!” Gregory finished to a chorus of hooting and applause.

“Gregory, sir,” I said, and this time the fat man snarled at me.

“What is it, Wren?”

“Why don’t we wait a little longer?”

“Wait? Why the fuck would we wait? The time is now!” Gregory lifted his empty mug, and the cellar exploded with cheering.

“I am trying to manipulate their emotions so they are more agreeable, but they are so passionate,” Treyin said as the men started pouring beers from the kegs and passing them around. “Their minds are in a cult-like state.”

“You can’t do anything?”

“I cannot, but you can. Kill Gregory, and then I will fertilize the seeds of doubt in the minds of those who should not die today.”

I was surprised at the empath’s compassion, and I realized the truth of her words.

Gregory could not leave here alive.

Treyin could probably use some help with those seeds of doubt, so I figured I had a few more questions for Gregory. I also wanted to know more details about the plan, and a few pointed questions might make him reveal his hand before I killed him.

“The assassination stuff has made the castle security really tight,” I said. “Wouldn’t it be too risky to act now?”

“We’re on the cusp of getting what we really want. It sounds to me like you’re a little too spineless for this operation. Who the fuck gave you the passcode, anyway? And where did you hear the message? You one of those loyals who thinks they can come to our meetings and stir up dissension? You going to tell everyone the Queen is really our protectress, and that we would be better of suckling at her teat?”

Gregory’s verbal onslaught reminded me of the words Lord Ramsay had said on the Petuaria Station. Like that time, I now struggled to put away my anger, and my hand wrapped around my sword hilt.

“Deal with him,” Gregory said with a nod to his men. The Outlanders who hadn’t come with the fat man cowered until their backs pressed against the kegs, and the armed henchmen closed around me.

“I cannot charm them,” Treyin said with a desperate whisper. “They’re too smitten. Their cause has made them zealots.”

“Get this party started, Nick,” Flanagan said.

I hated the thought of slaughtering my people, but they were planning on doing a lot of evil. As much as I was an Outlander, I was also a loyal subject of Queen Catrina.

Gasps filled the air as the glamors over Flanagan, Treyin, and I disintegrated.

“RTF knights!” a goon screamed, and the group discharged their rifles.

My prot-field absorbed the bullets before they could hit me, but the doubting attendants weren’t so lucky. Their dying screams filled my ears as I drew my longsword and launched into the thugs. We were fighting in such close quarters, and the goons weren’t equipped with good armor, so every swing of my blade serviced a target.

I knew we had to deal with the jump mages first, otherwise everyone would escape, and the Resistance would carry out their plans some other time. There were probably more members outside of this cellar, but these were all the big players, so I couldn’t let them leave.

I carved a path through the thugs to the three jump mages. Their hands were raised, and magical energy forked from their fingertips as they initiated jump portals. I sundered one mage with a broad swing of my sword, and then I released a forcewave that interrupted the other two mages’ channeling. Their magical energy dissipated in the air, and then they jumped into positions in order to defend themselves. One reached into his robes and drew a golden scepter while the other removed a serrated knife. I evaded their weapons with a practiced ease, and I moved too fast for either mage to parry. I twisted my hips and put all my power into a wide sweep that cleaved both enemies in two.

I had just removed all possibility of escape for the rest of the Resistance, but I only cared about killing one man. I scanned the cellar for Gregory and found him taking refuge behind his thugs as Flanagan and Treyin hewed into them.

I pulled at the magic within me and teleported behind Gregory. Before the fat man or his men could register the fact that I had just disappeared before their eyes, I lifted my longsword for the kill.

“You are a disgrace to our people!” I screamed as my blade swept through the air with a whistling sound. Gregory could only turn his head a centimeter before my sword sliced through his neck. The fat man’s head tumbled along the ground and came to a stop at my feet. Blood fountained from his headless body as it crashed to the ground.

His thugs screamed as they surrounded me, but all I could do was smile as my blade danced through their ranks. Gregory was dead, and now I could enjoy myself, so I went to work slaying them down to the last number.

I figured not one of them would live to speak of my mutation, so I teleported behind the pack and severed a man’s spine with a single swing. The thugs registered my sudden disappearing act, and I saw terror on their faces before I sent them into the underworld.

None of them had been prepared to face soldiers in Runetech equipment, and they would never have thought a mutant with a mission would pay their meeting a visit.

My blade felt like a magnet drawn to their beating hearts, and their bodies exploded like human shrapnel whenever I hit them. I barely noticed Flanagan and Treyin as they plowed through the thugs to meet me. The empath’s katars punched through armor and punctured organs while Flanagan played a runesong that injected my body with inhuman speed and strength.

My lust for battle burned like a wildfire, and my chest heaved as the last rebel fell in death. I pulled back my anger, sheathed my sword, and surveyed the cellar. A smattering of people writhed on the floor as their bodies leaked blood from dozens of bullet wounds. They were the ones who had doubted Gregory’s words, and not one of them would survive their wounds.

As much as I wanted to provide them with medkits, they had made a choice by coming here tonight. They might not have been sure of the Resistance’s plans, but they had taken the first step toward rebellion. That single poor move had been their last.

I approached Gregory’s corpse and crouched beside it. I couldn’t help but sneer at the body and wonder whether killing him in Max’s workshop months ago might have saved a lot of trouble. I sighed as I rifled through the man’s pockets. Besides a few half-melted chocolate-covered almonds, there was a palm card used for currency. An elaborate letter ‘S’ surrounded by red embers embossed the banking card, and I recognized it as the crest of House Standish.

“What the fuck?” I said aloud as I stared at the noble emblem.

“What is it?” Flanagan approached me.

“Gregory has a currency card. Can we figure out who it belongs to?”

The herald’s eyes widened when he saw the device. “That would contain a lot of currency. Think of all the beer we could buy.”

The roguish man made to snatch it from my hand, but I pulled back so he couldn’t take it.

“Why does Gregory have it, sir?” I asked as I pocketed the item.

“If you’re looking for proof that Count Standish is involved in this nonsense, you’ll need to look elsewhere. The only thing it’s good for is an overly lavish and incredibly expensive night in the city.”

“It could be what they’re paying him with.”

“He could have stolen it. Or one of his thugs could have. Either way, it doesn’t say much.”

“But the Pure-Blood assassins--”

“Elle said they were nobles from separate, inconsequential houses. It explains why they joined the Blood; they weren’t happy with their current status as nobles.”

“Then why attempt to assassinate Captain Cross?”

“Your theory doesn’t explain much either. Why would Gregory and the Resistance ally themselves with Count Standish and the Pure-Bloods? It’s a really far fetched theory, Nick. I know you want to get to the bottom of this, but jumping to conclusions won’t get you there any faster.”

“Alright, sir,” I said as we left the corpses in the cellar behind.

On our way back through the passageway, I stopped outside the bolted door. A quick swing of my falchion snapped the lock, and I swung the door open to see Randy Perkins huddled in a corner.

“Go away, you scum!” he yelled at me, but then his eyes adjusted to the light. “Nicholas fucking Lyons! What are you doing in here?”

“Getting you out of here.”

“Where’s Gregory?” he said as I helped him to his feet. He smelled like he hadn’t washed for weeks, and the filthy state of his clothes confirmed it.

“He’s lying headless in the cellar, along with a few dozen of his thugs.”

“You killed them all?”

“As many as we could get before they fled through portals.”

“Then you haven’t stopped them.”

“They took a hit to their numbers. I doubt they’ll be brewing up anything soon.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure, Nick,” Randy said. “There are quite a few Outlanders that still support the Resistance, and Gregory was only a minor boss. There will be more.”

“Then we’ll deal with them, too.” We entered the tavern, and the barmaids rushed over to Randy when they saw him. They stepped back in surprise when they saw us, and I gave them a small smile. We had been shrouded in Treyin’s charm earlier, so they would be wondering how the hell three knights had passed through the tavern without their notice.

“Will he be okay?” a barmaid with a generous slit in her bodice asked me once we all entered the main room of the pub.

“He just needs a good shower,” Flanagan said.

“Oh, shit!” the new barman said as he grabbed a rifle from behind the counter.

I activated my speed sequence, darted around the tables, and leaped over the bar. My falchion sang as I freed it from my prot-belt, and then I plunged the blade into the barman’s skull. The rifle fell from his grip before he could get a chance to fire.

“I was kind of hoping I could handle him myself,” Randy said with a disappointed sigh. He scooted behind the counter, removed the blood-speckled apron from the corpse, and then tied it around his waist. “Now, who would like a beer?”

“Me!” Flanagan almost yipped.

“Now what would the fine lady like?” Randy asked after he poured the herald a beer.

“Ale is fine,” Treyin replied.

“We should really get going, Randy,” I said. “Will you be safe here?”

“You killed most of the damned Resistance, and they won’t be striking for a while now that Gregory is dead.”

“I hate to say it, but Nick is right,” Flanagan said. “We should be going.”

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” the barman asked.

“How about you give us a few cartons for the road?” Flanagan gave the man a sly grin.

“Of course!” the barman said. “Sally, get these fine knights whatever they need.”

I waited a few minutes as Flanagan selected six cartons of beer, and I lugged them in my arms all the way back to the subway station. We passed the knights again, and they chuckled at our long journey to the heart of the city just for some boutique beers. They asked for a carton for themselves, and Flanagan almost bit off their fingers when they reached for one.

“You are quite adept at hand-to-hand combat,” Treyin said to me after we entered the train bound for the docks.

“Thanks,” I said.

“What if I were to teach you a few things I know?”

“Sure,” I said. “I’m happy to learn whatever I can. What do you have in mind?”

“Well, hand-to-hand combat is one thing, but have you ever considered gland-to-gland combat?”

Flanagan stopped walking all of a sudden, and I burst into laughter. The situation with the Outlanders still wracked my mind, but the empath had just diffused a lot of the tension in my head.

“Thanks, Treyin,” I said. “I actually really needed that laugh.”

“You thought I was being humorous? I was honestly offering a suggestion for something we might do after the debriefing.”

“You know, you’re a terrible flirter. Did you just always use your empath powers to get men into your bed?” I asked.

Treyin scowled at my response, and I wondered whether I had hurt her feelings.

“Are you getting all these lines from somewhere?” Flanagan asked the empath. “Maybe a really old and really terrible book? A lot of them sound familiar.”

“I found a journal inside the galley.”

“Oh,” the herald said. “Mind if I see it?”

“You want to mine the riches within its pages?”

“No. I actually think the journal might be mine.”

A smile touched my lips as the herald and the empath bickered over who had the right to own the journal. As fearful as I was for the future, at least I had my crew.

We entered the Stalwart and made straight for the bridge to provide the captain and the commander with a debriefing. Captain Cross was almost sure that Duke Barnes was somehow pulling the strings of both the Outlander Resistance and the Pure-Blood faction. I showed the currency device with the emblem of House Standish, and then the captain conceded that maybe Count Standish was attempting to cause political upheaval. The captain then promised to keep a close eye on the count since presenting this information to the Queen without more evidence might cause her enemies to entrench themselves further and rid themselves of blame.

“You need to focus now, lad,” Flanagan said to me as we left the bridge. “This political intrigue is important, but you have the chance to be named top squire. Don’t you want a lovely dinner with the Queen? Because I would happily trade places with you.”

“I do, sir,” I said. “More than anything.”

“Then get yourself prepared. You have the biggest day of your life tomorrow.”

I walked to the squires quarters as the herald offered me advice. I didn’t hear most of it; my mind was still grappling with the night’s revelations. I knew killing Gregory hadn’t been the end of our troubles, and whatever the Outlanders planned would still go ahead.

When the door opened to my quarters, the squires jumped from their bunks and assaulted me with question after question. I raised my hand to them and begged them to slow down.

“Try to keep the chatter to a minimum,” Flanagan said. “Nick has himself a serious fight tomorrow.”

“Do you think someone will sabotage the arena match, sir?” Nathan asked, and I could tell my friend was worried for me.

“Oh, I’m sure of it. But Nick is resourceful, and we’ll be watching for whoever is responsible. Soon as we find them, we’ll pay them back a hundredfold.”

I only wished the arena match being sabotaged was the only thing I had to worry about. The safety of the queen and the fate of the kingdom could be decided tomorrow.
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Chapter 17

The castle’s amphitheater was alive with the sounds of celebration. It seemed like every single person had crammed into the massive domed arena for the knighthood examination’s crowning event.

The entirety of the Stalwart’s crew waited with me in the foyer, and Captain Cross soon joined them. The officer wore a pristine blue coat, and his long hair looked freshly plaited. He didn’t look like he was wearing any armor, but I knew his powerful equipment could merge over his torso like a second skin.

“I have some news,” he said to me. “We have located some Outlanders and Alkegians taking refuge inside the Alkegian embassy. I believe they are what remains of the Resistance after your little bloodbath.”

“So they’ve been dealt with, sir?”

“Correct. We uncovered a plot that would have caused great turmoil today had they been able to follow through with it.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “What about the Pure-Bloods, sir? I believe the head examiner might be involved.”

The captain shook his head. “I had Matthias tap into her files. After a rather thorough background check, he concluded that she doesn’t have any ties to the Pure-Bloods or the Outlander Resistance. Seems she’s just a stuck-up bitch that really doesn’t like the Stalwart.”

“Did you question Count Standish?”

“Aye. The count freely offered to have a diviner interrogate him.”

“What happened?”

“The diviner found he wasn’t responsible for hiring Gregory. He said a currency card went missing from his person a few weeks ago.”

“He never reported it?”

“The count said he thought his son or his wife had taken it. Apparently, they like to spend daddy’s hard-earned cash.”

“Someone in the nobility was working with Gregory, sir. I heard a noblewoman’s voice on Gregory’s call.”

“Those Pure-Bloods were small time, Nick. The assassins might have been strong, but they were just rogues.”

“The Pure-Bloods are still out there, sir. They could be planning something. We should--”

The captain’s sigh cut me off. “To believe the councilors would be in league with the Pure-Bloods is going to be difficult for the queen and council to stomach. They are but a small faction, and I doubt even impassioned councilors would seek their assistance. We will need solid proof. For now, the Queen and our kingdom are safe. You just have to deal with this arena. Annihilate Duke Barnes’ whelp and do the same to Finn Standish. Show them what you’re made of, son.”

I still didn’t share the captain’s confidence that everyone would be alright, but I had to concentrate on the arena match. I thanked the captain for his information and followed an arena delegate into the contestant preparation room.

Ludas Barnes smiled at me when I entered, but Finn Standish ignored me completely. They were both wearing black jumpsuits dotted with electrodes, and I found an identical suit in a closet marked with my name.

“You’re not surprised to see me?” I asked Finn as I stepped into my jumpsuit.

Finn only grunted in response.

“You planning on sabotaging the arena match, too?”

“What are you talking about, Nick?” Ludas looked from me to the other squire.

“Never mind,” I said as I swallowed back my anger.

“Are you all prepared?” the delegate asked, and then he ushered us into the next corridor where a jump mage in purple robes was waiting beside Dame Pearmond.

“Hello, squires,” she said with a thin-lipped smile. “You are incredibly fortunate to be testing a new arena. It is a remarkable merging of magic and technology. Jump Mage Slainsar will open a portal to a virtual-reality realm. It will be far more real than any virtual game you have played before. It is actually the brain-child of Finn Standish.”

“How is that fair, ma’am? Finn is competing, but he designed the arena?”

Ludas took the words right out of my mouth, and I knew for certain there would be nothing fair about a match created by Finn.

“The examiners have inspected the coding with a fine-toothed comb.” The dame’s jaw clenched, and her eyes narrowed. “There is nothing that will provide Squire Standish with an advantage.”

I felt like asking her whether these examiners were the same ones who’d wanted the Stalwart’s squires to fail the exam. They had failed in the task, but maybe humiliating me would be their last-ditch effort to put the Stalwart’s squires in their place. The arena match was going to be stacked against me. Overcoming these odds would be incredibly challenging, but I couldn’t let the Stalwart down.

“Is this a problem? Need I remind you that unlike the rest of this exam’s cohort, you are technically still competing. If you wish to leave now, then I will have my diviner mindwipe you.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Ludas complained. “We passed the same as everyone else. This is meant to just be icing on the cake.”

“You really wish to test me, Squire Barnes? I do not care who your father is; this is my exam, and I make the rules!” Dame Pearmond’s eyes blazed, and her chest heaved.

“You don’t need to worry.” Finn presented Ludas and I with a plastic smile. “I programmed the software before I ever knew about the exam. It’s something the squires on my starship practiced with. I promise there’s nothing in there that would provide me with any advantage.”

“There you have it,” she said. “Will this be a problem?”

“No, ma’am,” I answered.

“No, ma’am,” Ludas added.

I wanted to compete even if Finn had tampered with the VR programming. Every sabotage so far failed, and I believed with all my heart that this one wouldn’t be any different. But even if Finn hadn’t encoded an advantage into the software, he would still have an edge because he knew exactly how it worked.

Someone wanted Finn to win this arena match, and that same person had the examiners eating out of their hands. Count Standish might not have been involved in the Outlander Resistance plot, but I was sure he was responsible for this.

It was all sorts of bullshit, but I still planned on winning. Just to show these cheating assholes what a true knight was capable of.

“Good,” Dame Pearmond got my attention. “Now, I’ll explain the details of the program for those of you who haven’t used it before.”

“Finn is the only one who’s used it because he fucking designed it,” Ludas muttered under his breath, but the dame didn’t seem to hear him.

“You’ll be able to choose from Runetech equipment within your personal repertoires. There are limitations so you can’t use everything you own, but they’ll be described when you jump through the portal and enter the interactive heads-up display. The first round will be an exhibition where you’ll face off against some run-of-the-mill enemies. Make it flashy. The spectators are wearing VR lenses that make them see everything. You’ll see their avatars in the arena, but they won’t be able to do anything except watch and make noise. They’ve paid a high price to attend the match, and the money goes toward the RTF.

“Lastly, there’ll be a free-for-all match. Winner gets to meet the Queen personally.”

“Does this VR world have some kind of permadeath function?” Ludas asked the dame.

“Are you scared?” Finn’s level tone made my skin crawl.

“No. I just don’t want to be responsible for killing you, that’s all.”

I laughed at Ludas’ joke, and Finn’s head snapped toward me. I wasn’t scared of him, but his creep levels had risen to maximum.

“What are you laughing at, Outlander?”

“I got this,” Ludas whispered to me before he puffed up his chest. “Nick was just laughing at how humiliated you’ll be by the end of the day. A program’s designer beaten at his own game. It’s laughable really.”

“You won’t be laughing when I--”

“Save it for the arena, boys,” Dame Pearmond cut in before the two squires could start throwing punches. “The program portal world will not allow any of you to be actually harmed. Your avatars can be killed, but you’ll be brought back to the arena. You will not feel pain at any point in time. Am I done explaining? Because we have nearly one hundred thousand folks out there waiting to see what you can do, and there are millions that’ll be watching from the cube as soon as the feed is sent to the nearest rune beacon.”

We all nodded and turned to the jump mage as he placed a helmet covered in wires and electrodes on his head. He raised both palms to the air and summoned a portal. The slit in the air crackled as it expanded to an oval three-meters high.

Finn walked through the portal first, and I was about to enter when Sergeant Gibbons marched into the room. The dame scowled at him, and he gave her an equally dark look.

“I need a word with Ludas and Nick,” he said.

“They really don’t have time, Gibbons. The crowd is waiting.”

“It’s important.”

“Fine,” Dame Pearmond said with a roll of her eyes.

“Over here, fellas,” the sergeant said as he motioned for us to move to the passageway outside the room.

“What is it, sir?” I asked after we were out of earshot of the dame and the jump mage.

“You two don’t have a chance. Something’s going on behind the scenes. I wasn’t allowed to test the arena program. I thought maybe it was more of my fucking punishment, but then the other examiners turned up to our meeting this morning in some really fancy threads. They ran into a bunch of currency recently, which made me think someone is paying them off.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s been going on for a while, sir.”

“You planning on pulling out?”

“I never pull out, sir.” A smile formed on my lips, and I almost laughed when I realized I had just made an innuendo. Treyin must have been rubbing off on me.

Despite the situation, I could feel laughter brewing in my throat. Either I had passed the point of sanity, or I was finally starting to understand why the Stalwart’s knights always seemed to joke when the world looked like it was about to explode.

“Good,” the sergeant answered. “Because you need to show those fuckers that you’re the real soldiers. Both of you.”

“Yes, sir,” Ludas and I replied.

“I would much prefer competing in a match where the odds are weighted against me than being mindwiped,” Ludas said.

“Mindwiped?” The sergeant’s head flinched back slightly. “But you passed the exam. This is just the arena match to decide who wins a dinner with the Queen.”

“Dame Pearmond said we would be mindwiped if we didn’t go through with the arena match,” I explained.

“That fucking bitch. It’s definitely within her power. The RTF gave head examiners a lot of authority after an exam went awry a few decades ago. Ever since then, there’s been real thorough assessments before a new examiner takes the roll. I hated the damned things, but I passed.”

“Why were you taken away this year, sir?” I could tell the subject was a soft spot, but I figured I might be able to help the man get reinstated after today.

“Someone put a bug in my office. Recorded the conversation I had with you. I was brought before the tribunal and accused of offering you some kind of bargain so you’d pass the exam. I tried to explain my case, and I told them nothing but the truth. They didn’t believe me. The only way out was to go through a diviner, and I have too many memories I don’t want anyone to know in this old head of mine. I thought it better to just step down. I wouldn’t have done it had I known how those fucking colleagues of mine would turn the exam into a mockery.” The sergeant clenched his teeth together as he stared through the doorway at Dame Pearmond. She was consulting a computer console and didn’t seem at all interested in our conversation.

“If it makes you feel any better, sir, she’s a terrible examiner,” I said.

“Thanks, kid. You watch out for yourself. I’m starting to think there’s a conspiracy going on, and I’d like to know exactly what it all means.

“A conspiracy has been brewing for some time, sir,” I said. “It’s all connected somehow, but I can’t quite figure it out.”

“What’s connected?” Ludas asked. “And what’s this conspiracy? Will someone please explain to me what’s going on?”

“When this is done,” I said. “We have to concentrate on the arena match now.”

“So, you’re going through with it?” The sergeant folded his arms and gave me a proud smile.

“Yes, sir. There’s no other choice.”

“Then may the farthest star shine upon you,” he said as he palmed my shoulder. “You’re a fucking knight if I ever saw one.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The sergeant left, and Ludas and I went into the portal room. Ludas entered the magical rift, and I immediately followed after him. As soon as I jumped through the portal, my body seemed to morph into a shimmering silver representation of myself. Everywhere I could see were ones and zeros like the numbers that rolled across Elle’s eyes whenever she used her Medusa-link. The numbers fell away, and then I was staring at a HUD not unlike the one that would appear in VR games.

Player: Squire Nicholas Lyons

Registered Runetech:

-  Voidwalker’s Breastplate

-  Assassin’s Vest

-  Combat Plate of Brawn

-  Hermes Pants

-  Squire’s Boots

-  Helm of the Reaver

-  Targe Gauntlets

-  Novice Rerebraces of Strength

-  Novice Spaulders of Strength

-  Longsword of Propulsion

-  Hammer of the Lightning Sprite

-  Knife of the Storm (x3)

-  Scaled Plasma Rifle

-  Falchion of the Shroud

-  Frost Scimitar

-  Serpent’s Coiled Prot-belt

-  Lupine Band

-  Provoker’s Talisman

The system hadn’t tabulated any of my Knight class or above equipment, nor had it listed any of my Lich items. The former probably wasn’t listed because they would be too powerful for the test, and the latter I hadn’t handed over to Elle for registration yet.

The game definitely didn’t seem all that fair since some contestants could have better equipment. I doubted balance was even a consideration with this arena match, and I hoped the items I had acquired would be sufficient. I had battled some really difficult Grendels and acquired powerful gear, so they would probably be equal to or better than what Ludas and Finn were bringing to the fight.

Unless Finn decided to code himself a few upgrades.

I put the thought aside and wondered whether I could take all my items into the arena, but then another wall of text appeared in front of me.

Fill the following slots and confirm your selection

-  Helmet

-  Chest Piece

-  Shoulders

-  Arms

-  Gloves

-  Legs

-  Boots

-  Belt

-  Weapon 1

-  Weapon 2

-  Weapon 3/Shield

-  Accessory

I only had one usable helmet, so I selected the Helm of the Reaver. When I pressed the text, a holographic image of the item rotated to my left. I marveled at the accuracy of the programming as I went to the next selection.

My three chest pieces would all be useful against regular enemies, but I figured the Voidwalker’s Breastplate and its doppelgangers would amp up the crowd. I had my two Novice items for my shoulders and arms slots, and the Targe Gauntlets for the gloves slot. The gauntlets would actually function as a shield, too, so I was subverting the rules a little. My legs and boots formed the totality of my speed sequence with their Speed and Agility runes. The Serpent’s Coiled Prot-belt provided me with not only a forcefield but also the ability to summon a Void Serpent. I doubted I would be able to use my mutation while in this game world, but the snake could be useful if I needed to entangle an opponent.

Now came the more difficult choice: what three weapons I would bring to the arena.

In the preshow I would need items that were both flashy and could kill multiple enemies at once. I instantly picked my longsword, and then my lightning hammer. I recalled all those times I had watched Knight Tournaments in the local theater, and everyone loved watching summoners call void creatures from beyond our world. The crowd would get a real kick out of seeing my Lighting Sprite. I wanted to save my Shroud runes for the free-for-all battle, so I decided to pick the Frost Scimitar. Covering enemies in frozen webs would probably send the crowd into fits of excitement.

I half-smiled at how much thought I was putting into entertaining the spectators, but it didn’t surprise me. I had been inspired by all those times I’d watched knights battle, and my performance today could instill the desire in children to become Space Knights when they grew up. Outlanders would be watching and having the younger generation want to emulate me might prevent them from getting roped into crime or something like the Resistance. By putting on a good show, I was helping my people, and I really felt like I had a lot to give back. Sure, I was a loyal subject of the Queen, but part of me was still an Outlander. Fighting against Gregory and his goons had made me confront my identity head-on.

I would be a knight in just a few more hours, but I was ready to show the entire universe what an Outlander squire could do.

Even when the odds were stacked against me.
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Chapter 18

The HUD screen vanished when I confirmed my equipment selection, and my eyes were assaulted with the bright light of a noonday sun. I wriggled my toes in my boots and was surprised by a very real sense of touch. My longsword whistled as the blade slid free of my rear magnetons, and the sound didn’t seem at all fabricated.

I felt a great sense of awe at Finn’s programming skills. I had experienced the Ecomese VR simulations, but this was something else entirely. If he could manage this, then it would have been easy for him to tamper with the other tests.

A roar from all around me filled my ears, and I looked up at swarms of people in the stands. There had to be at least a million spectators wearing VR spectacles, but their bodies were transparent like ghosts. It was a neat trick of Finn’s program to have each member of the audience transposed into the portal game world. I hoped it was the only trick I would encounter today.

“Squires, prepare for battle,” a voice resounded through the stadium.

The arena was circular shaped and about the size of a four-hundred-meter track. Small bunker-like structures dotted the dirt, and I guessed they would provide cover for whatever opponents we had to face.

Finn Standish stood beside me in armor much bulkier and shinier than the items I wore. His double-bladed axe shimmered as he twisted it in both hands, and I planned on studying his maneuvers during this pre-show so I would be better prepared to face him in the free-for-all.

Ludas Barnes bounced on his feet and grinned at the audience, and I wondered whether he would be able to handle all the attention without freezing. He had improved a lot since our Academy days, and he had scored in the top three. It was an astronomical feat in itself, but I wouldn’t go easy on him when it came to the final show.

“Contestants, prepare for the arena match of the one-thousand and twenty-ninth knighthood examination!” a voice echoed through the stadium.

The crowd bellowed so loudly that I could barely think, but then they went quiet when the sun suddenly darkened. Clouds shrouded the golden orb and then lightning forked across the sky. Thunder boomed, and the spectators cowered in fear.

“Nice touch.” Ludas smirked at Finn, but the other squire remained passive.

A lightning bolt lanced from the clouds and pounded into the center of the arena. Concrete exploded from the site before a fissure opened in the air. It grew larger and larger until it was nearly twenty meters across and almost as high. The crowd’s faces were bathed in flickering blue light, and fearful moans punctuated the air.

I knew exactly where Finn had gotten the idea for this part of the program, and I wasn’t surprised when three upgraded Lightning Sprites leaped through the crackling rift. I released a forcewave into one of the flying creatures, and my concussive blast struck the monster and sent it into the stadium. The audience parted when the sprite landed among them, but its transparent form didn’t collide with any of the people. They were effectively like the phantasms they resembled, and their fear seemed to calm after that moment.

Excited cheers replaced the terrified gasps, and I found myself performing for the crowd. I swapped my longsword for my lightning hammer and summoned a sprite of my own. I heard a chorus of snickers from the stands, but I knew Finn’s program hadn’t really made accurate representations of real upgraded sprites. They weren’t even as powerful as my elemental, but the tiny winged creature still plunged through the monsters like a pinball. Blue blood exploded as it tore the other monsters apart, and then I activated my breastplate’s Shadow Self rune. Two doppelgangers appeared beside me, and they lured an elemental so I could crush its head with my hammer.

My ears filled with the sound of my name, and I realized the crowd was chanting it.

“Lyons! Lyons! Lyons!”

I smirked at Finn and held out my hand in challenge. “Let’s see what you can do.”

Finn grew incensed at my popularity, and he sprang past me in a running start. He leaped into the air, soared at least three meters toward a giant elemental, and carved it asunder with a single swipe of his battleaxe.

“Standish! Standish! Standish!” The crowd changed their tune, and I realized they were fickle in their support.

Ludas roared as his own battleaxe carved through the winged creatures, and he drove them all the way back to the portal. Body parts flew through the air as his weapon performed its singular function with uncanny speed, and he activated a rune that animated the weapon so it started swinging of its own accord. Ludas snatched a second axe from his prot-belt’s magnetons and fought alongside the battleaxe wielded by a phantom ally.

In just a few short minutes, the portal had been cleared.

I laughed as the crowd’s chants morphed together to form a name that didn’t resemble any one of us squires. It seemed that our supports were almost split equally, but I swore I heard my name just a bit louder.

Another portal opened after the first closed, and Grendel Warriors poured out from it. My Helm of the Reaver had the Detect rune which would display basic information for Grendels, but nothing showed on my visor. I guessed the enchantment didn’t work since these weren’t actually real Grendels but just pieces of code. I was a bit disappointed that Finn’s program hadn’t accounted for the Detect rune, but it made sense because I had acquired the helmet from a Dax initiate’s corpse on Ecoma.

The Grendels didn’t come directly for us but took a second to leer at the crowd. Their uncharacteristic behavior was another quirk of the program’s intended use as entertainment. The lizards looked different from regular Grendels, too. Their oversized claws, fangs, and talons seemed almost comical, and their weapons were so much larger that wielding them would have defied regular physics. But this was a VR game, and the whole purpose was to impress the crowd, and they were all on the edge of their virtual seats.

I traded my lighting hammer for my frost scimitar, activated my speed sequence, and shot forward with a burst of agility. I sliced through lizards as I dashed through their ranks. I doubted the audience would even be able to see my attacks, but they would see the carnage I left in my wake. Green blood spattered across the arena dirt like paint on a canvas, and I let out a deep-bellied laugh as I felled and decapitated a Grendel Warrior who came too close.

I continued hacking the enemies apart while I paid close attention to Finn’s runes. He seemed to have no real active skills that he triggered from his prot-belt. He simply leaped into enemies and let his axe do the work. I figured he was running a bunch of passive enchantments that boosted his physical capabilities. He had used the provocation-type rune on the examination’s first test, so I knew he had other abilities.

Maybe he was just waiting to use them until the final match. Keeping his best moves a secret would be a good tactic. I knew because I was doing the same thing. I was saving my Shroud rune for the free-for-all, but I could still use my other enchantments to win the crowd’s favor.

A lizard squad released a flurry of bullets, and my prot-field countered them all. The ruined husks dropped around me like metal pebbles, and then I triggered my scimitar’s Winter’s Breath rune. I slashed a deep cut in a Grendel’s stomach, and its entrails unfurled onto the ground with a wet sound. I wanted to see the weapon’s ice enchantment, so I hacked the thighs of another lizard. Ice crawled up its body until its entire body was frozen solid. I kicked it with the sole of my right boot, and it shattered into a thousand fragments.

The maneuver earned a deafening cheer from the stands, and I continued non-lethal hits to the lizards around me. I chopped a leg off, sliced a hand clean at the wrist, and cut through a rear plate of chest armor.

Then I was standing within my own little garden of ice statues.

“For the Queen!” I yelled after I lifted my scimitar to the sky.

“For the Queen!” the crowd responded with gusto, and their feet pounded on the stands like a chorus of a hundred thousand drum beats.

I jumped back into the fray as the thrill of a spectated battle rushed through my veins. The AI programming wasn’t the best, and the lizards were little more than target dummies. The audience didn’t seem to know any better because they were on their feet screaming for more.

I almost felt like I was fighting in a Knight Tournament, and the people really seemed to love my forcewave, speed sequence, and frost scimitar. I summoned another sprite when the cooldown refreshed, and I fought alongside the elemental as the Grendel numbers thinned.

The battle ended, and there wasn’t a dry patch of dirt in the whole arena. The crowd screamed encore, but then the HUD showed over my vision again. I wanted to keep fighting as people chanted my name, but there were no more portals spewing out opponents, so I reached out at pressed the EXIT button.

My body was hurled back to the initiation chamber where I had selected my equipment, and I walked back through the portal to the preparation room. My body returned to its normal state with the electrode bodysuit. Strangely, I felt a bit tired, and my muscles were a little sore.

Finn Standish jumped through the portal, and he immediately marched through the back door where his mother was waiting. Lady Standish tried to reach for her son, but he threw her hands away. The noblewoman offered me a kind smile, and I returned it to her. It wasn’t her fault that her son was a sore loser.

The crowd had chanted my name louder than either of the other squires. I didn’t want to gloat, but it had felt amazing.

“Damn, Nick,” Ludas said after he entered through the portal. “I think I got hurt in there.”

I turned my head to the squire and saw him holding a hand to his chest as blood leaked through his fingers. I rushed over to him and pried his hand away. The bodysuit had been sliced clean through, and a deep cut went across the nobleman’s stomach.

“Shit,” I growled. “Keep the pressure on it. I’ll see if I can find an enchanted medkit.”

A magical gauze strip would be the only thing that would prevent Ludas from bleeding out in front of me. The jump mage was talking to someone over his comm, and I searched the small room for anyone who could help, but we were the only ones here.

“Don’t worry,” Ludas said with a pained gasp. “My herald will be here any minute. I patched through an SOS to her as soon as I jumped back here.”

“Ludas!” a black-haired woman in a knight’s black dress uniform yelled as she bolted into the room and went immediately to the injured nobleman. She applied a medkit to his torso, and the magical energy flowered through Ludas like it had pumped his veins with the liquid from a purple glow stick.

“You shouldn’t have been harmed,” I said as Ludas body slowly repaired. “Dame Pearmond said we wouldn’t get hurt at all.”

“I didn’t think we would, so I was reckless. A Grendel slashed me across the stomach, and I felt its blade slice my chest. I thought it was just part of the VR program. Or maybe one of those phantom pains you hear about. I thought I only felt the pain because my brain thought that’s what is meant to happen when you get cut like that.”

“Something isn’t right,” I said. “We need to tell the dame before we have the free-for-all. This could mean one of us killing each other.”

“Fine by me,” Ludas said as he stood with the assistance of his herald. “I’ll slay Finn Standish for doing this to me. He’ll learn not to trifle with a Barnes.”

“I want to get him back, too, but killing him in front of everyone isn’t the answer.” As much as it pained me to say those words, it was true. We couldn’t mete out our own justice when we were participating in an official RTF event.

I turned to ask the jump mage where Dame Pearmond was, but he had already left the room. I went into the passageway and saw the older woman marching toward me. She stormed straight up to Ludas barnes, grabbed the torn section of his jumpsuit, and scowled.

“Injured? Jump Mage Slainsar said you were critically wounded. I see nothing except a ruined jumpsuit. You do know how much these items cost, don’t you, Squire Barnes? Your account will be deducted the KPs required for a replacement.”

“He was hurt, ma’am,” I said. “Inside the VR match. You said we wouldn’t get hurt.”

“I see no signs of injury,” she said with a dismissive snap of her head.

“The Valor has the best enchanted medkits in the kingdom,” the herald said as she stared into the dame’s eyes. “They don’t leave scars.”

Dame Pearmond engaged in a staring match with the herald for a few seconds, and then she let out a long sigh. “It’s too late to reprogram the software. Finn and Jump Mage Slainsar worked tirelessly to get it past the beta stages. A little pain won’t matter. You’ll just have to avoid getting hit, won’t you?”

“This is ridiculous. Finn made this program, and he’s probably trying to get us killed. You should--” Ludas started, but he silenced when the dame lifted a finger.

“Finn Standish is not to blame. If anyone is to blame, it’s Squire Lyons here. Strange occurrences seem to follow him around. A shady alliance with the previous head examiner. The upgraded void portal. And then making it all the way through the most dangerous area on Elyria without any injuries at all. I wanted to have you indicted, Lyons, but it seems you have friends in high places. But know this; if you are doing anything to tamper with today’s arena match, you will not be spared my wrath.”

I gritted my teeth as the dame lifted her eyebrows in challenge. I wanted to scream in her face, but I had learned to respect the chain of authority. For now, I was at her mercy.

“If either of you wants to win, then you must do it in the arena rather than trying to get another squire disqualified. I will hear no more of this.” She spun and left the room.

“You don’t have to do this, Ludas,” the Valor’s herald knight said.

“I want to. I’ve made it this far. I doubt Finn will even manage to hit me. You and the other knights on the Valor have trained me for this moment. I cannot let you down by pulling out now.”

“You have changed a great deal. Your father would be proud.”

“I doubt my father is even watching.”

The herald didn’t answer Ludas, and she offered him a small smile. “I’d better get back to the stands. Good luck to you both.”

I nodded at the woman before she went.

“I’m going to contact my herald,” I said to Ludas.

“Not a problem. I’ll try to find another jumpsuit.”

I opened my prot-belt’s menu and started a call to Flanagan.

“If it isn’t the kingdom’s new favorite squire,” he answered.

“There’s a problem, sir. The arena has been sabotaged. We weren’t meant to get hurt, but Ludas Barnes got hit pretty badly.”

“Bloody oath, he did. He was reckless out there.”

“That’s not the point, sir. He had a wound on his real body when we came back from the arena. If he can get hurt, then it means any of us can. I think Finn might have done it purposefully. He made the program, so he probably set it up that way.”

“I fail to see the problem.”

“What do I do?”

“What a Stalwart crew member does best. You win. Try not to kill either of the squires. But don’t try too hard if you get my meaning.”

“Yes, sir,” I said before I ended the call.

Ludas entered the room wearing a fresh jumpsuit. “What did he say?”

“To win.”

“That’ll be hard if I’m fighting against you.” Ludas’ smile quickly turned into a frown. “But I don’t want to kill you.”

“I have a plan,” I said. “We’ll work together to take down Finn. I have some runes that will just disable him, and then you can hit him with something to render him unconscious. He’ll be out of the fight, and he won’t get hurt in the process.”

“I have an enchantment that will work excellently for the task.”

“Good. Then we’ll duke it out against each other. We’ll play it like a sparring match so neither of us gets too hurt. Make it really flashy so the crowd enjoys themselves.”

“I can do that.” Ludas watched the doorway, and I guessed he was worried about Finn walking through at any moment. “What if your plan doesn’t work? What if Finn kills one of us? Dame Pearmond seemed to think you were responsible, and I’m sure she would blame any mishap on you. I really don’t want to die, Nick. I want to become a Space Knight.”

“Me too, Ludas. We’re not going to die. This will work.” I could see the fear collate the nobleman’s pupils, but he swallowed and gave me a nod.

Finn entered the room, and it took all of my willpower not to take his throat in my hands and strangle him to death. The exam had been one problem after another, and he was entirely responsible. Him and whoever had put him up to it. But then maybe he had done it all of his own volition. If I was his primary competition, then it would make sense to sabotage my tests.

“You sniveling milksop!” Ludas screamed as he launched himself at Finn. The two squires tumbled to the floor as Finn did his best to keep the other man at bay. Ludas was no slouch, so he soon delivered a whopping right hook to Finn’s face. I jumped into the fray and pulled the two squires apart.

“Save it for the match,” I said to Ludas.

“You hit like a ninny,” Standish said as he wiped blood from a cut above his left eye.

“If you’re done trading aristocratic insults, we have an arena match. Oh, there’s something else.” I set my eyes upon Finn. “Whatever you think you’re doing, this will work against you. I know you’ve been trying to sabotage my tests, but this is the end of it. When you step into the arena, you’d better hope you’ve programmed your avatar with some kind of invincibility.”

Finn’s smile oozed superiority, and I fought against the desire to gift him a shiner to match the one Ludas had produced.

“I don’t know what you are talking about, Outlander,” he said. “And I’m afraid your threats are empty. I am the better squire. Your kind should never have been allowed to leave your filthy home world, let alone enter the RTF.”

“What’s going on in here?” Jump Mage Slainsar asked as he entered the room.

“I was just giving a lesson in the social hierarchy,” Finn said. “It is finished now.” The squire turned around, and I caught a glimpse of something on his neck. A tattoo of a trident with a golden wreath surrounding the shaft.

A Pure-Blood tattoo.

I wasn’t sure what exactly to make of the discovery, but I had no time to consider it. For now, I needed to get through this next match unscathed. I also had Ludas to worry about, and I half-imagined steam escaping his nostrils when I looked at him. He seemed more furious than I had ever seen him, and I doubted he would be able to hold back if given the opportunity to kill Finn inside the arena.

Maybe Finn having invincibility wouldn’t be so bad, as long as my Knives of the Storm disabled him, then we could still carry through with our plan.

The jump mage summoned another portal, and we all entered the magical gateway to our individual chambers. When the HUD popped up this time, I only exchanged my lightning hammer for my Falchion of the Shroud, my Voidwalker’s Breastplate for my Assassin’s Vest, and my longsword for my Knives of the Storm. I wasn’t sure whether the program would allow me to take three of the knives, but the three weapons appeared on my thigh holsters as soon as I confirmed the selection. With the new changes, I would be able to turn invisible for six seconds and then disable Finn with the knives’ Storm Bolt runes.

I knew Finn’s abilities were centered on the berserker fighting style, so I would just have to avoid getting hit by any of his attacks. My speed sequence would help with that, and I had fought tougher opponents before. Unfortunately, I would be fighting within a program completely designed by Finn, so he could throw some surprises at me.

I finalized my equipment list, and then the white room shifted to the stadium. The crowd howled with excitement at my appearance, and their jubilant noise only grew louder when Ludas and Finn materialized ten meters to my left and right.

“This is the crowning moment of the arena event!” the announcer’s voice boomed. “The free-for-all between the top three squires in this year’s knighthood examination. The winner will receive a gift of priceless worth: dinner with Her Royal Majesty, Queen Catrina!”

A hologram of the monarch appeared in the sky above us, and her ice-blue eyes seemed to look at the whole crowd at once. Her golden hair wrapped around her head in large plaits, and a blue dress the color of her eyes sparkled in the sunlight now that the storm clouds from earlier had vanished.

“Squires, prepare for battle!” the announcer roared.

I looked at Ludas and gave him a slight nod. The other squire returned the gesture, and then I set my eyes on Finn. His cool smile enraged me, but I pushed it back so I could deal with him swiftly. I would need the rage to fuel my attack because we would probably only get one shot before he realized that Ludas and I were working together. I knew Finn was a cheater, so he had probably coded some kind of failsafe into the program. As soon as he knew he was done for, then he would then trigger it.

I didn’t plan on giving him a chance. My knives would be buried in his armor before he could respond, and then I would activate the Storm Bolt rune so he was paralyzed. He would only need to be disabled for half a second before Ludas rendered him unconscious. I didn’t really feel comfortable dealing a killing blow after seeing the effect of a Grendel attack on Ludas.

“Commence!” the announcer said.

I grabbed my falchion so I could trigger my Shroud rune. Ludas sprang forward and activated his animated weapon rune. The axe in his hand jumped into the air and started flying toward Finn like it was wielded by a phantom soldier.

Finn’s power armor rippled with energy, and the plates merged into each other until he expanded to twice the size. He looked like a mech with his giant suit of armor and a two-handed war-axe in a single hand. As Ludas’ animated axe shot toward him, he reached over his shoulder, took a two-handed warhammer, and gripped it in his left hand.

It was clear Finn was wielding enchanted equipment that wasn’t within the Squire class. His program would allow him to wield more powerful items since he wasn’t technically restricted by the palm runes that dictated what item class a soldier could use. He had probably coded himself with at least Knight level palm runes or higher. I doubted the examiners would give a damn about this flagrant cheating because the crowd was going wild for the armored giant. They chanted his name like a metronome, but all I could feel was rage for this charlatan.

I summoned a Void Serpent, and the snake zigzagged along the ground and entangled Finn’s feet. He slashed the creature into scaled ribbons, but all I needed was a brief distraction. I activated my Shroud rune, swapped my falchion for two Knives of the Storm, and triggered my speed sequence. I surged toward Finn and skirted around him as Ludas engaged our opponent. The animated axe swept toward Finn, but he swatted it away with his warhammer. The blow caused an explosion of runic power, and the animated axe clattered to the ground and didn’t get up.

Ludas arced his axe in a broad stroke, but Finn’s attack came first. His two-handed warhammer pounded into the center of Ludas’ chest, and I saw Finn’s axe coming for a death blow. I knew Ludas would never survive the strike, so I charged straight into Finn rather than completing our plan. I wrapped my hands around my opponent’s massive right leg and used all my strength to throw him off his feet. The knife in my left hand fell to the ground during the tackle, but the one in my right hand remained because of my palm rune. I plunged the weapon into Finn’s thigh armor before he could get to his feet, and I activated the Storm Bolt rune. One knife wouldn’t paralyze him, but at least it would slow him down.

I shot a look over my shoulder and saw Ludas lying on the ground. He hadn’t gotten up, and I rushed over to him while Finn launched to his feet. He came running at me, so I quickly checked over Ludas and confirmed that he had suffered a critical wound from Finn’s axe strike. Before I could try to help him, he suddenly vanished from the arena.

I wasn’t sure whether Ludas dying in the arena also meant he had died in real life, but either way I had a score to settle.

I screamed as Finn closed in on me, and I activated my Shroud rune a second before he could hit me with his hammer. I disappeared, swiveled out of the way, and delivered a flying kick to Finn’s back. He stumbled forward but stayed on his feet, and then he whirled around. I couldn’t see his face beneath his helmet, but I figured he wore a confused expression. My Shroud rune was still active, so I grabbed my ice scimitar, activated the Winter’s Breath rune, and went to work.

I danced around the other squire as he struggled to locate me. His massive weapons failed to score a hit, but I delivered a half dozen frosty strikes into his massive armor plates. The frozen webs expanded over his form, but then he reached for his prot-belt to activate another rune. His entire suit of armor engulfed in a flame that melted away the ice, and then he charged at me like a blazing bull. My Shroud rune had worn off, and I couldn’t trigger it again.

I punched in my speed sequence so I could dodge the flaming squire. His suit still hadn’t shrunk back to its regular size, and I wondered whether he had some kind of really powerful rune that allowed it to remain active for a long time.

Either that or he had manipulated the program so his runes were more powerful than they could ever be in real life.

“Enough of this,” Finn snarled, and I felt the runes in my equipment deaden. Not only did my speed sequence deactivate, but the passive gravity runes on all my items went dead.

I wasn’t exactly weak, but my gear weighed upwards of a hundred and fifty kilograms combined, and now I felt the full weight of it. I could barely lift my scimitar with all the heaviness of my equipment, and there was no way I could deal any attacks.

“You like my program?” Finn said as he stormed toward me. The crowd fell silent, and they probably thought Finn had just activated some complex rune sequence that disabled me.

They couldn’t know the truth. They couldn’t know that Finn was controlling the program like a master puppet, and he effectively deleted the runes from all my equipment.

If he could manipulate the match at will, then I had no chance of winning.

I couldn’t really think of a way to stop him, and my chances of meeting the Queen personally disintegrated with every step Finn took toward me. He walked slowly as if he knew I was completely helpless.

Or maybe I wasn’t.

The VR program had been designed for use with a jump portal, and I had the ability to manipulate portals. I watched Finn raise both his battleaxe and his warhammer above his head to deal me a killing blow, and I tugged my ability from deep within my core. I felt the nanorunes almost jump out of my skin, and then they disappeared as Finn’s weapons came down.

My runes suddenly reactivated, and I tumbled aside as the hammer and axe buried into the dirt. I sprung up on one knee and let fly with my scimitar. At the same time, Finn’s armor retreated into itself until it was the same size before. The squire was completely unprepared for my attack, and my blade slashed through his chest armor and tore through his skin beneath. The cut wasn’t deep enough to kill him, but he still dropped his weapons, fell to his knees, and hung his head in defeat.

“How the fuck did you do that?” he asked.

My nanorunes had provided me with a little time, but Finn could easily gain control of the program again. I needed to deal with him before he realized he could turn the battle in his favor.

I placed a boot on his back and forced his torso forward. Finn’s face slammed into the dirt, and I allowed my boot to massage it into the dirt.

“Relinquish!” I screamed as the crowd listened. I could see their faces gripped in the drama of the battle. I even spotted a few nobles, Count Standish among them, and they seemed absolutely livid at my complete humiliation of their chosen winner.

I ground my foot into the back of Finn’s head, and he struggled to speak as the dirt filled his mouth. My nanorunes had somehow rewritten whatever lines of code that had allowed Finn to control the program, and now he was at my mercy.

“I relinquish!” he screamed, and the crowd went wild.

I kept my foot on Finn’s back so he couldn’t try anymore of his tricks as the spectators showered me in applause and cheers. I wanted to get out of the arena and check on Ludas, but I bowed before the crowd. Their joyful clamor only increased in volume, and my chest blossomed with pride.

I put aside the praise the spectators heaped upon me and concentrated on bringing up the program’s menu. The HUD appeared in front of me, and I pressed the exit button.

The crowd’s bellowing silenced when I logged off from the arena. I was transported back to my equipment selection room, and I marched through the portal.

“You did it!” Ludas ran over to me, grabbed me in his arms, and lifted me into the air in a bear hug.

“Yeah. I did,” I said.

“I thought Finn would have had some trick up his sleeve, but you still beat him. How’d you do it?”

I shrugged. “He deactivated all the runes in my armor, but they came back on just in the nick of time.”

“Fucking Outlander!” Finn screamed after he stormed through the portal.

I prepared myself for a fistfight, but Finn stopped to watch someone enter the room.

“There a problem here?” Flanagan asked, and I saw Finn blanch before the herald.

The squire cursed under his breath, tore off his black jumpsuit, and marched out of the contestant preparation area.

“I have been waiting a long time to see Finn finally blow a fuse,” Ludas said. “Sorry I couldn’t stay in the match to complete our plan.”

“It’s no problem. I handled it.”

“You did. With style, too. What? You think I should be upset? I’m simply glad I didn’t die in the VR world.”

“It’s not that,” I said. “I can’t believe I’m going to meet the Queen.”

“Really? I’ve met her before. Dad took me to see her once.”

“The knight ceremony starts in the stadium in thirty minutes,” Flanagan said.

“In the actual arena?” I asked. “Or back in the program? Because I don’t want to step foot in another VR simulation for the rest of my life.”

“In the actual arena. Now get yourself cleaned up. You and the other squires are about to become Space Knights. Then you’ve got a dinner with the Queen. Make sure you put on your best cologne. And try not to say anything stupid. First impressions count. I would also avoid asking her to join your harem.”

I chuckled at the herald and then hit the shower. My heart wouldn’t stop trying to climb out of my ribcage, and I had to remind myself to breathe. I dried off and changed into my white dress uniform. It almost didn’t fit anymore, and I marveled at how much I had filled out since joining the Stalwart. There was even a little beard growth on my cheeks, and I considered shaving it but decided against it. If I was going to be a knight, then a beard seemed to be fitting.

A delegate came and escorted Ludas and I to the arena proper. The spectators weren’t ephemeral like the ones in the VR game, and their screams and applause seemed ten times louder.

Standing on a dais in the center of the stadium was Queen Catrina in the flesh. I gasped as I approached her and tried to keep my feet steady as I took my place at the front of the kneeling squires who had passed the exam. The twins grinned at me, and Neville gave me a cool nod. Finn Standish turned up last, and I felt his eyes bore into my back as he knelt behind me.

I had defeated a programmer at his own game, and now I would become a Space Knight.

At last, I would join the ranks of the kingdom’s most powerful warriors.
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Chapter 19

“Squire Nicholas Lyons, as the top student in this year’s examination, you shall be the first to receive knighthood. Step forward.”

I got to my feet and walked to the Queen on her dais. Her hair looked like threads of golden silk, and her perfume filled my nostrils with the scent of gardenias. The sequins in her pale blue dress sparkled like a galaxy worth of stars, and the dainty crown on her head almost looked like a halo. Her facial features were without blemish or wrinkle, and I found it impossible to tell her age. I knew from the records that she was only twenty-four, but her expression carried the wisdom of a woman three times her age.

I knelt back down on the first step and bowed my head. Runes alighted in a circle around me, and their sapphire-colored glow radiated against my white dress uniform.

“Squire Lyons, you have proven yourself worthy of this illustrious estate by gathering fifty-thousand Kingdom Points. The Grendel hordes have quaked before your name, and you have delivered them the only fitting punishment for their existence: death. Do you now swear by the farthest star to honor and defend the Crown and Her People?”

“I will,” I answered.

“Will you to take up arms against enemies from this world and those beyond it?”

“I will.”

“Will you stand up for injustice and swear never to draw your sword in a manner that would betray your kingdom or the furthest star?”

“I will.”

The monarch laid her ceremonial sword on my left shoulder. “Having sworn these solemn oaths against the greatest heavenly entity in the universe, and by my right as supreme monarch of the Caledonian Kingdom, I knight you, Nicholas Lyons.”

The Queen lifted her sword from my shoulder.

“Arise, Space Knight Lyons.”

Those holy words electrified my body, and I almost felt like I couldn’t stand. My legs felt weak as I slowly rose and stared into the Queen’s eyes. Her personal sorcerer removed a Dust pouch from his robes, dabbed the pointed end of a finger ring into it, and then etched a tattoo onto my right palm. The magical energy burned through me when the sorcerer connected the last line in the final sigil.

“You shall serve the Caledonian Kingdom and the Royal Trident Forces for the rest of your days,” Queen Catrina said. “Serve well, and you shall be granted the title of Sir Nicholas Lyons.”

I nodded my thanks and stepped back into the ranks of squires. The rest of the cohort stepped forward one-by-one, and the Queen conferred the honors of Space Knight to them. My palm throbbed the whole time, but I wasn’t sure whether it was actual pain or the feeling of finally being a Space Knight. All my years’ worth of training had been for this moment, but I knew my career in the RTF was only just beginning.

The ceremony concluded after the final squire ascended to knighthood and received Knight palm runes. The Queen lifted her hands in blessing to the new knights and then offered a benediction to the crowd. The entire stadium rippled with movement as thousands dropped to their knees, and those from foreign kingdoms bowed their heads in acknowledgment of the monarch’s high status.

An orchestra of heralds played a joyous tune that eradicated all trace of fatigue from my body. The Queen entered a portal and left the arena, but the celebration showed no sign of ending. Broadcasting drones buzzed overhead to capture the event, and streamers burst from everywhere and showered the air in a hundred colors.

I watched a drone as pride filled my chest, and I hoped Mom would see me. She probably didn’t even know that I was taking the knighthood exam, let alone that I had passed and won the Queen’s prize. She would hear about it eventually, and then she would watch the rerun. I smiled at the shock she would feel at seeing her son a knight.

I turned and walked to the foyer where all the starship teams celebrated with their knights and crew members.

“We did it!” Nathan said as he huddled together with the rest of us in a group hug. I blinked away a bit of tears as I looked at my friends. We had been through a lot together, and I realized that I was wrong to think of them as just friends. They were the brothers that I never had, and as we patted each other on the back and smiled, I knew I would do anything to protect them.

“Even with that fucker Finn Standish trying to make us fail,” Richard added. “I’m glad you kicked his ass, Nick.”

“It was close,” I said.

“His armor looked incredibly powerful, but you kicked his ass.” Neville said as he snatched a wine goblet and took a sip. “Ugh. We need beer.”

“Lot’s of beer. All the fucking beer!” Nathan roared, and the surrounding nobles sneered at him.

“Did someone order beer?” I heard Olav yell out as he wheeled a giant metal keg into the middle of the room. The other RTF personnel lifted their noses in disgust, but the berserker grabbed a plate full of empty wine glasses and filled them up to the brims with golden liquid.

The ex-squires took goblets and then moved through the crowd. I saw Nathan place his hand on the small of the Ecomese crew member’s back while Richard handed a goblet to the beautiful squire who had fought with us in the exam. Well, she was a knight now, and Richard seemed to be taking full advantage of her high spirits. Neville wandered to the back of the room, and he peered over the crowd as though looking for someone.

“Neville!” a shriek came from the doorway, and I turned to see Marigold Bennett flash a white-toothed grin at my friend. She hiked up her dress and sprinted toward him. I half-expected Neville to spin around and flee the curly-haired blonde, but he wrapped his arms around her when she leaped at him. She didn’t seem to care that her bare legs were on show, and neither of them minded that they were passionately kissing in the middle of an official RTF event.

I laughed to myself and then felt a prickle on my neck.

We had arrived. We were knights. Every step felt like I was walking on a cloud.

“Excellent work,” Leith Manzo said as he slipped beside me. I’d never even heard him coming, and his oily tone made my skin crawl even after all these months.

“Thank you, sir.”

“You should have killed him.” The slayer glared at Finn Standish.

“Would have been hard to do in front of everyone, sir,” I whispered.

“No need to call me sir,” Leith said to me as he winked. “We are both knights now. After we drink ourselves silly tonight, we should discuss the next steps in you taking up the Slayer specialty.”

“I--”

“Congratulations.” Captain Cross appeared on my right and interrupted me when he laid a hand on my shoulder. “This is just the beginning.”

“You have made us proud.” Commander Reynolds smiled at me after she joined the circle.

Moses and Flanagan arrived, and they both accepted mugs from Olav.

“You might not have the voice or the nimble fingers to become a herald,” Flanagan said, “but I enjoyed having you on the mission.”

“Mission?” I asked.

“Guiding you squires was my mission. It wasn’t all that difficult. You fellas are a real treat to command.”

“Ick! All this sweetness is making my beer taste bad.” Olav scowled at the inside of his mug and then looked at me. “What? You want me to tell you how fucking amazing you are? Well, I suppose I can manage something.” He cleared his throat as all the knights watched him with bated breath. “You’re fucking amazing. Watching you four graduate reminds me of the first time I killed a group of Grendels with my axes. Well, there was more blood and screaming then, but the same feeling of pride fills my dark heart.”

“Thank you, sir.” I smiled at the berserker, and he hid his face by tipping the goblet vertical over his bearded mouth. He let out a loud belch that frightened a noblewoman behind him, and he stormed back to the keg to refill his drink.

“You did a damn fine job,” Moses said to me after he trudged into the circle. “You haven’t been on a mission with me yet, but it’ll be a good time when you do. I can’t wait to show you why the shield knight is the best specialist role in all the kingdom.”

Flanagan and Leith snickered at the comment, but Moses didn’t respond. He seemed immune to the other knight’s behavior, and I wondered how a stoic person like him hadn’t throttled them yet. I knew the shield knight role wasn’t glamorous, but it was definitely necessary in a battle. Nathan’s skills had kept us from harm when fighting the diremen, and I imagined he would continue to fulfil that purpose in the future.

“I’m eager to learn what you can teach me, sir,” I said.

“There’ll be plenty of time for teaching later. It’s time to party now.” Moses turned around, marched to the end of the room, grabbed a vase from a hall stand, and tossed its contents into a waste bin. He then took the massive glass vessel and charged it with beer.

“Now that’s a mug!” Olav roared in appreciation.

Moses wiped the froth from his dark lips. “You fellas lack creativity.”

“Is that a challenge? Because I bet I can find a bigger mug.”

“Sounds like a challenge to me, friend,” Leith said as he took on a conspiratorial expression.

I wanted to watch the game play out, but my attention turned to the entrance doorway where three beautiful women stood tentatively. They all smiled as they caught eyes with me, and I felt my head lighten.

Casey, Elle, and Natali weaved through the crowd of knights, starship crewmembers, and nobles. The enchantress wore an emerald green dress with a generous slit that showed her lean legs. The doctor wore the official RTF uniform of a medical officer: a white coat and matching pants. Despite the formal nature of her clothing, her curves couldn’t hide behind them. Elle’s golden point clerk coat ended halfway down her calves, and her breasts peeked over her top like half-moons.

I thanked the stars for the thousandth time that I was so lucky.

“Thanks for coming,” I said to them, but I couldn’t speak again because Casey suddenly jumped into my arms. The other women didn’t seem at all annoyed by the enchantress’ initiative, and I guessed this was too happy of an occasion for their competition to continue.

The three women flooded me with praises but I couldn’t really hear them. After the incredible tension of the past few weeks, I simply relished the feeling of it all coming to a conclusion. I nodded as they started to recount their favorite parts from the arena test.

“We’re going to check out the rest of the arena,” Casey said.

“Are you going to stay here?” Elle asked me.

“I think I should. There’s probably a few other people I should meet. Wait. You’re all going together?”

The three women looked at each other, smiled, and then nodded back at me. I said goodbye to them and watched their beautiful forms exit the chamber.

“Weird,” I whispered to myself. I couldn’t believe how well they were getting along, and I wondered whether Faye’s suggestion might actually work.

“They really shouldn’t leave their man when an empath is about.”

I turned to see Treyin in an elegant white dress that did nothing to obscure her full breasts beneath. Her grey skin glistened like wet marble in the light of the chandeliers.

“You forget that I have an implant,” I replied.

“From the moment I first saw you, I knew what you were capable of. You shall be capable of far more, and I cannot wait for you to see me for what I am, too. A woman who can satisfy your every need, Space Knight Lyons.”

“You’ll have to try harder than that, Treyin. Have you decided to stop with the innuendos now?”

“Oh, I can make you hard. You have only to ask.”

I laughed and smiled at the beautiful empath. “I’ll take a raincheck.”

“I can assure you I have many more tricks up my sleeve, even if you are immune to my empathic ability. I promise you will yet want to bed me of your free will.”

I laughed at the empath’s promise and walked to a private corner of the hall so I could record a message for Mom. I opened my prot-belt menu and started recording.

“Hi, Mom. I haven’t been super honest with you, and I figure it’s time I told you everything. The Stalwart has been way more than just an assignment with humanitarian missions. We’ve cleared a bunch of high-level portals, which explains how I’ve been able to send you so much currency. I’m actually at Castle Stirling right now. I passed the knighthood exam. Great, right?” I paused and stifled a laugh. Mom would probably be out of her mind at the bomb I had just dropped on her.

“Well,” I continued, “it’s probably going to be awhile until I’m back on Dobuni. I’ll be sending you more currency as soon as I get a chance. Hopefully you can find a place outside the tenements. Thanks for everything you’ve done for me. I really wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you.”

I felt emotion stir in my chest, and I really didn’t want to start blubbering while I was at the celebration, so I ended the call there and sent the recording to Mom. She probably wouldn’t get it for a while, but I knew she would be ecstatic after she listened to it.

I looked up from my prot-belt and noticed Finn Standish stalking through the gathered people like a tiger through tall grass. His expression bore a striking resemblance to an apex predator, and I knew for certain that he was coming for me. I let my mug rest on a counter to my right just in case he decided he wanted an asskicking. He didn’t have his program to protect him now, and I figured that the Stalwart’s knights might enjoy themselves a brawl.

“I was meant to win the arena match,” he spat as he prodded my chest with a finger.

“You know what happened to the last guy who touched me like that? I snapped his finger.”

“Is that a threat?”

“I’m just warning you about the dangers. I beat you, Finn.”

“You did something illegal. My program should not have malfunctioned like that.”

“Illegal? You gave yourself equipment above the Squire class, and you made it so that we could actually be harmed. You could have killed Ludas.”

“But I didn’t. I held back. I probably shouldn’t have. You will regret crossing me, Outlander.”

I almost wanted to continue goading him into throwing the first punch, but I let him storm off. His mother came to me soon after and offered me an apologetic smile.

“I am sorry for my son’s mood. He can be quite difficult to contain.”

“I can imagine. You seem very kind. Are you sure he wasn’t adopted?”

Lady Standish laughed and laid a hand on my arm. “I can assure you I birthed him. He was aggressive even in the womb. A trait he inherited from his father.”

“Where is Count Standish?” I hadn’t seen the lord since the arena match, and I still wasn’t convinced of his innocence. The captain seemed to think him uninvolved with Gregory and the Outlander Resistance after the diviner had questioned him, but there must be methods for counteracting mindreading. After all, an implant in my skull prevented a diviner from touching my mind. A well-connected and wealthy man like Count Standish had the means to acquire something similar.

“He’s preoccupied, unfortunately. It’s just like him not to be present at such an important occasion.”

Lady Standish and her husband didn’t seem to have the best of marriages, and the whole conversation felt a little too personal for my liking.

“Anyway, I suppose you don’t want to hear about that. I should be congratulating you for winning the Queen’s prize. You fought well. You deserve it.” She stopped to look into my eyes, and then she glanced at my hair. “Outlanders do not normally show such ambition.”

“We don’t often get the opportunity. Academy tuition is expensive.”

“Yet you managed to afford it.”

“I have a very magnanimous donor to thank for that.”

“A mysterious donor? That’s intriguing.”

I shrugged. “I’m sure there’s lots of benevolent nobles who don’t want to show off their charitable works.”

“What did your father do?”

My breath caught in my throat at the question, and I swallowed the uncomfortable lump in my throat. “He was a drunkard. Gambled all our money before he left.”

I hated the lie my mother and I had created, and the words felt like ash on my tongue.

“Is that so? Well, you have certainly risen above your pedigree.”

I wasn’t sure whether to thank the woman’s racist comment, so I simply presented her with a cool smile.

“I best return to my squires,” she said. “Oh, I forget myself. They are knights now. Hard to believe they have come so far. Good day, Space Knight Lyons.”

“Good day, Lady Standish.”

The woman returned to her group, and I wondered how much she knew about Finn’s secret machinations during the exam. She seemed far too nice to be involved, and yet our conversation just now had carried an undertone of prejudice. But just because she might be a racist didn’t mean she would support Finn’s sabotage attempts.

I couldn’t quite determine what was off about the woman, but I concluded that she was just a noblewoman with a few latent racist thoughts. Her strange behavior could be attributed to mixed feelings because her son didn’t win the arena match. She would be disappointed at the loss but pleased that he passed the test.

I put aside my misgivings about Lady Standish, grabbed my goblet, and went to refill it, but Captain Cross grabbed my shoulder.

“You better leave the beer for now. You deserve to celebrate your win, but you don’t have much time until your dinner with the Queen, and there’s someone I want you to meet.”

“Of course, sir,” I said. I really did want to continue partying with my friends, but the captain’s offer intrigued me.

“The guy’s name is Mort. He’s actually assigned to our starship. Or, at least, he was a while back. He’s currently doing some intel for me inside the castle. He’s been here so long that he opened up an echantry. He calls it an ‘ateleir’. Apparently it’s what the Aquitanian’s call their enchantries.”

“He wants to sell me some gear?” My stomach burned with eagerness for new equipment, and if this Mort was once an enchanter on the Stalwart, then I could trust his craftsmanship.

“Sure does. I met with him the other day and told him a bit about you. He’s keen to show you around his place and give you a good deal. The other fellas will get their chance to go there, but Mort wanted to see you first. He’s a little eccentric, but he’ll fix you up. I’ll send you directions, but make sure you’re not there for long. You have dinner with a special someone tonight.”
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Chapter 20

After a good hour of navigating through the castle’s Aquitanian district, I found Mort’s Ateleir. I would have easily walked past the unremarkable one-story building had I not been given precise directions and a description of the rusted frontage from Captain Cross.

I ducked my head and entered through the low hanging doorway into a small storefront illuminated by dull amber lights. Metal parts teetered in tall piles while more mangled equipment littered every benchtop. It was hardly the pristine workshop I expected from someone who dealt with such delicate material as Arcane Dust. The captain had said Mort was eccentric, but he was risking a lot by having such a filthy workshop. Runes required precision, and the smallest mistake could render an enchantment completely useless, or worse, deadly for the user.

I waded through the chaos filled enchantry in search of its owner, but I didn’t find anything except more disarray. I opened my prot-belt and searched the Stalwart’s address book, but I ground my teeth when I couldn’t find any entry for Mort. I could have contacted the captain to get the exact call sign of the enchanter, but I didn’t want to bother him or any of the other crew members.

I slumped down against one of the few bare walls and picked up a broken shield. The enchantments on its round face had faded, and they were haphazardly drawn in the first place. If Mort was the original drawer of the runes, then he was hardly the best in the business.

Captain Cross had never steered me wrong before, so I sighed and put down the shield.

The minutes felt like hours as I waited for Mort to show up, but I shot to my feet when I heard someone humming a tune from beneath me. I knocked the ground, and it reported a hollow sound.

“Someone be there?” I heard a distinctly Aquitanian voice call out from beneath the floor.

“Nicholas Lyons,” I replied.

The harsh sound of grinding gears came from below, and I jumped back as a square section of the floor descended to reveal a step ladder.

“What are you waiting up there for?” the voice called out. “Come on down.”

I headed down the stairs to a much larger workshop that was the complete opposite of the one on the ground level. Shelves upon shelves of Runectech equipment stretched back at least a hundred meters, and every item sparkled when the light touched them.

“Take off your boots,” a short and frail looking elderly man said from within a circle of runes. He was completely naked except for white underpants and black gloves that reached up to his elbows. Protective goggles magnified his eyes, and a long white beard dangled from his face in a thick plait with the end tucked into his underpants.

“Are you Mort?” I asked as I slipped off my boots.

“Your socks, too.”

I obliged as the man watched me like a hawk with really large round eyes.

“I be who you say I am.” He turned back to the rune circle, crouched over a particular sigil, grabbed a Dust-drill, and began the process of completing the sigil. I realized that he was enchanting a very large piece of material that I guessed would be fashioned into a cloak of some kind. His hand guided the drill along the fabric until the sigil was completed, and I stared in wonder at the most complex rune lines I had ever seen.

“Woah,” I whispered.

“Captain Cross tells me you be quite the soldier.” Mort removed his protective gloves, walked over to me, and shook my hand. “Pleasure to meet you. As you already know, I be Mort Pitvine. The greatest rune artist in all the universe.” He walked to a bench and discretely took a spray bottle to drench the hand he had used to shake mine.

“I didn’t know more enchanters were assigned to the Stalwart.”

“Enchanter? Do you see any enchanters here? Or do you see an enchantry? I be an artist, and this be my ateleir. Or did you fail to read the sign?”

I shook my head as I hid a smile. “Apologies. I didn’t know the Stalwart had an artist assigned to the starship.”

“I have been here for quite some time. So long that I’ve aged into this old husk you see before you.” He snatched a coat from a hanger and wrapped himself in it. “Now, I suppose you would like me to upgrade your equipment’s enchantments?”

“Actually, I would like to purchase new items. Knight class, if possible.” I only made the qualification to be polite since I could see hundreds of Knight items stacked in the innumerable shelves that stretched from one corner of the underground workshop to the other.

“You are unsatisfied with your current repertoire?” Mort asked.

“I actually really like my current equipment.”

“Then why not have me upgrade the runes?”

“You can do that? I don’t mean to question your abilities. I just thought it was really hard for enchanters to upgrade other enchanters work on the spot.”

“It is a very difficult task for enchanters, but I am an artist, remember?”

“I wish I had known,” I said. “I would have brought my equipment with me. I only have my prot-belt.”

“It would be no trouble. I already have your items here.” Mort gestured at a rectangular box that floated a few centimeters from the ground, an ability granted to the container by the gravity runes that covered it. “I told Captain Cross to have them sent to my ateleir as soon as the arena match concluded. “

I walked over to the metal box and popped it open. All my items were inside except for my Lich and Knight class equipment. They were still secured within my foot locker on the Stalwart because I didn’t need them for the arena match.

“We can start right away. I be done in less than an hour,” Mort said.

“That’s really fast,” I said after I closed my gaping mouth.

“Like I told you, I be the greatest. Some folks think I be too persnickety. They do not know the stringent requirements for the most perfect of runes. My workspace must be completely sterile and free from any foreign particles that could interfere with the enchanting process.”

“Understood.”

“I keep the room on the ground floor in a state of disarray so that no passersby will see the beauty that my hands can work. I be on a secret mission after all. It would not do to reveal my secret identity.”

I nodded my head in understanding and fought to keep myself from smiling at the man.

“It would be negligent of me not to ask you a few questions before we begin. I must ensure you fully understand the abilities your Knight palm rune has granted you, and its limitations.”

“Of course. Fire away.”

“How many Knight class items can you wield at any one time?”

“A helmet, a chest piece, arm pieces, shoulders, gloves, leg armor, boots, an amulet, and two rings. A Knight can equip as many weapons as he can carry.”

“What of specialist items?”

“Knights who haven’t picked a role can only carry a maximum of two items over a normalized twenty-four hour period,” I answered. “I can nominate those two through my prot-belt, and then I can only change after the twenty-four hours have run out.”

“Excellent. Can you tell me why the RTF places such a seemingly arbitrary restriction on its Space Knights?” Mort asked.

“Wielding too many unfamiliar items can prove dangerous. Two specialist items at a time provides the knight with an opportunity to train in the various specialist roles before choosing a pathway.”

I used to think the limitation was artificial and too restrictive, but my experience with upgraded void creatures had taught me that often limits could be a good thing. But I had also learned that breaking the rules was sometimes necessary to win.

“I think I am satisfied,” Mort said with a nod. “What runes does your current prot-belt have?”

“A Minor Writhing Plague rune.”

“I know the one. Bear with me a minute while I draw the rune on a Knight class belt.”

I waited while Mort completed the enchantment, and he handed me a new prot-belt. I cinched the item around my hips and waited for the device to synchronize with my palm rune. After my personal data uploaded to the belt, a holographic readout fanned out from the belt.

Item Type: Adept Serpent’s Coiled Prot-belt

Runes inscribed: Writhing Plague

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Summons 2x [Void Serpent]

[Void Serpent]: Deals void damage to enemies and inflicts degenerative wounds. Remains until killed or rune is deactivated.

“Where did you get the original rune?” Mort asked me. “The one on your old belt is a duplicate of a much stronger enchantment.”

“From a Naga trident. The original enchantment was Master class.”

“Ah, I see. I could not produce the sigils required to summon three serpents without classifying the item beyond Knight class.”

“Two serpents will be more than enough,” I said with a smile. Mort didn’t know about my ability to upgrade void creatures, so I didn’t mind only having two giant cobras that could swallow enemies whole.

“Your new prot-belt will update the software on any helmet you equip,” the rune artist explained. “It will allow you to activate most simple rune sequences with nothing more than a mental command.”

“So I can just think, and my runes will activate?” I asked. I had heard of really powerful prot-belts that could do this, but I’d never imagined I would ever own one. The Bone King’s bounty was like the gift that kept on giving.

“Rune. Singular. After you give the mental command, a single rune will activate, and then there will be a short cool down. It differs for each rune, but your helmet’s HUD will display a notification when you can make another mental activation.”

I would still have to enter the sigil sequences manually into my prot-belt, but this new feature would really help me out in a bind.

“I have a rune on my old prot-belt,” I said. “Is it possible for you to transfer it to this new belt?”

“Oh, yes. That be no problem at all. I can also upgrade the rune and any other Squire runes you have on your existing equipment. For a fee, of course.”

“I have a lot of KPs.”

“Although your kingdom account appears to be bursting at the seams, I would suggest upgrading your old runes and keeping your existing items. If you purchase too many new items today, then you will find the adjustment period most difficult.”

I did want to splurge on an entire new set of items today, but the rune artist was probably right. I never knew when I would encounter trouble, and a bunch of items I’d never wielded before with runes I’d never activated would require a little getting used to. Enhancing the power level of my existing enchantments would mean only slight adjustments to my fighting style rather than an entire overhaul.

“I’ll upgrade my equipment today,” I said.

“Excellent. Please remove your items and place them on the bench. I will increase their Power Classes to Knight before I upgrade their runes.”

I took each item and laid them down for Mort to start the upgrades, but I had left my Scaled Plasma Rifle inside my foot locker since I didn’t have much need for a firearm.

“Why don’t you take a look around my enchantry?” Mort suggested. “There be many items on the shelves from all the various roles. There be descriptive notes beneath each item, so you won’t need to scan them. Go on, now. Leave me to my art.”

I left Mort to enchant my equipment and wandered down the vast aisles. I saw berserker items that increased the speed and strength of a knight the more damage his equipment received, and shield knight gauntlets that made prot-fields reflect projectiles for thirty seconds. I noticed a herald’s amulet fashioned in the shape of a harp which increased the radius of all runesongs by five-hundred percent, as well as a summoner chest piece that caused any summoned creatures’ body to explode when they died.

There were many more items that I passed until I came to a much smaller area of shelves sectioned off by a locked gate. The items inside belonged to the Guardian class, and I paused to examine a prot-belt that allowed a knight to enshrine a single person in their prot-field. When combined with the prot-fields of other knights, the field became impenetrable to both projectiles and enchanted weapons.

I continued down the aisle to a small section dedicated to lancers. The shelves were completely empty, but there was a lane labeled ‘mounted summons’. I remembered Matthias explaining how the lancer role had originally involved riding void beasts into battle, and I wondered whether any such items existed anymore. If they did, I needed to get my hands on one. I could even ask Casey to research the enchantments so she could draw a similar rune onto an item.

The final aisle at the end of the room was also empty, and I figured it belonged to the marksman class. The specialist role that sniped enemies from afar intrigued me, and I hoped I would one day get the chance to use a marksman weapon or at least experience the power of a marksman in battle. Captain Cross had acquired the arbalest from me, so I figured I might get the opportunity to wield one in the future.

Mort called me back, and I returned to the center of his workshop.

“Unfortunately, I could not upgrade your longsword’s Forcewave rune,” he said. “You’ll need to locate the enchanter who created it and ask him to enhance its power.”

I hadn’t seen Max since he’d first given me the weapon, and I wouldn’t mind seeing him again. I could tell him all about how awesome the longsword had been, but I figured it would be awhile before I saw him again. Casey had managed to repair the rune, so maybe she could do what Mort couldn’t.

“The longsword’s forcewave will still be more powerful now that you have a Knight class prot-field.” Mort handed the weapon back to me. “I was also unable to upgrade your Targe Gauntlets and Helm of the Reaver. It seems they were originally Dax items, and I refuse to touch any enchantments designed by those barbarians.”

“That’s no problem,” I said. I was a little disappointed, but the rest of the items on the bench gleamed with their upgraded runes. “How did you go with the others?”

I scanned the items one-by-one and read their statistics holos.

Armor type: Mercury’s Leggings

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Agility (+3)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Increases limberness in wearer’s legs. Second-tier rune (effectiveness increased by 30%).

Armor type: Knight’s Boots

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Speed (+3)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Increases movement speed. Second-tier rune (effectiveness increased by 30%).

Armor type: Knight Rerebraces of Strength

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Greater Might

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 30%. Can only remain active for thirty minutes due to the risk of muscle fatigue.

Armor type: Knight Spaulders of Strength

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Greater Might

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 30%. Can only remain active for thirty minutes due to the risk of muscle fatigue.

Armor type: Voidgod’s Breastplate

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Greater Might’s Aura

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 10%. Permanently active.

Runes inscribed: Shadow Self

Rune class: Knight

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

Armor type: Destroyer’s Vest

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: Greater Reflection – cloaked while wearer remains stationary.

Runes inscribed: Greater Invisibility (+1)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Increases the duration of any Shroud rune by 300%.

Armor type: Combat Plate of Greater Brawn

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Might’s Aura (+2)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 20%. Permanently active.

Weapon type: Knife of the Storm (x3)

Additional damage: Lightning

Power class: Knight

Weapon effect: Can be inscribed with multiple runes.

Runes inscribed: Tempest Strike

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Inflicts greater electrical paralysis when two or more weapons bearing the Storm Bolt rune are embedded in an enemy. Effect increases with multiple weapons.

Weapon type: Shade’s Avenging Falchion

Additional damage: Void

Power class: Knight

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Greater Shroud

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Envelops wielder in invisibility for 5 seconds.

Weapon type: Hammer of the Lightning Elemental

Additional damage: 18% (lightning)

Power class: Knight

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Lightning Elemental

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Opens minor portal to sprite-zone, summoning a [lightning elemental]. Three-minute cooldown. Five total uses before repair is required.

[Lightning Elemental]: Remains for sixteen minutes or until killed, whichever occurs first. Deals elemental damage (lightning) to enemies at 200% of summoner’s base weapon damage.

Weapon type: Scimitar of the Blizzard

Additional damage: Ice (15%)

Power class: Knight

Weapon effect: Rune Perfection - weapon’s enchantments deteriorate at a rate of 50%.

Runes inscribed: Winter’s Breath (+1)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Slows enemy after a successful strike. Degenerative effect can stack up to three times.

Item type: Firebrand’s Talisman

Runes inscribed: Provocation (+1)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Forces enemies within a fifteen-meter radius to attack the wielder. Ten second duration.

I couldn’t wait to try out my new gear, and I still had a few hours until I would need to meet the Queen for our dinner. I figured I would just pace in my quarters endlessly until the evening, so I could pass the time with a workout inside the squire’s battle room. The mimics would prove excellent opponents against my new gear.

When the rune artist finished upgrading my items, I placed them inside my travel case. The box was powered by some kind of gravity rune, so I would have no trouble carting it back through the city to the Stalwart.

“You do plan on paying, don’t you?” Mort asked.

“Oh, I almost forgot. If you can’t tell, I’m really excited to try the upgraded enchantments. You did a fine job.”

“Why thank you. Please show exactly how much you appreciate my art by providing a generous tip.”

Mort showed me a glyph sale terminal with the total price of my enchantments.

Enchanted items: 30,000 KPs

Please enter tip amount.

I hadn’t ever tipped an enchanter before, but then I’d never visited a rune artist. I figured it would be offensive not to provide Mort with a little extra currency after he had done such a great job in so little time.

I punched the glyphs to select a tip for 4,500 KPs and then confirmed the transaction.

Mort snatched the goggles from his eyes and stared at me with a dumbfounded expression. “Fifteen percent?”

“Sorry, is that not enough?”

“It’s more than enough! You’ve just paid for a weekend in the castle’s best house of ill repute!” Mort grabbed both my shoulders and showered my face in kisses. I felt a little weird at the intensity of his affection, and I kind of had to push him away.

“Don’t mention it,” I said as I wiped my face with a sleeve.

“I’ve finalized the transaction,” Mort said after regaining his composure. “Your balance should be updated now.”

I checked my balance from my prot-belt.

Current Kingdom Balance: 72,020

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 129,025

I wanted to send Mom some more currency, and possibly buy her a new house somewhere nice, but I would have to wait until I explained to her everything that had happened. A sudden lump sum would probably make her worry that I had obtained the KPs illegally. I also wanted to save some currency for new items before our next mission; there would be so many more options available to me now that I was a knight.

There were so many other purchases I wanted to make when I got the chance. Maybe a few cartons of beer and spits of meat for the crew. My girlfriends would love a selection of thoughtful gifts, and presents for the squires and knights wouldn’t be unappreciated either.

The crew had done so much for me, and I really wanted to show how much they meant to me. A lump formed in my throat at the thought of the friendships I had made since my assignment began, and I swallowed it down before I started tearing up. I wasn’t normally taken by these kinds of sentiments, so the feeling that almost overwhelmed me felt like a foreign agent invading my body.

“Thanks, Mort,” I said after I gained control of myself. “You really did me a favor today.”

“You be most welcome, Nick. The gravity runes on your travel case will make it easier to transport back to the Stalwart. Simply connect it with your prot-belt, and it will follow behind you.”

I synced the travel case with my belt and turned to leave, but the rune artist stepped in front of me.

“You can’t go into battle looking like that,” he said as he motioned at my equipment. “There’s no unifying color scheme.”

“What do you suggest?”

“An empowered paint job, that’s what. Here, I have a few canisters.”

“How much?”

“No fee is necessary.”

“Really?”

“Of course. You are the arena champion! I am very good at seeing potential, and you are positively oozing with it! If you make history, then I, Mort Pitvine, shall make history along with you. After all, those sigils bear the marks of my artistry.”

“Thanks,” I said as I took the three canisters and placed them in my belt pouch. Color schemes were already racing through my mind, and I couldn’t wait to paint my equipment in a dazzling combination.

“You better be on your way,” Mort said. “I understand you have quite the evening engagement.”

“I do. I can’t thank you enough for your work.”

“It is my pleasure. Be careful on the Stalwart. I am sure there is much you do not know. An assignment to that starship could last lifetimes.”

I wasn’t sure how to answer the man or what he meant, but I nodded and then climbed the ladder to the above ground workshop. I figured Mort was implying that the crew members had lived for more than a single lifetime, but I had already figured as much from my dealings with Flanagan and the information I had learned of Natali’s past.

When I finished my dinner with the Queen, I planned on asking the doctor some serious questions. I doubted I would like the answers, but Mort’s words had forced the mystery to the front of my mind.
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Chapter 21

As I made my way back to the Stalwart, I was stopped multiple times by people who had watched the arena match and wanted to congratulate me. Luckily the event hadn’t been broadcast to the Cube yet, so I wasn’t pulled aside by anyone after I left the Inner Sanctum and passed the noble districts. The travel box powered by gravity runes glided alongside me as I jumped on a train bound for the docks and then moved at a half-run to the Stalwart.

As soon as I entered the starship’s elevator, I realized I had forgotten all about my Lich items. I would actually be able to use them now that I had become a knight, but I would be restricted to only two, and I also wouldn’t be able to use any of my other specialist items for another twenty-four hours. The others hadn’t returned from the arena yet, and I figured they would be partying for a good while. With the Stalwart almost deserted, I wouldn’t have any of my friends telling me not to use the Lich items. They would like to be there when I used them for the first time, but I was too excited to wait. I would have to turn the items over to Elle soon, so at least I could test them beforehand with a session in the battle room.

I entered the squire quarters, popped open my foot locker, and stared at the three Lich items I had acquired from the Bone King. The human skull’s hollow eye sockets stared at me from atop the Animator’s Scepter, and the dark runes on the surface of the Wolf’s Hour ring beckoned me to activate them. I took the two items out from my foot locker and lined them up on my bunk. I reached into the box with both hands and pulled out the Wraith Collector chest armor. A myriad of bones formed a patchwork of armored plates, and a giant Grendel skull leered from the item’s midsection.

I could only wield two of the items in the next twenty-four hours, so I decided on the chest armor and scepter. The ring intrigued me to no end, but I wanted to wait before summoning an entirely new void creature. The Fenrir the Wolf’s Hour summoned was much stronger than the one my Lupine Band summoned, so I figured a little discretion was in order. My nanorunes might find the powerful portal too tasty a morsel to decline, and I really didn’t want to deal with an indomitable wolf-man all by myself in the battle room.

I was already wearing my new prot-belt, so I put on Mercury’s Leggings and my Knight’s Boots. Then I equipped my Knight Rerebraces of Strength and my Knight Spaulders of Strength before inserting my hands into the Targe Gauntlets. I attached the Impervious Mantle to the base of my skull, and I felt the metal crawl around the right side of my head and climb down my cheek.

I wanted to test more weapons than just the Bone King’s scepter, so I fastened my upgraded falchion to my prot-belt and my lightning hammer. I would also be able to summon Bane Bears now since I could use the Knight class poleaxe I had taken from the Rutheni summoner on Tachion, but activating this weapon would be impossible since I already had two specialist items: the Bone King’s ring and scepter. I let out a sigh and returned the poleaxe to my foot locker.

This new setup was a nice combination of lich and summoner, but I would have to give up the lich items at the end of the day. I really wasn’t looking forward to handing them over to Elle, but at least I would get the chance to wear them for the next few hours.

I went to leave and then remembered the enchanted canisters Mort had given me. I glanced in the mirror at the hodgepodge color scheme of my equipment and grimaced. I really liked the bone-white of my chest armor, and I figured a cadet blue could accentuate the details really well. I grabbed the canister and selected the color combinations from a menu screen on its side. I wasn’t sure how exactly to operate the device, but a popup told me to fasten it to my prot-belt. When I did, the paint started to crawl along my items and bathe them in the new cadet blue and bone-white color scheme. It was finished in less than thirty seconds, and I stared in wonder at the job the canister had done. My chest shone with a white brilliance, and the gilded edges of my spaulders, leg armor, gauntlets, and helmet were painted a cadet blue.

I looked like a Space Knight.

Not the average kind either. My equipment at least looked like it rivaled the items the Stalwart’s knights wore. While I didn’t have any Master or Legendary class equipment, the Bone King’s pieces were really powerful.

Now I just had to give them a whirl.

I heard a chime and turned toward the door. My mouth almost fell to the deck when I saw who was standing at the entrance.

Queen Catrina.

The monarch stared straight at me with her ice-blue eyes, and I immediately dropped to one knee. I had no idea why she decided to visit my starship, and I knew for certain our dinner wasn’t for at least another three hours.

“Rise, Space Knight Lyons. I searched for you in the arena, but you had already left. Then I called Mort, and he said you were already back on your way to the Stalwart, so I decided to come retrieve you. I know it is early, but would you like to dine with me now?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

“Then come. My jump mage has opened a portal outside the starship.”

I glanced down at my brilliant white armor and the bones covering my chest piece. If I left now, I would be wearing Lich items while having dinner with the Queen.

“Your Majesty, I have to change out of my armor. It wouldn’t be proper to--”

“You should keep it on. I am sure you have waited a very long time to wear Knight armor. I can even show you some of the Inner Sanctum’s finest battle rooms where you can test your new equipment. After our meal, of course.” She winked at me, and I suddenly realized how human she was. I’d always thought of the Queen as some kind of divine figure, but she really didn’t seem much different from other women I had met. She was one of the most beautiful, and her voice made my knees go weak. There were another dozen things that distinguished her from a regular woman, but she was still human.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I stumbled over the response.

“I especially like your chest armor. Very macabre. I actually find it quite interesting.”

“Ahhh, thank you, my queen.” Was she flirting with me? I felt bad for even thinking that she might be, so I dismissed the idea immediately.

“Shall we go to the Inner Sanctum?” she asked before I could blubber a reply.

I stepped into line behind the monarch as she entered the passageway where a dozen armed guardian knights waited. Pristine white tabards with a crown emblem lay over their golden breastplates, and their right hands rested on the pommels of enchanted broadswords. Their faces were screwed up in disgust as though they’d just entered a filthy lavatory.

The Queen didn’t seem to mind the Stalwart’s hodgepodge of different pieces, and she glided gracefully to the elevator. I squeezed into the compartment with the entourage of guardian knights and then marched down the cargo ramp to an open portal. A jump mage in purple robes edged with gold offered the Queen his hand, and she passed into the magical doorway after four knights already passed through.

“You next,” a knight barked from behind me, and I stepped through the shimmering portal.

The Inner Sanctum’s high walls were plastered with detailed paintings of the kingdom’s most important historical events. Sconces held lights that mimicked old-fashioned torches, and their glow flickered over the artwork.

“I like the gloominess of old-fashioned lighting,” the Queen said to me. “Shall we make our way to dinner? Barnabas, you and your men can give my guest and me more room. You need not be so protective inside the Inner Sanctum.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the knight who had ordered me through the portal answered, and his men kept a distance of ten meters behind and in front of the Queen and I as we walked.

The beautiful monarch introduced me to her favorite paintings, and I found myself enraptured by her elegance.

“Did you hear me, Nicholas?” she asked, and I realized I hadn’t been listening.

“I am sorry, Your Majesty. This is really overwhelming.”

“The paintings are very beautiful. I am not surprised your mind is absorbed in them rather than the words I speak.”

“They are very beautiful indeed,” I answered with a smile as I stared at her.

“This is my favorite.” The Queen motioned at a canvas with a depiction of her father. I recognized a few of his items from those inside the Stalwart’s secret room, but there were many I had never seen in person. I predicted I would one day see them when we conquered more Seraphic portals.

“Your father was a great man,” I said.

“I miss him dearly. I long for the day when I can see him again.”

The Queen seemed to speak of her father as though he still lived, but I figured she just meant she would see him again when she passed from this world to the next. She was a benevolent ruler, so I hoped that wouldn’t be for a very long time.

The monarch turned us into a much narrower corridor lined with stone statues at least ten-feet-tall. Their hands rested on the pommels of equally giant weapons, and replicas of enchantments were carved into their stone armor.

“Those statues are well-crafted,” I said as I admired the detail in their equipment. “The runes seem almost real.”

“That’s because they are.”

“The statues don’t come to life, do they?” I had experienced the Ecomese and Dax blood-statues that had almost claimed the lives of my friends and I, so the thought of more animated statues made me uneasy.

“They do. They are my personal guard. They come to life whenever I am in danger, and they respond only to my commands. The glyph golems were once void minions, but they were enchanted to remain inside the castle’s Inner Sanctum and nowhere else.”

“I’ve seen runes like that before,” I said after remembering the Bone King’s demonic creatures.

“They are quite powerful. I have never had the need to command the glyph golems. The Inner Sanctum is the safest place in the kingdom. Now, I suppose we should begin our dinner. Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself as we walk to the eastern wing’s dining room?”

I had achieved so much in just a few months, so I didn’t know where to start. My life was at its absolute zenith, and I couldn’t imagine anything going wrong in my immediate future. The Outlander Resistance would probably rear its head after they got over Gregory’s death, and the Pure-Bloods were still out there. The captain had seemed confident nothing would come of it, but I wasn’t so sure.

For now, I would enjoy the evening with the most powerful and most beautiful woman in the entire Caledonian Kingdom.

Queen Catrina.

“Where do I start?” I laughed a little and felt my face redden. The Queen was turning me into the hesitant young man I had been before I had won the affections of three beautiful women.

“Why not start with your family?”

“My Mom lives on Dobuni inside the Outlander tenements. I was raised there with her. She’s kind, hardworking, and always wants the best for me.”

“She sounds like a lovely woman. What of your father?”

“My father was a...” I didn’t want to repeat the lie I had told all those times before. It would be the worst kind of sacrilege to speak a falsehood to the one I had given my oath to. Besides, Sergeant Gibbons had said to ask the Queen about my father.

“He was a what?”

“A Space Knight,” I said. “He died on a mission. I heard that he might have been captured while operating in the Dax Kingdom.”

“Is that so? Then he died for the kingdom.”

“A Dax general killed him. I would very much like to learn his name so I could repay the debt.”

“I do not know the name, and I have heard of no covert missions to the Dax Kingdom in many, many years. We removed all our personnel when it became too dangerous. Are you sure it was the Dax?”

“As long as the information I received was correct. I had no reason to doubt it until now.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it. I am afraid being Queen doesn’t actually allow me the movement I would like. There is information in the vaults that even I cannot access.”

“But you’re the Queen? Shouldn’t you have free reign over everything in the kingdom?”

“Ah, that would be wonderful, wouldn’t it?” Queen Catrina sighed as we continued through the ornate hallways. I wasn’t sure how much further the eastern wing was, but the Inner Sanctum seemed to stretch on endlessly. “I would not doubt your source. Your father could very well have operated in the Dax Kingdom. If you do discover the general’s name, then you may get the opportunity to eke out vengeance upon your father’s murderer. My council have been speaking about what to do with the Dax threat. Captain Cross’ information about the Dax cloaking technology was not very well received by the council members, but they soon were forced to listen. Duke Barnes provided quite the convincing case to go on the offensive.”

“He did?”

“Yes. Duke Barnes is more than supportive of a preemptive assault. Count Standish was the primary opponent of the motion.”

“Of course,” I said with a knowing nod.

“You know the count?”

“His son was the one I defeated in the arena match. He’s a fucking slimeball.” I realized I had cursed in the presence of the Queen, and I fumbled over my tongue to apologize.

“There is no need. I am not much older than you, Nicholas. I have experienced my share of fucking slimeballs as you call them.” The Queen presented me with a smile, and my heart melted. “Despite the count’s objections, I believe the council will agree to send a delegation to the capitals of Aquitaine and Rutheni. We will need the assistance of the other Triumvirate Kingdoms to achieve any modicum of success against the Dax. Thankfully, the attempted assassination of the Rutheni ambassador did not affect inter-kingdom relations as it might have. The Aquitanians, however, will prove more difficult to convince.”

An alarm suddenly blared, and the dull lights in the hallway turned an angry crimson. A hundred possibilities entered my mind, and I triggered my prot-field and released my falchion from my belt’s magnetons. I doubted the Queen would need my help with all these guardians around, but I would readily give my life to protect her.

The Queen’s face hardened, and I saw no fear in her eyes as she stared at a knight. “What’s the meaning of this?”

“We’re receiving a message now,” he replied, and then he spoke into his comm. “The Queen is in the Inner Sanctum’s eastern wing. I will get her to safety immediately.”

“What is happening, Barnabas?” The monarch seemed short of patience, and I figured alarms like this didn’t ring very often.

“A riot has broke out in the Outlander district, Your Majesty. They have detonated an explosive of quite some magnitude and are marching on the palace.”

“Marching? How can the Outlanders amass so large an army that the castle security cannot deal with?”

“There are not just Outlanders. They are fighting alongside noble knights. Alkegians are among their number, too. And others. This is a full-scale rebellion, ma’am. Their numbers are not large, but they will cause significant casualties to both our military, civilians, and foreign dignitaries staying within the castle.”

“What do they hope to gain? They will be eradicated.”

“It is mass suicide,” Barnabas agreed.

“It’s a diversion,” I said as I realized the classic maneuver. “I can get you out of here, Your Majesty.” I gave her a look of hidden meaning, and I hoped she caught my intention.

The Queen tilted her head at me, and a little smile broadened her delicate face. I guessed the captain had told her about my mutation because her expression was filled with knowing.

“There is no need,” she said as she laid an ivory-skinned hand on my left arm. “My guardian knights are more than capable of defending me. There is no trouble in the Inner Sanctum. The riot is on the outskirts. Even if these rebels wanted to harm me, they would have to get through every guarded checkpoint. That is no small feat, Nicholas.”

“What if there are enemies within the Inner Sanctum? The knights of other nobles houses could--”

“No house would attempt to harm the Queen,” a guardian knight interrupted me.

The sound of marching boots traveled through the hallway, and a troop of knights wearing tabards with burning flames entered from the north and blocked our path.

House Standish knights.

Their axes, swords, and maces sang as they were freed from magnetons.

The threat was clear. These knights had come to kill the monarch.

“Protect the Queen!” Barnabas yelled as the guardian knights surrounded us in a circle of tower shields. “Guardian knights, to the south! Protect the rear!”

We all sprinted as one to the other side of the hallway, but we were confronted by another troop of knights, and they released their weapons to attack.

Count Standish had made his move, and the true meaning of the mysteries of the past few weeks became revealed to me. The Outlanders and Pure-Bloods were successful in a diversion that had gathered many of the Queen’s knights to other parts of the castle while the House Standish knights cornered the monarch outside her own private dining room.

“Shields up!” Barnabas yelled, and the guardians enveloped the Queen in a solid dome of energy. It looked like they were using items like the Guardian class prot-belt I had seen in an aisle of Mort’s Ateleir.

The enemy knights activated their runes, and a torrent of flame blasted through the guardians. They screamed as the flames boiled them from within their armor, and the metal plates melted like wax against their flesh. I leapt into the fray, but whenever my blade struck their armor, flames licked up my arm. The House Standish knights possessed an enchantment that caused any damage to reflect upon the wielder, so I knew I had to be precise with my attacks,  otherwise I would suffer a similar fate to the dead guardians at my feet.

More House Standish knights filtered into the passageway, and the number of the Queen’s knights was quickly dwindling.

“Your Majesty,” I said to the monarch within her protective dome. “I can get you out of here. Grab my arm.”

I had to teleport her away from the danger. I didn’t care whether everyone here saw me use my mutation. The Queen’s life was more important than the punishment I would receive for illegal magic.

Before the Queen could answer, a crash came from the southern end of the passageway. Giant animated statues loomed over the enemy knights like stone monoliths, and the bands around their round skulls burned a perilous crimson.

“My glyph golems!” the Queen cried. “They’ve come to assist!” Her relieved expression morphed into one of horror when they moved through the House Standish ranks without attacking our enemies. Instead, the enchanted suits of armor started hewing into the guardians.

Someone had stripped the Queen’s control over her personal golems and now used them to wreak havoc upon her guardians. I could only think of one person with the knowledge to hack into the golems: Finn Standish.

“My Queen, we must leave. Is there somewhere you can go where you will be safe?”

“My chambers,” she replied as her eyes darted from one side of the battle to the other. We were completely surrounded, and her guardians would be felled at any moment.

“I haven’t been there before,” I said as I planted my boot on an enemy’s chest and sent him backward. “Is there somewhere close that we passed earlier?”

“The painting of my father,” she said.

“Grab onto my arm.”

The Queen extended her arm past her shield, and I summoned my ability as soon as her fingers wrapped around my left forearm. My ability felt much weaker than normal, and it was almost like an invisible barrier prevented my nanorunes from powering my ability. I let out a desperate scream as the flames of House Standish consumed the guardian knights directly in front of me. The invisible barrier shattered, and I felt the nanorunes flood through my body like a rush of boiling water. I concentrated on the memory of the painting, and then I released the power within me.

My feet landed on the mosaic floor of the passageway, and the Queen released her hold on my arm.

“That was truly astonishing,” she said.

I heard a creaking sound and whirled around to see four glyph golems lurch toward us. I beckoned the Queen behind me as a glowing scepter cut through the air. I caught the golem’s right hand before its weapon would have crushed my skull, and then I slashed through its slim midsection. Blue light exploded in a wide arc as the top and bottom half of the enchanted statue separated.

I heard the Queen squeal, and I mentally activated my speed sequence. In an instant, I was in front of her to intercept an enemy’s swing with my blade. My free hand cracked the golem in the center of its chest armor, and the stone cratered beneath my fist. My upgraded Might runes had increased my strength to a superhuman level, and I found the damage I dealt with my bare fist was almost equal to a weapon.

The next golem charged toward me, and I skipped horizontally along the wall. My boots shattered the glass frames protecting the priceless artworks, and then my left foot pushed off the wall before my right kicked the golem directly in the skull. The enemy’s head came free of its shoulders and smashed into the opposite wall.

I sprinted toward the final enchanted automaton, but it soared above me in a giant leap before I could close the distance. It would kill the Queen in less than a second if I didn’t do something, so I pulled my mutation and teleported in front of her. The golem’s sword whistled through the air, but a quick slash took its legs off beneath the knee. The automaton’s crimson eyes flickered before going out completely, and the sections of its body crumbled apart when the animating magic disintegrated.

The Queen let out a breathless sigh, and I scanned the passageway for any sign of more golems. I couldn’t see any, but there were probably hundreds inside this section of the Sanctum. They had been designed as the Queen’s last line of defense in an attack just like this, but Finn Standish had used his gifts to gain control of the enchanted automatons.

“Where are your private quarters, Your Majesty?” I asked when I concluded we were alone for the moment.

“Not far.”

We left the demolished fragments of the golems behind and entered another passageway. I spotted an armored figure lying on the ground, and I lifted a hand to the Queen.

“Remain here, Your Majesty,” I said after I confirmed we were alone.

The figure groaned, so I knew he wasn’t unconscious, and he was wearing a cloak covered in the ember symbols of House Standish.

“What is the purpose of this assault?” I demanded as I pressed the tip of my sword against his back. Any sign of aggression, and I planned on running the man through.

The House Standish knight turned his head, and I realized it was Count Standish. It took every ounce of willpower not to impale him on my blade.

“You are the Outlander squire,” he said, and then his eyes spotted the Queen behind me. “My Queen!”

He gasped, and blood bubbled down his chin. He had a nasty gash across his chest armor, and I didn’t imagine he would survive long without immediate medical attention. There was a medkit on the wound, but it wouldn’t be enough. He needed a regeneration chamber, otherwise House Standish would be without a patriarch.

Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.

“She’s not your Queen, traitor,” I spat.

“I am no traitor. My own blasted son betrayed me. I am now convinced he is a bastard. Your Majesty.”

The Queen walked over to the count, and she placed a hand on his forehead. Golden light expanded around the man’s skull, and then the Queen nodded as though satisfied.

“You speak truthfully,” she said. “Where is your son now?”

“With my whore of a wife. I was always loyal, and a good husband, but now she has poisoned Finn’s mind and stabbed me in the back. She wanted you off the throne, Your Majesty, and attempted to kill me when I learned of her plan. I followed after her, and she had my own son attack me with those glyph golems.”

“Count Standish,” the queen said with incredible patience, “where are they now?”

“They have gone to your chambers. They search for King Justinian’s lost relics. I told them that none existed, but they are stricken by a terrible madness. I barely got away, but now they are intent on finding these items. They wished to use this riot as a distraction so that you would be killed and they could gather the supposed relics from your chambers.”

The count’s words were broken up in fits of coughing and spluttered blood. I wasn’t surprised when he groaned a final time and his eyes filmed over in death.

“My Queen, we can’t go to your chambers. It is too dangerous. Let me teleport you away from danger.”

“We must retrieve the items before they are stolen.”

“Let me take you somewhere safe, and then I will return for the items.”

“I am the only one who can open the vault.”

“Then they will be safe from Finn and Lady Standish.”

“They have the ability to control my personal glyph golems. I do not doubt they would also be able to open my vault. Those relics are more important than you could ever know, Nicholas. Captain Cross delivered my father’s items to my private vaults so I could examine them. We must keep them from falling into the rebels’ hands. Even if it means forfeiting my life.”

“I won’t allow you to die, Your Majesty. Nor will I allow King Justinian’s items to be taken.”

“You are a brave knight, Nicholas.”

“I am merely doing my duty as your subject. Now, you must stay behind me at all times. If there is trouble, I will give my life to protect you.” I hated that I couldn’t teleport her outside danger’s reach, but she had given me a direct order. To disobey her now would mean forfeiting my citizenship. As much as I despised leading her into the vault, I couldn’t do otherwise.

But maybe I could prepare for the worst.

“I need another minute,” I said. “I want to contact Captain Cross.”

“Make haste. Our enemies will use every second we give them.”

I attempted to open a call to the captain, but all communications were blocked. All I heard in my ears was white noise, and I punched my prot-belt to quit the call.

The weight of responsibility felt like a starship pressing against my chest. The task to escort the Queen into the vaults was solely upon my shoulders, and I couldn’t fail.

“It’s time to enter the vaults, Your Majesty.”

Queen Catrina gave me a firm nod, but her distress couldn’t be hidden. Her bright red lips pursed together into thin lines, and her pupils had dilated so that only a very thin ring of blue surrounded them.

I followed her into a bedroom that was bigger than Mom’s apartment in Dobuni, and we passed a giant bed draped in silk curtains into a marble bathroom. The mirror above the vanity was ajar, and a staircase descended behind the hidden doorway.

“They have breached the entrance,” Queen Catrina said. “They still have to open the door to the vault proper, but we may be too late.”

“I’m going to go down there. Is there somewhere you can hide, Your Majesty?”

“Yes. Please, Nicholas, do not allow them to take my father’s items.”

“I won’t,” I said before she went back to the bedroom. I gathered my courage, triggered the dampener runes on my equipment, and ventured down the staircase. The balustrade hid me from view as I crept down each step. I heard two voices arguing, and I paused for fear that they had detected me.

“I am trying, Mother,” Finn said.

“You do not try hard enough. We must return to the Inner Sanctum to remove all signs of our house’s guilt in this coup. You have practiced for this moment. I would handle the task myself, but I am busy containing the defense systems.”

“The vault is locked with multiple runes. It is not as simple as hacking into a piece of software. This is high-level magic.”

“Do you wish for me to tell you what would happen if the rest of the council learned we were responsible for murdering the Queen?”

“You have already told me a hundred times.”

“Yet you seem incapable of hearing me. You failed the arena match. Against an Outlander. You have brought shame upon your race.”

“He did something to my program. I cannot be blamed for--”

“If you’d won, then we would have had a clean kill on the Queen. Why have you inherited all your father’s abhorrent traits? Why could you not have--”

“If you would simply shut your mouth, then I could think. I cannot use my mutation when you are shrieking in my ears, Mother.”

Mutation.

Finn was a mutant. I didn’t need to think long before I determined the kind of abilities Finn possessed. He had manipulated technology with ease throughout the exam, and I poked my head over the balustrade to confirm my theory.

Ten glyph golems guarded the rears of Lady Standish and Finn, and my eyes widened when I saw the black tendrils that swirled around the asshole’s head like shadow serpents. The dark shapes connected with a control panel beside a circular door while Lady Standish watched on. Finn held the same power as Elle, the Medusa-link that allowed control over technology in a way that subverted natural laws.

It explained how he had managed to sabotage all my tests. He had reprogrammed the androids in the sergeant’s alley, remotely changed the location of the sacred city where we were to deliver the spinehog, adapted the programming inside the virtual arena, gained control of the Queen’s glyph golems, and subverted the Inner Sanctum’s defense systems.

For the first time, I realized how dangerous illegal magic could be. I didn’t exactly agree with the Facility incarcerating people for something they had no choice to become, but this revelation brought a whole new kind of understanding to my mind.

They hadn’t breached the door to the vault proper yet, and they seemed to be having considerable difficulty getting it open. While they were in the entrance hall, the King’s items were outside their reach. If I could kill them now, then they would never obtain them.

With a Medusa-link mutation, I couldn’t risk a head-on fight with Finn. Maybe it wasn’t perfectly honorable, but a quick kill would mean not having to deal with his mutant abilities.

I drew upon my arcane well and came up against the invisible wall again. Whatever security systems surrounded the castle had rendered my teleportation ability almost powerless. My mind scraped at the tiny amount of power I could muster, but then I heard a woman cry out from above.

The Queen.

“Release me at once!” she cried.

I could hear heavy footsteps make their way to the top of the staircase, and I triggered my Shroud rune so I wouldn’t be seen. A glyph golem held the Queen in its arms, and I crept to the bottom of the staircase so it wouldn’t hit me.

“Open the vault,” Finn demanded as he held his sword to the Queen’s throat.

Anger boiled in my stomach, and I forced it back. I couldn’t attack now without endangering the Queen’s life.

The monarch obeyed his demands, and she scanned her palm runes over the arming mechanism on the wall. The door swung open, and Finn let out a cry of delight.

My Shroud rune deactivated, but I was still at least ten meters away from Finn, his mother, and the golem holding the Queen.

Lady Standish’s head snapped toward me, and she gave me a wicked smile. “Ah, if it isn’t the Outlander. Why are you not with your kind rioting in the city? Do you so despise your people?”

“Save it,” I said as six of the glyph golems surrounded me. “I am going to kill you and your traitorous son.”

“You will find my son is not so easy to defeat. Nor am I.” The woman’s dark hair suddenly lifted from her head as though a silent wind had blown through it. I did a double-take before I realized that what looked like her hair was actually the serpents of the Medusa-link.

I had conquered foes that would have easily beaten me were it not for my mutation. Now I was up against two mutants with abilities that seemed to have no limits.
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Chapter 22

I released my hold on the nanorunes and appeared in the gap between Queen Catrina and the glyph golem holding her. My falchion tore through the stone creature’s husk, and it shattered apart into a hundred stone splinters.

“Find Justinian’s items!” Lady Standish ordered Finn. “I will deal with these two!”

The rebel knight sprinted through the doorway, and I turned my attention to Lady Standish.

“You will die, Outlander!” The woman screamed as she drew her axe-harp and began to play a runesong. She lifted her left hand while her right continued the enchanted music, and the glyph golems descended on the Queen and I.

The glyph golems were separating me from the woman, and I had the Queen at my back. I had to keep her away from harm while taking down the enemies, so I took my lightning hammer and slammed the weapon into the nearest stone automaton.

A lightning bolt zapped the golem, and then a portal opened. My nanorunes hungered for the magical doorway, and I didn’t hold them back. The rift crackled and turned a deep blue before a giant Lightning Elemental emerged from it. The creature felled three golems with an axe made of pure energy, and then shot toward the rest of the automatons.

“Stay behind the elemental, Your Majesty!” I yelled and gave my summon a mental command to protect her. I took my falchion and hacked the stone creatures with its blade while pounding them into dust with my hammer.

My elemental guarded the Queen with an intense purpose, and it moved with the intelligence of a human as its energy axe cleaved the automatons apart and turned them to rubble at its feet. I summoned two Void Serpents, but my mutation had been sapped completely, so the portals didn’t upgrade. The creatures glided along the floor and entangled two golems. My Lightning Elemental’s axe dealt with them in a single swipe, and the earthy remnants sprayed across the room.

I thought the last of the stone automatons had been dealt with, but then another ten marched down the steps and joined the battle. Blue blood dripped from wounds along my elemental’s body, and I knew it wouldn’t be able to sustain this level of carnage forever.

Lady Standish’s runesong hung in the air like a funeral ode, and I could feel my body slowing down with every step. Each movement became more difficult, and my limbs felt like they were pushing through quicksand. In a few more seconds, I wouldn’t be able to move at all. The arcane well inside my body was almost depleted, and I scrounged for the final remnants of my power. I teleported behind the herald, but she seemed to know I was coming and blocked my hammer with the haft of her axe-harp.

Now that I was fighting her, she couldn’t devote all her attention to playing the runesong. The distraction had returned my speed to me, but she was still able to hit a string every few seconds, so I wasn’t fighting at one-hundred percent. I observed the herald’s fighting style as I focused on evading her strikes rather than going on the offensive. Herald’s didn’t typically fight in single combat like this, so she had to concentrate on plucking the weapon’s strings while also using it offensively. She switched from swinging and playing with almost seamless motions, but there was a slight gap between the two different maneuvers. I waited for her to switch between them, and I sidestepped around her blade as it came toward me. I twisted my hips and delivered a two-handed strike into her right hip. My hammer shattered her armor and splintered the bone beneath it. She fell with an incredible cry, and her axe-harp’s tune broke off.

“Don’t kill her!” the Queen cried out.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the Queen had regained control of her golems. They stood beside her while my Lightning Elemental loomed behind the group.

I pushed the end of my hammer’s head against the herald’s skull, and she smiled at me.

“Do it,” she groaned. “End my life, Outlander. My son will have obtained the King’s items, and he will regain control of the glyph golems when he returns.”

“Not if I kill him first.”

“Kill him, but spare his mother,” the Queen said as she came beside me. “A swift death would be too lenient a punishment.”

“I can make it slow,” I hissed as I allowed my hammer to squeeze her head against the wall. A little more force, and her helmet would crumple, and her skull would crack.

“Lady Standish must be tried for her crimes. An example must be made of her so that any vestige of rebellion will be crushed.”

Marching sounds came from above, and I prepared myself to fight more enemy knights, but the two that entered the chamber wore the golden armor of guardian knights.

“My Queen!” a knight said as he rushed over to her.

“It seems our problem is resolved,” Queen Catrina said to me. “Gerard, I need you to guard Lady Standish. She possesses a mutation, so I want you to enclose her within a protective dome. Under no circumstances is she to be released.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Shall we?” the Queen asked me. “I know you do not wish for me to come, but the vaults are a complex network of archives. You will not find Finn before he discovers the items. There are alternate routes he could take, and he could have already taken flight through one of them.”

“I will send some men with you, My Queen,” Gerard offered.

“No. Space Knight Lyons can accompany me. There are only two of you, so make it your mission to guard Lady Standish.”

The guardian bit back his tongue, and I entered the circular doorway with the Queen trailing behind me.

Everything flew by in a blur as we passed libraries filled with glyph tomes, magical items, cyborgs floating in biovats, and machines that looked like they belonged to a whole other age of man. The vaults held the vast treasures amassed over thousands of years of the Caledonian Empire, but they barely registered for me.

I was focused on the only treasures that mattered for my mission: the King’s items.

“The crypt is at this end of this passageway,” the Queen whispered.

I looked a hundred meters ahead to where the door was ajar. I nodded at the Queen, motioned for her to remain inside the passageway, and ventured to the crypt. I peered through the doorway at a room filled with coffins and a dais with a circle of plinths. I watched Finn snatch the King’s gloves from one of the stone pedestals, and then he secured the items to his magnetons. He didn’t notice I had arrived, so I activated my Shroud rune and sprinted into the room.

He never saw me coming.

I triggered my speed rune, darted around the coffins, and leaped into the air. My falchion whistled as it cut through the air, but Finn turned at the last moment. My blade sparked as it struck the stone plinth, and then the asshole drew his axe. I angled my sword to catch his first swing, and then I kicked him in the stomach. He stumbled until his back struck a coffin, and I figured I had him cornered.

I charged toward him with a downward stroke, but his axe came up at the last moment. Sparks flew from the collision, and then he twisted his weapon so the handle cracked me in the back of my right knee. Pain stabbed through my leg, but it didn’t feel like I was seriously injured, so I clenched my jaw and blocked the swing that came for my chest. I activated my Shroud rune again and then leaped onto a coffin and delivered a flying kick to his back.

I landed on my feet, and my right knee throbbed a little as it took my weight. It was only slight bruising, and I was glad he had hit me with the axe’s handle and not the blade. I lunged forward and whipped my falchion in a diagonal slash, but he triggered a rune that made his body ephemeral. My swing failed to connect with anything, and I overextended a little.

Finn’s left hand snaked toward me, and his fingers clamped over my sword arm. A light burst from his gauntlet, and my falchion spun out of my grip and skittered across the ground. I had experienced the disarming maneuver before, so I was only surprised for a split second. I reached down to my prot-belt and armed myself with the Bone King’s scepter.

I teleported behind Finn a second before his axe would have cleaved me in two, and then I slammed the scepter into the back of his helmet. A resounding crack reverberated through the tomb as my weapon crumpled the armor plating over his cranium and shattered his skull. He fell immediately, and I watched blood leak from the lethal wound and seep into the gaps in the tiles.

A blue ball of energy fluttered from Finn’s corpse, flew toward me, and then settled a few centimeters from my bone chest armor. It swirled around my midsection, and I realized I had inadvertently used the scepter’s Soul Drain rune. The energy ball orbiting my body was Finn’s soul.

I heard a shriek from the passageway, but it sounded too filled with fury to belong to the Queen. Lady Standish burst into the tomb while her fingers danced across her axe-harp. Somehow, she had broken free from the guardians’ prot-field dome and pursued us to the tomb.

The heavy vibrations from her runesong almost brought me to my knees, but I forced myself to endure the crushing pain as the noblewoman came straight for me. I snatched my falchion from the ground with my left hand, and I still had my scepter in my right. Her attacks were empowered by rage at seeing her son killed, and I parried them with both weapons while trying to locate the Queen. I could see no sign of her, so I guessed she had hidden when she heard Lady Standish coming down the corridor.

A trio of glyph golems followed in her wake, and she retreated to play her debilitating runesong while I engaged them. My movements were slowed, and I had to fight through an intense lancing pain in every joint and muscle. My scepter demolished one golem’s face in a spray of stone, but the other two scored hits to my chest and left arm. I felt the impact immediately, and my visor flashed a warning.

I swept my weapon upward and crushed the chest of one automaton as the final golem pounded me in the back with its warhammer. The force of the blow almost toppled me, and I screamed as agony rippled up my spine. My armor had sustained most of the damage, but I wouldn’t be able to withstand much more. I ducked beneath the next swing, triggered my Summon Lesser Fenrir rune with a mental command, and then knocked the golem back with my right shoulder. It tumbled over a coffin, and by the time it stood, I could feel my nanorunes almost jump out of my skin.

The presence of a void portal had revitalized my mutation, and now it thirsted for the magical power it could devour. I released my control over them, and I felt the energy seep out from my body. The portal sparked and hummed like a starship generator, and then a giant wolf-man entered through the portal.

This Fenrir was even more muscular than the lesser version, and though it didn’t wield any weapons, and no armor covered its hirsute body, its long claws were like blades and spike-like teeth filled its lupine mouth. It roared as the golem I had struck lurched to its feet and rounded on the wolf-man.

The stone automaton brought its warhammer to bear, but my summon paid no heed to the weapon. Its taloned hands clamped over the golem’s head and squeezed. The stone exploded in a cloud of dust, and then it joined me to attack Lady Standish.

When we closed in on her, she didn’t stop playing her axe-harp. An invisible aura surrounded her, and the closer I got, the more I felt its power. My armor seemed to vibrate at an incredible speed, and I could feel my body wither. The wolf-man’s flesh peeled away from its bones, and then it disintegrated in bloody fragments.

“You cannot beat me, Outlander!” Lady Standish shrieked like a banshee.

The excruciating feeling jolted through my body as I forced myself closer to the woman. Her fingers increased the speed of the runesong, and the pain only got worse for me. My movements slowed to a crawl, and each centimeter I gained caused me agony unlike anything I had experienced before.

I noticed a spark of light swirl around me, and I remembered Finn’s soul. My Lesser Fenrir had been vanquished from this world, and there weren’t any bones for me to resurrect. I stepped over the shattered remnants of a glyph golem, but I was still too far from Lady Standish to strike her.

Then a solution came to me like a lightning bolt in my mind.

The Queen had told me her glyph golems were once void minions who had been enchanted to remain inside the castle’s Inner Sanctum and nowhere else.

I couldn’t make a mental activation so soon after the last one, so my hand crept toward my prot-belt. I could feel my body giving out from the runesong, so I urged my hand further down. My fingers touched my belt’s sigils, and they completed the activation sequence after a final, desperate effort.

The Animate Void Minion rune initiated, and my scepter was already pointing at the ground. The soul orb left my body and buried itself in the skull of the destroyed golem at my feet. The stone fragments merged together, but Lady Standish was too preoccupied with her deadly runesong to notice as the golem rose up at her feet. A stone hand gripped her leg and then pulled her down.

“No!” Lady Standish screamed as the golem’s newly formed arms pinned her down. The automaton hadn’t formed correctly, but it wouldn’t need to hold her for long.

Her runesong was no longer playing, so the crippling feeling vanished from me. The pain was still present, but I overcame it as I slashed the herald’s stomach with my short sword. The blade cut through the metal plates of her armor and tore open her abdomen. The wound peeled back like a mouth, and then her guts splattered to the ground.

“You...” The woman’s eyes bulged as blood erupted from her mouth, and then the golem’s arms constricted. Any hope of surviving the wound in her stomach ended when the automaton crushed her dying body.

“It is done,” I heard Queen Catrina say as she appeared from the passageway.

“I wondered whether she had killed you,” I said.

“I was hiding. I found many places to hide when I came here with my father to honor our ancestors.” The Queen approached the corpse of Lady Standish and stared down at it.

“I’m sorry, My Queen. I did not keep her alive. She was too dangerous.”

“You do not owe me an apology. I see now the wisdom of your words. A trial would have been out of the question for one as dangerous as her. I am only glad you were here to protect me.”

Before I could reply, I saw a flash of crimson from the corner of my eye. I spun around and saw knights sprinting toward us through the entrance passageway. Rolling embers burned across their tabards, and a stab of worry struck my heart.

They would be inside the tomb in only a few seconds, and my mind raced for some way to face them. I tapped at my ability, but my arcane well was now completely empty. Upgrading the Lightning Elemental and teleporting had drained my mutation utterly, so I couldn’t teleport the Queen and I to safety. Finn’s death hadn’t yet returned ownership of the systems to the Queen, so we were stranded here.

Lady Standish’s degeneration rune had brought me to the brink of total exhaustion, and my armor had suffered multiple critical hits from her attacks. I might not be victorious against dozens of House Standish knights, but I didn’t have a choice. If my weapons did not prove deadlier than theirs, then the Queen would never leave the vaults alive. I had to protect the monarch at the cost of my life.

The first line of House Standish knights breached the circular crypt, and they immediately activated their weapons upon seeing me. Flames fanned out from their frontline, and I grabbed the Queen and ducked beneath a sarcophagus. I could feel the heat through my armor, and alarm signals blared inside my helmet while warning notifications blinked across my visor.

“Stay here,” I said to the Queen before I leaped over the metal coffin.

I initiated a burst of speed, and my legs sprung toward the House Standish knights. My nanorunes still hadn’t returned to me, so I couldn’t teleport, but my new equipment bridged the gap. I carved through them as the flames blazed around me, and my ears filled with my armor’s alarm sirens. Slowly, my equipment melted before the massive heat, but the enemy numbers dwindled as my blade ended their lives. Steam bubbled up from the bloody puddles on the tiles, and sweat poured from my body.

More enemy knights filtered into the tomb, and I cried out in desperation as I took on the next wave. Without my upgraded equipment, I would never have stood a chance against them, but their numbers were too great. I attempted to activate my hammer’s rune, but the enchantment flickered before going out. My armor’s gravity runes failed, and the equipment covering my body suddenly returned to its regular weight. The items wrapped around my limbs like anchors, and I could barely lift my hammer to block the enemy strikes.

I could feel the god of death calling my name, and I screamed for him to grant me just a few more minutes.

“Nick!” the scream came again, and the House Standish knights spun away from me to face a new threat.

I realized that it hadn’t been the death god calling for me, but Olav Kjeldsen. The berserker spun through the enemies like a tornado made of razor blades, and they fought over each other to flee. The flames had vanished from around me, and my equipment’s self-repair mechanisms went to work. In a second, my items had returned to fifty percent functionality, and it was more than enough for me to join the fray alongside my fellow knights.

“For the Queen!”

Flanagan leaped onto a coffin and strummed his axe-harp, and his runesong filled the air like tonal energy. Leith suddenly appeared in the middle of the enemies, and then he performed a dance of death. Blood cascaded in broad swathes, and I saw Moses generate a prot-field dome that encased the House Standish knights. Their flames engulfed the dome like a roaring furnace, and their bodies crumpled to ash when the shield knight released his field.

Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds weaved through the enemies like a pair of tempests, and I fought through the enemies so I could wield my blades alongside them. Neither spoke, but we acknowledged each other by dealing death to our foes.

Neville, Richard, and Nathan utilized their new equipment with proficiency, and I almost couldn’t distinguish between the effectiveness of their attacks and that of the other knights.

I was prouder than ever to be a part of the Stalwart’s crew, and now a knight in the RTF.

“Where’s the Queen?” Captain Cross scanned the tomb after the final House Standish knight joined the pile of dead.

I rushed to the coffin where I had told the Queen to hide, and I removed the lid. She took my hand, and I pulled her out.

“My Queen!” the captain said, and he bent a knee. I followed with the rest of the knights, and we bowed our heads in deference to our sworn monarch.

“You have come to my aid, my most trusted knights,” she said. “I knew the Stalwart would never forsake me, but I truly owe my greatest gratitude to Nicholas.” Queen Catrina set her eyes upon me, and my stomach fluttered with an army of butterflies. “Nicholas. You have saved my life. You have saved the fate of the kingdom. And you have kept my father’s equipment from those who would use them for ill.”

The monarch moved toward me so we were only a few centimeters apart, and then she bent down to kiss me on the forehead. Her lips left an incredible tingling sensation on my skin that rippled over my body like an electrical current. A delicate finger rested beneath my chin and pulled my face upward so I could stare into her eyes for a long moment.

“You have proven yourself worthy of the office of Space Knight, Nicholas.”

“I would do anything for my Queen. I would have given my life to serve you, Your Majesty.”

“And I am glad to have a knight like you among the Royal Trident Forces, Space Knight Lyons.”

The Queen’s words filled me with a pride I had never felt before. I was finally a Space Knight, and I had already saved my beloved Queen on my first day.

I knew my career was only just beginning, but this was a pretty damn good start.
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Chapter 23

The Queen stood at the head of a large table inside the high throne room. I stood with the Stalwart’s knights behind the council, and I couldn’t help feeling a little out of place in the opulent chamber. Jewels encrusted every golden chair, and the councilmembers wore erskine robes and headpieces of precious metals. If this meeting wasn’t so important, my attention might have roamed to the many statues and paintings that lined the walls.

“House Standish will be removed from the kingdom’s records,” Queen Catrina said. “Their descendants shall be provided with a stipend, but they shall never enter the noble halls again. Their knights have been disbanded, and those who have proven to still be loyal to the crown have been provided with duties that will see their skills put to use. Those who the diviner interrogators deemed to be a threat to the crown have been given a choice: mindwipe or death.”

I listened to the Queen announce the outcome of the attempted coup to her Council. Admiration for the beautiful monarch blossomed in my chest, and I felt proud to have dedicated my life in service to her.

“Every knight to a man chose death,” Queen Catrina added.

I understood the harsh penalties for the knights, but I wondered if it might have been a good idea to offer the same choice to the nobles belonging to House Standish since they might seek revenge in the future. The history records were rife with stories of nobles taking it upon themselves to avenge their disgraced forebears. I probably would never have considered killing or mindwiping an entire noble house, so I guessed that Leith and Olav had rubbed off on me.

“You are most wise, Your Majesty,” Duke Barnes said after the floor opened for comments from the Council’s members. “It is obvious that the stars shine upon you, for you survived a coup.”

“Were it not for the assistance of the Stalwart’s crew, I would have been killed, and you would all be at the mercy of Lady Standish and her knights.”

The queen’s words led to uncomfortable mutters and shifting in the seats around the circular table.

“Just what were they doing inside the Inner Sanctum?” A thin lady wearing a white gold circlet turned her nose up at us.

“Squire Nicholas Lyons won the arena match, so he was dining with me as a prize. As part of the reward, his fellow crew members were also invited into the sanctum.”

The councilor’s eyes turned upon me, and it was clear they all despised me for my Outlander heritage. All except Duke Barnes, whose eyes communicated a deep sense of pride. After the substantial damage the Outlander Resistance had caused to the castle, I didn’t exactly blame the other councilors. A lot of work would need to be done to pull the reputations of Outlanders out of the social mire.

“Then there is no need for the Stalwart’s crew to be inside the Sanctum any longer, Your Majesty," the thin councilwoman said.

The looks of detest the crew received might have angered me, but all I felt was relief. The adverse reaction to seeing our crew inside the council hall meant they knew nothing of our secret mission for the Queen.

“There is another matter they must be present for,” the Queen said. “I wish to send them to protect the delegates we are sending to the Aquitanian kingdom. They have proved their worth today. Do any of you object?”

Murmurs rippled across the giant table, but no one voiced any objections. They almost seemed pleased by the announcement that we would be protecting the delegates. There was only one conclusion to draw from their reactions: they were unconvinced of the need to confront the Dax, and they thought sending the Stalwart would be a sure route to failure. They still underestimated us.

“An excellent idea, Your Majesty,” a tubby councilman said as he patted his stomach. “I am sure the Stalwart will have no trouble convincing the other rulers of the Triumvirate to join you in your crusade against the Dax.”

“Our crusade,” the Queen corrected him. “We should prepare right away. Duke Barnes has agreed to lead the delegates.”

Captain Cross shot the duke a deadly look, and I wondered how any negotiations would be made between the kingdoms when the Stalwart’s leader was most likely going to kill the primary negotiator.

“Indeed, Your Majesty,” Duke Barnes said. “I am glad to have the Stalwart alongside me, but I will also be taking a fleet of my own house knights. It was not long ago that the Aquitanians were our sworn enemies. It can never hurt to be too careful.”

I noticed the captain and the commander flash each other subtle looks.

“Your faithfulness to the task is very much appreciated,” the Queen replied. “Now, there is much to be done to maintain order in the castle. I want the full support of all your houses and those in your employ.”

The monarch offered the nobles a blessing, and then they left the room. The Stalwart’s crew remained behind, and we all took seats around the table.

“You have proven yourselves worthy of the greatest reward,” the Queen said. “I cannot thank you enough. I do not trust any of my councillors.”

“Then why send the least trustworthy with us to Aquitaine?” Captain Cross asked a little bluntly.

“Enemies must be kept very close. I know he played no part in House Standish’s attempted coup, but I believe he still plots against me. Having him out of my hair for the next few months will help me restore order to the castle.”

“Understood, Your Majesty, but he will prove a considerable obstacle in any negotiations we have with Aquitaine.”

“I am sure you can handle it, Atticus.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” From the dark gleam in the captain’s eye, I figured his method of handling it would involve a blade in the duke’s back.

“There is another matter of greater importance than winning the Aquitanian King’s favor. I have divined the location of the next Seraphic portal which holds an item belonging to my father. It exists within Aquitaine’s dominion. I am led to believe it is a portal of incredible power. You will not be the only one who seeks it.”

“We’ll get it done, Your Majesty.” Captain Cross’ voice didn’t waver at all, so I knew he would go to the ends of the known universe and beyond to fulfil the Queen’s commands.

“Then may the farthest star shine upon you in your quest.” The Queen held up her hand, and I felt warmth run through my body.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Captain Cross said. “My entire crew will serve you for the rest of their days.”

“I have no doubt of that. There is one other matter. A gift for Nick.” The monarch presented me with a broad smile, and my knees almost failed to keep me upright. “I can never truly thank you for your service, but I believe there is something that you might appreciate. I am granting you a royal dispensation to use Lich equipment. I have seen their value when wielded by a noble warrior like you, and this special approval will silence anyone who wishes to question your use of Lich items. This is your reward. I only wish I could give you more.”

“It’s more than enough, Your Majesty,” I said as I tried to control my excitement. The knights gave me surprised looks, but the captain and commander shot me proud smiles.

We each said goodbye to the Queen, and then we left the Inner Sanctum and returned to the Stalwart.

After I showered and changed into my fatigues, I received an order to meet with Captain Cross in his private chambers. I hadn’t ever been inside them before, and I was surprised by the simplicity of the decor. A single bed lay in the room’s center, and a desk unadorned with anything except a glyph-pad rested in a corner. The only other piece of furniture was a short drinks cabinet with bottles of whiskey behind its glass door.

The captain entered the chamber through the bathroom door, and my breath caught in my throat when I saw him. I had never seen the man wear anything except his official uniform, but the white singlet he wore now revealed a patchwork of scars along his muscular arms. Not one bit of skin didn’t bear the remnants of a gash or cut, and my mind filled with possible origins of the long-healed wounds.

“An older soldier like me carries many scars,” he said after noticing my reaction. “Not all of them mark my body. Would you care for a drink?” The captain didn’t wait for me to answer before he poured a generous amount of bourbon into a tumbler and handed it to me.

I swigged on the burning liquid as he gestured for me to take a seat. There was nowhere to sit, and even his desk didn’t have a chair beneath it. Then the captain crossed his legs and planted himself on the deck, so I followed suit.

The man stared into my eyes but didn’t say anything. Those same eyes had seemed to tap into my soul so many times before, but now they seemed filled with sorrow. He let out a long sigh and then began to speak.

“I’ve lived a really long time, and it gets harder to say sorry with each year that passes. But I owe you an apology, Nick. You were right the whole damned time. House Standish was involved with the Pure-Bloods and Outlander Resistance. I should have heeded you.”

“I wasn’t completely right, sir. It was Lady Standish, and not the count.”

“Yet I told you that House Standish wasn’t involved. Had I listened to you, then the Sanctum might never have been breached.”

“If we had acted too soon, then we might never have discovered Lady Standish’s intentions. The count would have been taken, and she would have gotten away. The coup would have happened while we could not have been there to save the Queen.”

“That’s true. You have wisdom beyond your years.”

“I don’t know about that, sir. I can’t seem to figure out what’s going on with you and the knights. You have these secrets, and nothing I learn seems to make sense.”

“Keep going.” The captain gestured with his tumbler.

“I know the Stalwart only showed up a few years ago, and the kingdom’s database says it’s made of a bunch of old starship parts. When Polgar took control of the ship, none of the knights knew who he was, but he was widely known throughout the kingdom. What’s more, Flanagan entered Castle Stirling without any knowledge of the noble houses, but surely a herald knight would have recognized at least a few of them. He also kept referring to places that hadn’t existed for decades if not hundreds of years.”

I paused to consider whether I should add the mystery with Natali, but I figured that was a conversation best left between the doctor and me.

“Are you glad you got all that off your chest?” Captain Cross smiled at me as he topped my glass with bourbon. He didn’t seem at all concerned by my questions, and I wondered whether I had gotten everything wrong.

“Yes, sir,” I said with a sigh. “The only conclusion I can think of is that you all suddenly appeared on the Stalwart, and you’re extremely old, but that sounds foolish to me. Am I wrong?”

“You’re not wrong, but neither are you right. I wish I could tell you straight, Nick, but an oath to the royal family keeps me from revealing the truth. We swore to keep the answers you seek a secret.”

“I’m a knight now.” I tried to keep the pleading tone from my voice. “Surely you can tell me.”

“After we obtain more of the King’s items, I can tell you more. There is no need for concern. We are simply knights sworn to serve the royal family for all our lives.”

The captain’s words seemed to contain a hidden meaning, but I couldn’t quite divine his intention. Wasn’t I also a knight sworn to serve the family for life?

“There is something else I want to tell you,” he said.

“Sir?” I feared what might come from the captain’s mouth next, and I wrestled with my stomach as the strong alcohol churned my insides.

“You have made me very proud. I am not your father, yet you feel like a son to me. You have come a great distance in just a few months. I am eager to see the illustrious path you will tread in the future. That vision you had inside my training warehouse can become a reality.”

I had imagined wielding King Justinian’s equipment in battle, and I could hardly believe that it could ever happen in real life.

“For now,” the captain continued, “you must prepare for our next mission. The other Triumvirate kingdoms will not easily join forces with us against the Dax, and our mission for the King’s armor cannot lose steam. This brief interim for the knighthood examination was just that: a brief interim.”

“Understood, sir.”

The captain nodded as he took another mouthful of the whiskey. “I should let you return to the others. I hear there are five women intent on hearing all about how you saved the Queen.”

“Five?” I asked.

“You thought you could keep the number to only three? You still have a lot to learn, Nick.”

I smiled at the captain as I got to my feet and left his quarters. I went straight to the galley and found my three girlfriends nursing drinks at a table. I sat between Casey and Elle with Natali across from me.

“How did you do it?” Casey asked.

“We’ve been dying to hear,” Elle added.

“There is something that must be done first,” Natali said as she reached across the table, grabbed my shirt, and kissed me passionately. The other ladies gasped, but the doctor’s tongue showed no sign of retreating back into her mouth.

We parted after half a minute, and then Elle and Casey had their turn. Kissing one woman after another felt kind of weird, but I enjoyed it immensely. After the incredible sequence of events from the arena, to Mort upgrading my equipment, and then using my new enchantments to defend the Queen’s life, I felt like I had just awakened from a wonderful dream.

“So, what will you do now?” Natali asked me.

“Continue the Queen’s quest, slay Grendels, and convince the Aquitanians to join us against the Dax.”

“The Dax?” Elle asked.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“Does that mean you might get the chance to find your father’s murderer?” Casey voiced the question that seemed to be on the mind of all three women.

“I hope so,” I said, “but I still don’t know who the general is.”

I wondered whether Sergeant Gibbons would hold up to his end of the promise. If the Triumvirate Kingdoms could join together to strike at the Dax Kingdom first, then I would meet with the man who might know the identity of the general, and then I could find my father’s killer and make him beg for his life.

End of book 4



[image: ]
Thank you for reading this novel! Do you want to see another Space Knight novel? Please leave me a review!
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