

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

End Notes



[image: ]



Chapter 1

“Ah, back on floating ground,” Nathan sighed happily as he leaned against the metal wall of the hallway outside the bridge.

We’d been summoned to the bridge for a small meeting, but it didn’t start for another twenty-five minutes. Since the four of us arrived early together, we decided to wait around rather than irk the commander with an interruption.

“I could hardly sleep at night on Castle Stirling without the ship’s clanking and rumbling,” Richard agreed with a chuckle. “Just too quiet, otherwise.”

“Let’s be real,” Neville cut in cheerfully, “the only reason Richard didn’t get any sleep after our knight exams was because he was too busy getting it on with that other squire woman.”

I wondered a little if Neville himself had spent the night with Marigold Bennett, but there was probably some kind of noble propriety rule against that sort of thing with a betrothed couple.

“Richard’s brunette squire is a Space Knight, now,” I pointed out as I joined in with a grin. “Just like the rest of us.”

“Yeah,” Richard chuckled. “Doesn’t it feel good?”

Grins spread across my friends’ faces as they took in the reality of what they’d achieved. In only three months, we’d gained enough Kingdom Points to take the exam, and we’d beaten it together despite all the odds being against us.

As the warm glow of camaraderie dissipated, Nathan looked to Richard and raised his eyebrows.

“You sure didn’t waste any time consummating the event, bro,” Nathan ribbed playfully as he nudged his twin brother.

“Neither did you,” Richard returned easily, “or was your Ecomese girlfriend just lost when she wandered into the Deck 2 storage closet after you?”

Nathan gave a slow, satisfied grin that denied nothing, and the four of us shared a moment of laughter over the implication.

It had only been a few days since the knight examination ended, but I felt like each of my fellow teammates had really come into their own during all the trials we’d endured. We’d faced targeted exam tampering from Finn Standish, insurrection from the Outlanders, and even a plot to overthrow Queen Catrina where the Stalwart’s crew had personally come to her rescue. Lady Standish and her son might have even succeeded in murdering the Queen and stealing King Justinian’s armor, but my shipmates and I had been there to stop it.

In reflection of our success, I spotted a few small changes among my fellow promoted crewmates.

Neville’s steel-colored hair was now smoothed into a stylish, asymmetrical cut, popular with younger Core World Nobles. He wore the same observant expression as before the exams, but now his posture held a dash of measured precision. His squire outfit had been replaced by a short, tailored ensemble in knight’s black, and it cut around his form in sharp lines. Neville had changed so much from the nervous, sneering squire I’d first met on the RTF Stalwart, and I knew he would make a skilled, dangerous marksman if he went along with his decision to specialize in that class.

Richard had gained a little bit more maturity since the exams began. The twins used to be far happier to drink and party than even think about battling, but now Richard’s desire to fight shone through as a ready glint in his eyes. His newfound love for close combat suited his fighting style, which focused on power and overwhelming offense, and I knew he would probably end up as an amazing berserker.

Of course, Nathan had matured just as much as Richard, even though it was in a different direction. The other sandy-haired twin had bulked up more in the shoulders and arms, and he was developing a keen eye for where help was needed most. He was steadier and more grounded than Richard was, and his focus was on defense and support. He’d been thinking about becoming a paladin knight, but I could easily see him becoming a fantastic shield knight as well, and it was amazing how well the twins complemented each other.

As for me, I wasn’t quite sure what class I was going to specialize in. Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds had shown me a drug-induced vision of myself as several different classes, but they seemed to think I would end up as a lancer. I knew the lancer class made sense for all the different fighting styles I enjoyed, but something inside me seemed to pull in another direction.

Maybe that was just because of Queen Catrina’s reward for me after I’d saved her. She’d granted me a special exemption so I could class as a Lich if I so desired, and it seemed like a waste for me to ignore the gift.

“Speaking of women, are you two hoping to attract some with those outfits?” Neville asked as he squinted at the twins.

Despite their different fighting styles, both twins wore matching bare-armed black knight outfits that consisted of skin-tight tank tops and equally tight trousers. It was an effective ensemble, in the sense that it showed off as many rippling arm muscles as possible.

“It’s not for women,” Richard protested, but he sounded pleased with the implication. “It’s actually supposed to intimidate our enemies.”

“You won’t be wearing plainclothes for fighting,” Neville pointed out. “Your armor will just cover it up. Besides, I’m fairly sure it’s not regulation.”

Neville couldn’t keep up the serious facade as he spoke, and we all snorted and shook our heads in amusement at the idea of regulation mattering on a vessel like this. The Stalwart was a hulking mass of pieced-together junk, tangled wires, and repurposed weapons. The ship was ugly to most eyes, and the Stalwart had a reputation as the laughingstock of the whole Royal Trident Forces fleet.

Of course, we loved the Stalwart anyway. It certainly looked unremarkable, but the ship held some of the best fighters in the entire Caledonian Kingdom, and our missions weren’t the simple humanitarian affairs they appeared to be.

“Nick’s not in regulation either,” Nathan added teasingly. “Look at that cloak! It’s way too badass for the RTF guidebook to approve of.”

“You caught me,” I answered with a wink.

I hadn’t gotten anything specifically tailored like Neville had, but I’d added a black cloak to the standard Knight attire. My pants, boots, and shirt were all fairly plain aside from the embroidered RTF Knight insignia, but my slitted cloak draped across my shoulders like a second skin. It ended near my waist and prot-belt, so the light fabric obscured most of my hand and arm movements.

“What’s the point?” Neville asked as he tilted his head and frowned at my modified outfit. “I’ve never seen you in a cloak before.”

“It’ll be useful if I want to prepare a weapon or activate some prot-belt sequences without anybody seeing,” I explained pragmatically, but a smile spread across my face. “Plus, cloaks are fucking cool. Screw regulation.”

Nathan and Richard erupted into gleeful cackles, and each of the twins gave me a high-five for breaking the rules.

It wasn’t like I usually followed regulation, though. In fact, I was the owner of more than a few pieces of non-regulation equipment. My Animator’s Scepter, Wraith Collector, and Wolf’s Hour were all pieces belonging to the banned Lich class, and The Overlord’s Heart amulet hadn’t even been registered with the Kingdom Database yet. Of course, I wasn’t wearing any of that armor right now, even though it looked incredibly cool in the new blue and bone-white color scheme I’d painted it with.

“Ah!” a voice suddenly boomed at the end of the corridor, and we turned to see Olav’s stout form swaggering up to us. “What do you greenhorns think you’re doing, dawdling outside when we’re supposed to be meeting?”

His red beard waggled as he bellowed at us, but his teeth were set in a huge grin that belied his friendliness.

“We didn’t want to chance Commander Reynolds’ wrath,” Richard piped up.

“Aye,” Olav chuckled, “she can be fearsome if anybody interrupts the Captain while he’s relaxing. Still, the only good way to live is by pissing off fearsome warriors!”

“Uhhh, why would you want to do that?” Nathan asked as he winked at the rest of us.

“‘Cause, then you can fight them!” Olav chuckled heartily and slammed through the bridge door without a moment of hesitation. It swung shut behind the red-haired berserker, and none of us moved to follow immediately.

“Easy for him to say,” Neville commented as he pulled up his prot-belt display with a tap of his fingers. “He’s a whole fifteen minutes early, though.”

A muffled conversation emanated from inside the bridge, and we listened carefully as a female voice snapped out against Olav’s booming baritone. I was sure it was Commander Reynolds attempting to ream Olav out for arriving early, but he didn’t care much about reprimands.

“Let’s go in,” I decided as I smiled at my fellow teammates. “Olav’s taken the brunt of it, and we might as well start acting like full-fledged knights.”

My three companions followed me readily as I marched onto the bridge, and I took in my surroundings quickly as we moved over to one wall.

Captain Cross relaxed in his bridge chair like a man who was merely preparing for a nap, but I could see the steady determination in his lined face as he gazed at the bridge view screens. He seemed content to ignore all of us as he stared in thought at the black, star-studded abyss, and I wondered what he was thinking.

Commander Reynolds nearly blocked my view of the captain, since she had changed her tactics to physically stand between Olav and her superior. The sharp lines of Reynolds’ face grew even sharper as she faced the fully-armored berserker down. Olav was grinning like a madman as he loomed over Commander Reynolds, but he didn’t move any closer to the captain.

It seemed like even madmen didn’t want to chance her wrath.

The bridge door opened again, and a melodic whistle pierced the air as Flanagan sauntered through. His long blond hair streamed behind him like a comet, and a black coat flared dramatically behind the handsome Herald Knight as he entered.

“Oh, dear,” he tutted as he laid eyes on Olav. “Sorry, Captain. I’m afraid I looked away for a moment, and the brute just ran straight up here. You know how he is with a new mission.”

“A new mission is a new promise for blood on my axes,” Olav chortled in confirmation. “Also, screams. I like it when those happen. It’s implied when blood gets on my axes, don’t you know. They scream. I laugh. Then I make them scream some more, so I can laugh more. Let’s get started with the mission already, eh?”

“Soon,” Captain Cross said as he spoke for the first time, and he swiveled his chair to face all of us.

“Sir,” I acknowledged as the man’s heavy gaze fell on me and my fellow ex-squires.

“Our newest knights,” Captain Cross began. “First, I want you to know that you’ve certainly earned your new positions, and you’ve made us all proud. In your time with us, you’ve subverted slaughter on Tachion, you’ve fought Dax and Grendels for the Ecomese people, and you’ve defeated powerful pirates. Nicholas Lyons killed the Bone King, and all four of you assisted us in recovering King Justinian’s artifacts. Finally, you knights all passed your exams with flying colors before you helped to save Queen Catrina.”

The captain paused, and the four of us stared at him as the full weight of our accomplishments sunk in. Warm pride spread through my chest, and I realized it wasn’t only for myself. Not only had we fought well, but we had also grown so much closer through the months. Besides Neville, Nathan, and Richard, I’d really improved my relationship with Olav, Leith, and Flanagan over the past few missions since I’d fought closely with them. I was looking forward to getting to know the rest of the crew even better as I served on the Stalwart as a knight.

“We’re always glad to serve the Queen,” Neville answered reverently, and my heart swelled in agreement.

Even if I didn’t love the Queen dearly, I had my own reasons to want to serve on the Stalwart. My father served as a Space Knight before he died, and he’d left me only two words in a message to follow: RTF Stalwart. I couldn’t be sure why he’d left me that note, but I’d had some indications.

The Stalwart was secretly tasked with retrieving the late King Justinian’s armor, and our mission seemed vital to the Caledonian Kingdom at large. That said, the crew leaders still had some secrets I wasn’t privy to, and I was still baffled by the odd timelines surrounding the Stalwart and its crew.

Who knew what secrets were still hidden from me?

“Excellent,” Captain Cross finished. “I believe that covers it. Now, we have a new mission, but I’m afraid we’ll have to wait for the rest of our knights to arrive.”

As if on cue, the bridge door opened again, and three more people entered the room one after the other. The trio of them couldn’t look more different, and I marveled at each for different reasons.

Leith Manzo was slim and diminutive-seeming if it weren’t for the bloodlust in his blue eyes. The slayer moved with deadly precision in his slender armor, like a knife cutting toward a beating heart. His thin black hair hung around his face and shrouded the quick, flickering movements of his gaze, but when his eyes fell on me, he gave me a surprisingly friendly smile.

Behind Leith came Moses Monroe, who cut an imposing figure in his power armor and shield knight gear. His tower shield must have weighed over sixty kilos without the gravity runes keeping it light, but he carried it like it weighed nothing. Runes glowed against the dark skin of his neck, and he must have been around seven feet tall. Moses’ muscles bulged underneath his plate armor, and his wiry dreadlocks were tied into a neat bun at the back of his head.

Behind him came Treyin, and she nearly took my breath away with her beauty. Treyin was human, but her race had evolved to survive extreme conditions on the planet of Ecoma, so the woman’s skin was gray, and her facial structure was as strange as it was gorgeous. Her elongated forehead, narrow eyes, and gilled cheeks gave her an otherworldly grace which was accentuated by the silver braid of hair down her back.

Treyin was an empath of amazing ability, but she’d also been trying to get into my pants at every opportunity lately, and our relationship had become complicated.

“We’re all here, Captain,” Treyin stated as she gave me a quick, lust-filled glance. “At least, the people who matter.”

“Then we’ll begin,” Captain Cross agreed. “I’ll send instructions to the rest of the crew later, since this meeting has clandestine details. First off, our group will be split into two parts. Our new Knights Richard and Nathan Culbert, Knight Holloway, and Knight Lyons will accompany Moses and Treyin on a side mission, while the rest of the Stalwart will undertake some standard political necessities.”

The captain nodded to each of us as he said our names, and my friends puffed up with pride as they heard their new titles. Moses and Treyin would help us out on this mysterious side mission, but we were being treated like full-fledged warriors now.

“What kind of political necessities?” Richard asked curiously as he focused on the rest of the crew’s main mission.

Captain Cross didn’t seem to mind the question, and he continued on without missing a beat.

“In order to ally with the Aquitanian Kingdom against the Dax,” Cross explained, “a simple message won’t do. Caledonia has to send actual ambassadors and nobles on this trip, and somebody will need to protect them. The Stalwart’s main mission will be to escort the relevant Caledonian nobles to the capital.”

“Ahh, that’s too bad,” Moses chuckled, “I kinda like schmoozing with new folk.”

“I know you do,” the captain said as he gave the burly knight a slight smile. “You and Flanagan definitely have a way of putting people at ease, but I need some of that for the assignment I have given you.”

“Sounds good,” Moses said with his usual wide smile. “I know you always carefully select us for the right missions. What exactly does this one entail?”

The captain nodded and opened his mouth to explain.

“You’ll be going to--”

Suddenly, the comms on our prot-belts activated, and Matthias’s mechanical voice filled the channel.

“Three cloaked vessels are in nearby space,” the machina alerted us, and my stomach flipped all sorts of flops.

“Can you give me any more information?” Captain Cross asked steadily.

In a split second, three looming forms shimmered into view through the bridge’s primary view screen. Each black ship was shaped like a humanoid skull, and their ominous appearance could only mean one thing.

The Dax were here.

“How dare they enter Caledonian space!” Commander Reynolds snapped under her breath as she glared at the view screen.

“My enemies knew I wanted a blood-feast for my beauties!” Olav celebrated with a berserker’s roar before he laid a kiss on each axe blade.

“It’s not a fight yet,” the captain assured us, but his expression was tight as he strode to the command console and tapped a few buttons to open up a communication channel with the nearby Dax ships.

“This is Captain Atticus Cross on the RTF Stalwart,” our captain announced himself in a steady, unrelenting tone. “Please respond with your identification and your purpose here. You are trespassing on Caledonian space.”

The captain released the com button, and we waited for the Dax response.

Seconds ticked by with agonizing slowness, but nothing happened.

Next, the captain tapped at his prot-belt to open the channel to Matthias again.

“Matthias, confirm the Dax ships are receiving, please,” Captain Cross requested.

“Unless their ears have somehow malfunctioned, they heard you,” Matthias answered.

The captain’s comms crackled, and a new voice joined the channel.

“Enemy weapons systems are coming online, sir!” a male voice reported smartly.

“Thank you, Yeoman Nolan,” the captain responded thoughtfully.

He dropped the comms channel and regarded the black Dax ships with narrowed eyes.

“Sir,” Commander Reynolds said, and the word was loaded with questions.

“They’re obviously trying to stop the Stalwart from getting to Aquitaine,” the captain decided seriously. “We can’t let them, of course.”

“Fuck no,” Olav cackled as he twirled his twin axes, and I guessed that if he could shoot himself out of the Stalwart and hack at one of the enemy ships, he would have.

“All crew,” Captain Cross ordered through the comms, “man your battle stations. Prepare for engagement!”

“Shit,” Richard said beside me. “We don’t have our armor.”

“Not a problem,” I answered as I grabbed Richard’s arm. “The rest of you will have to do without armor until we bring it to the Assault Deck for you. I can only take one person safely. Neville, what’s your trunk code?”

“Seven-four-five-zero. I swear, if you touch anything-- “ Neville started, but he didn’t get to finish.

My nanorunes shivered in my bloodstream, and I felt every atom of my body dissolve and reassemble as my teleport carried Richard and me straight to our old squire quarters. As knights, we would get our own private rooms, but they hadn’t been assigned yet.

“That mutation sure comes in handy,” Richard cackled as the two of us moved toward our chests.

“Too bad I couldn’t take Nathan and Neville,” I said with a shrug, “but it’s unreliable.”

Richard and I wasted no time, and the two of us geared up with record speed. I didn’t have much time to dwell on which weapons and armor I was taking with me, so I simply grabbed whichever knight-class items were on top of my chest before I slid them on. I doubted the Dax would board, but armor was still important during a ship battle.

I grabbed some of Neville’s things too, and Richard piled up Nathan’s gear. In under a minute, we were all armored up and ready for anything.

“Ugh,” Richard gasped as he barely maintained his hold on his brother’s armor. “His shit is so heavy.”

“I’ll get us to the hall outside the deck, at least,” I decided, and I took Richard’s arm again.

My nanorunes shivered inside me, and we dissipated into atoms before Richard and I reformed in the corridor outside the Assault Deck. Richard struggled to hold on to his brother’s armor, and a gauntlet fell off the pile to land on the floor.

Blaring alarms rang in my ears as I scooped the gauntlet up, and then we shuffled over to the Assault Deck. I could just barely hear Moses and Olav barking orders over the tremendous noise, so I kicked the door open, and the two of us entered into the chaotic room.

“Nathan, Neville,” I called out, and I caught a glimpse of both of them as they shouted back.

Nathan was on a shielding station next to Moses, and Neville was focused on a rune lance in the gunnery section. I rushed over to dump Neville’s gear next to him, and then I crossed the room again before I tossed Nathan’s gauntlet on the pile by his chair.

“Thanks,” Nathan grunted, but he was too focused on shielding to put his armor on.

“Ah, Nick,” Moses said from a nearby shielding station chair as he spun around to look at me. “You and Richard can take the extra plasma quarrel terminals. That should fill up the last gunner positions.”

“You got it.” I spotted Richard near the gunner terminals already, and I dashed over to join him.

Olav and some artillerymen were already busy taking potshots at the Dax ships, but a quick glance at my view screen told me all three warships were still in play.

So, it was my turn to shine.

As I dropped into the seat for my gunner terminal, a thread of worry burrowed inside my stomach. I brushed the feeling away quickly. The Dax were tough enemies, but we’d fought their skull-ships before back in Ecoma. All we had to do was keep our shields up, and we’d riddle the enemy warships with enough plasma quarrels, rune lances, and cannon fire to take them down.

Even better, we had Casey’s special rune cannon, and I knew it could prove a devastating weapon against enemy ships.

“Target the nearest ship!” Olav barked from one of the other gunner stations.

I swiveled the old-fashioned yoke of my plasma quarrel gun as I pulled the trigger, and shots blasted from my gun with satisfying flashes of light. My first two quarrels scattered ineffectively across the Dax ship’s shields, but my third ripped through and landed a blow across the skull-shaped dome of their bridge. Fire blossomed from the Dax ship’s black hull as my shot hit something vital.

“Great shot, Nick!” Neville shouted from his place at one of the rune lance guns.

“It wouldn’t have gone through without your rune lance!” I called back.

The rune lances weren’t really capable of doing actual damage to enemy ships, but instead they interfered with the enemy’s various magical and technological systems. Neville and the other three rune lance stations must have done some impressive targeting when they took the shield system down, and now the closest Dax ship was ours for the taking.

I pulled the trigger twice more, and my twin shots slammed into the same spot on the Dax’s bridge hull. More fire bloomed from the interior of the skull-shaped ship as precious air was burned and lost to space, and then something structural tore inside the Dax ship.

The entire upper dome of the ship began to fracture and tear off, and I watched with satisfaction as the bridge shredded into debris. Gas plumes billowed from the destroyed Dax ship as it peeled open like a tin can, and secondary explosions sent out spinning clouds of shrapnel into space.

“Ha!” Olav bellowed as he watched the ship split into two. “Look at those idiots! They can’t keep fighting without their damn command center.”

“They’re dead in the water, now,” Richard added gleefully. “Good work, Nick!”

“Team effort!” I shouted back as I gave him a wink.

“On to the next!” Olav ordered, and we all swiveled our attention to the second Dax ship.

I started taking shots, but the shields on the second ship were still up. It would take a lot of firepower to weaken them before we could start hitting the hull.

Light flashed through my view screen, and the deck suddenly trembled beneath my feet as a booming noise echoed through the hull of the Stalwart.

“We’ve been hit,” Nathan hissed from his shielding station. “Damnit.”

“We’re fine,” Moses assured him, but then his voice dropped a little in concern. “What did they hit?”

Captain Cross’s voice crackled over the comm as I took shots at the second Dax ship.

“They’re targeting our jump sphere so we can’t leave,” he announced clearly. “The rune cannon has been hit.”

“They think we want to leave?” the berserker giggled maniacally. “Jump sphere? That’s like trying to smack a moose on the ass when it’s charging you! They don’t know we’re staying right here until the whole sorry lot of them are all dead.”

I couldn’t tear my mind away from the other part of the captain’s report. The rune cannon had been hit. The shot we’d taken didn’t feel too bad, but what if Casey had been hurt?

My mind flashed over the last time Casey was threatened by enemy ship fire. When we’d fought Sorcerer Polgar and the Bulwark, Casey had nearly been crushed and killed by falling debris in the Stalwart’s hallways.

I couldn’t sit here and let that happen again.

“Cover for me,” I shouted to the other gunners as I rose from my seat and dashed from the Assault Deck.

I burst through the door into the empty hallway, and my fists clenched as I pulled on the nanorunes in my blood.

My atoms flew apart as I teleported, and they pulled back together as I found myself outside the rune cannon weapon room. Then I slammed the door open and prepared myself for the worst.

“Nick?” Casey asked as she turned to look at me questioningly.

The red-haired enchantress was crouched on the floor beside her rune cannon, and she held a Dust drill in one hand as she bent over the contraption. I could tell this room had been hit, since wires dangled from the ceiling, and the room smelled of smoke and burning plastic. The whole ceiling looked like a tangled mess, and there was a visible hole into the floor above.

Still, Casey was alive, and I sighed in relief as my eyes roved over my girlfriend’s body. I searched for a wound, but I could only see a few scratches.

“You’re okay?” I asked after I’d examined her.

“Of course I’m okay,” Casey replied with a fiery grin, and then she sobered up as she looked down at the rune cannon in front of her. “Part of the ceiling fell on my cannon though, and one of the runes needs retracing. Most of the fuel spilled out, too.”

She pointed to the floor at a shimmering pile of spilled golden dust. We could pick it up later with a pneumatic collector, but there was no way we would be able to use the dust as it was. I knew from personal experience just how hard it was to scrape spilled dust up off the floor.

“Do we have any Alpha Dust?” I asked in concern as I remembered the last time we’d had to service the cannon.

“No,” Casey responded, and my heart sank, “but I think a lot of Arcane Dust should do the trick for one Forcewave beam.”

Relief flooded me once I heard the news. The Stalwart had an impressive setup, but we would run out of shields before we managed to take down the third Dax ship with our regular guns. Without Casey’s rune cannon, the Stalwart could suffer heavy, maybe even catastrophic damage, before we managed to take the third ship down.

“I’ll get the Arcane Dust,” I answered quickly before Casey could ask, and I pulled on my mutation once again.

My atoms reformed in the armory, and I glanced around to see what I could use. The massive Dust canister used for repairs sat against one wall, and I heaved it into my arms before I activated my nanorunes again.

My surroundings swam back into existence, and I found myself facing Casey and her rune cannon again.

“You got the Dust?” Casey asked as her eyes dropped to the heavy canister in my hands. “Awesome! I love how you can get around the ship so quickly. Okay, hand it over.”

I held the canister for Casey while she carefully traced dust over the damaged rune. It flared to life, and Casey pumped her fist into the air with victory.

“Now we just feed it?” I asked as I looked at the nearly-full canister of dust.

“Yup, just refueling,” Casey answered, and she guided the canister over to where she needed it.

The comms on my prot-belt activated, and the captain’s voice came through clearly.

“Two ships down, crew,” Captain Cross updated us all. “This last one is going to be rough. Shields come down in thirty seconds, so be prepared to take heavy fire.”

I gulped as I heard the news. We needed that Forcewave shot more than ever, or the Stalwart would get blasted full of holes.

“Let’s hurry,” Casey squeaked as the first Dust trickled into the cannon’s firing slot.

I helped Casey tip the rest of the Arcane Dust canister into the rune cannon’s receptacle, and the entire weapon began to hum and glow with magical energy.

“Shields are down!” the captain’s voice crackled over the comms, and the Stalwart began to shake and groan as enemy quarrels slammed against its hull.

“Fire!” Casey shouted as she slammed back the lever, and the rune cannon barked with a deep rattle that set my teeth on edge.

The Stalwart’s deck shuddered under my feet, and the bulkheads trembled as more Dax shots slammed into us.

Then, like a light switch being flicked off, the shaking suddenly stopped.

“Did we hit it?” I leaned in and peered at the tiny targeting screen on the rune cannon, and a huge smile spread across my face.

The squidlike form of the rune cannon shot had enveloped the final Dax warship, and its hull crumpled like paper as Casey’s devastating Forcewave did its job. Then something important snapped in the Dax ship’s structure, and the entire thing exploded into a fiery mushroom cloud.

“You did it!” I congratulated Casey as I threw my arms around her in a tight hug.

“We’d be toast if you weren’t here,” Casey responded lovingly as she laid a kiss on my cheek. “Without the Arcane Dust you fetched, I’d be useless.”

“Never,” I assured Casey as I released her with a smile.

Still, I was glad I’d come to check on the enchantress. It was a little crazy to abandon my gunning post on a whim, but that whim had paid off with all of our lives.

My prot-belt hummed with feedback as the captain spoke again.

“Congratulations, crew,” Captain Cross complimented over the comms. “That was a tight one. Standard servitor cleanup will now be underway. All injured personnel should be moved to the infirmary. All knights will come to the bridge for further orders.”

“I think that means me,” I told Casey as I smoothed a strand of her red hair away from her face.

“Sure does,” she agreed proudly. “You’re already proving to be my knight in shining armor.”

I laughed at the cheesy saying, though I admitted it was pretty apt in this case.

“I’ll see you lat--,” I started to say, but she interrupted me.

“Oh, no you don’t,” she huffed, and then she pulled my neck down and smashed her lips into mine.

Casey’s mouth tasted like sweet honey and cinnamon, and I let out a groan of desire as our tongues slowly explored each other. After a few dozen seconds, we parted, and her cheeks flushed bright red as she bit her lip.

“That’s only part of a hero’s reward. Maybe come see me later so I can repay you better?”

“Uhhh, yes,” I said as I cleared my throat, and then gave her a last smile before I activated my nanorunes to teleport once more.

I appeared on the bridge in the middle of a conversation, it seemed.

“--went so well, and we’re just one ship,” Neville said with a pleased tone as he waved toward the primary view screen. “The Dax should be easy to defeat if their warships are like this.”

“You might think so,” Moses responded seriously, and I looked over to see the big shield knight resting in one of the bridge chairs, “but you’d be making a bad assumption. These three skull-ships were the smallest of the warships in the Dax fleet, and they have thousands upon thousands more.”

“Indeed,” Captain Cross added as he leaned forward in his chair. “The Dax military is large, and they’re relentless in war. No kingdom that’s fought against them has survived a full-scale war. If it comes to open warfare, it’s likely every army in the Triumvirate Kingdoms will be decimated.”

Neville blinked in surprise, but he nodded seriously as this news sank in.

“So,” I cut in as I stepped forward into the group, “what can we do to stop them?”

Moses, the commander, the captain, and my fellow ex-squires all turned to look as they noticed me for the first time.

“By the Queen,” Richard muttered, “he always scares me when he appears suddenly like that.”

“Nick’s got the right idea,” the captain responded, and a pleased look spread across his face as he nodded at me. “If we’re going to defeat the Dax, we’re going to need an edge, and we can get that edge by obtaining the King’s items. That’s our mission, and that’s our only key to surviving this war.”

The truth of his words rang through my head, and I nodded as the solution to our situation made itself clear.

I wasn’t sure how the king’s equipment was going to provide an edge, but I would be damn sure we were going to get every last piece of it.
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Chapter 2

“Now,” Captain Cross continued as he gave us a long, steady look, “let’s get to the side mission discussion, shall we?”

“Ugh,” Olav grunted from where he leaned against the wall. “I don’t even have my beer yet.”

He held up his empty drum and shook it pointedly. The berserker usually celebrated every battle by getting stupendously drunk, so I wasn’t surprised that he was in a rush to get guzzling, even if we were still on the bridge.

“As soon as the emergencies are out of the way, I’ve got a yeoman on the job,” Captain Cross said with a half smile. “Beer for everyone, I promise.”

Olav sighed happily as the glower faded from his face, and the twins nudged each other excitedly.

I took a moment to examine my friends now that they were in their knight armor. Nathan and Richard were in matching shades of bronzed red armor with golden highlights that went well with their sandy hair.

Of course, Nathan was in heavier, more defense-focused pieces that bulked him out like a shield knight, and he’d adopted a waist-high spear in addition to a gleaming knight-class sword. Richard wore a slimmer getup that left his arms lots of mobility, but his axes looked wicked where they were strapped to the magnetons along his back.

Neville almost looked like he wasn’t wearing armor at all, and his decorated pieces were painted with various shades of green and silver. The marksman path was all about staying back from main combat for shooting, and I was positive his family wealth had provided him with some of the nicest gear money could buy. That said, I spotted more than a few pieces of gear on him we’d won through looting, and it made me grin to think just how much we’d truly earned on our own.

“I’m sure our newest knights have been wondering why we went to the trouble of getting pieces of King Justinian’s armor back to Queen Catrina,” Captain Cross continued. “After all, they nearly got stolen from the palace vault. The truth is, Queen Catrina is a powerful diviner with a particular ability. She’s able to use the King’s items to determine where the next Seraphic portal will show up.”

“She’s amazing,” Neville breathed in awe next to me.

I nodded wordlessly as my chest swelled with devotion for the Queen. Every time I thought I’d learned the true depths of her talents, there was still more to see.

“Still,” Captain Cross went on, “the parameters Queen Catrina can hone in on aren’t exact. We can get a time frame and an estimated location, but nothing further. This time, we think the next Seraphic portal is going to open on a planet called Shess, in the mountain city of Montesh.”

“Shess?” I asked as I plumbed the depths of my memory for the name. “I don’t think I’ve heard of it before.”

“It’s an inconsequential planet,” Commander Reynolds elaborated as she looked toward the captain. “We don’t expect to have any real trouble, since it’s not allied with any kingdoms.”

I noticed the serious look the two of them shared, and I knew it couldn’t be that simple. Shess sounded like an easy job, but nothing with these Seraphic portals ever turned out easy.

“While the rest of us escort the nobles to the Aquitanian capital,” Captain Cross explained, “you four, Moses, and Treyin will go to Shess and stay in Montesh. This will be a secret mission, since we don’t want Aquitaine figuring out where you’re going or why. Montesh is isolated and unallied, so Moses and Treyin will help gain favor with Montesh’s leaders.”

“Oh,” Richard said in dawning realization. “So, that’s why it’s this team. Moses won’t mess up on the social side of things.”

Olav grumbled to himself, but Commander Reynolds silenced him with a sharp look. Leith didn’t look too surprised or unhappy to be left out of this mission, though.

“I’m sure there will be babes in Aquitaine,” Flanagan sighed softly to himself while his fingers wandered soundlessly over his axe-harp’s strings.

“So,” Treyin continued, and she gestured with a spread of her slender gray fingers, “we will curry favor, and then the portal is ours when it opens. Yes?”

“Precisely,” Captain Cross agreed, and his face tightened as he grew more serious. “Treyin, take care not to push your empathic talents too far. We want to gain their trust, and it won’t work out if they’re suspicious of your abilities.”

“I think I can keep things subtle,” Treyin agreed, and a satisfied smile grew on her face as she looked over at me. “I’ll find other ways to keep myself occupied.”

I swallowed hard as the beauty of that otherworldly gaze hit me with full force. Even with the implant in my skull, Treyin’s charisma and raw sexuality definitely had a way of exciting me, but I also knew she was self-serving and manipulative, so I pushed away my mixed feelings and tried to focus on the mission briefing.

“How long until the portal appears?” Moses asked as he shifted his heavy shield to one side.

“A few weeks, we’re guessing,” Captain Cross answered, and he scrubbed a hand through his salt-and-pepper beard. “You’ll have time to make nice with the locals. Some lower level portals should begin to appear, so your team of six can clear those to protect Montesh. Until those portals start popping up, you might have a rough time moving around.”

“Nobody likes a military presence on their planet until there’s fighting to be done,” Treyin elaborated with amusement.

Captain Cross nodded and rose from his chair before he stretched out his back.

“That’s about it,” Captain Cross announced, and his serious expression suddenly cleared up. “Now, where’s that beer? I could use a real drink.”

“Aye,” Olav boomed as he raised one axe in his clenched fist, “and some damn good hot food. After that, more beer for dessert!”

More cheers echoed through the rest of the knights, and I grinned at their enthusiasm.

“Wow,” Neville said with a smile as he turned to the twins and me, “this will be our first mission as knights. I’m glad we’re all together for it.”

“Me too,” I agreed.

“This is our chance to really prove our worth,” Richard said excitedly, and he ran one hand down the front of his plate armor as if to remind himself of the upgrade.

“Maybe Moses can show me more about Shield Knight techniques,” Nathan added with an excited look toward the huge knight.

“I’m positive he will,” I assured Nathan with a smile.

Moses was always kind and willing to help out, and it was no surprise he got picked for a diplomatic mission like this. The huge warrior was the first knight on the Stalwart to support me, and I was happy we were going to be able to spend more time with him. Honestly, our side mission sounded like it was going to be the perfect situation to test out our newfound strength.

Plus, we could come back with another piece of King Justinian’s armor. I was definitely eager to impress Captain Cross, and the opportunity to serve Queen Catrina directly was like a dream come true.

The bridge door let out a wheedly beep, and Olav roared with excitement.

“Somebody’s here,” he called, “and it better be that yeoman with the beer!”

The berserker yanked open the door eagerly, and it revealed a startled yeoman with a full tray of drinks. Foam sloshed over the rims of the huge mugs on the tray as the yeoman flinched, and the poor man gave a panicked look to the berserker looming above him.

“Th-the beer is here, sir,” the yeoman announced as he attempted to bolster himself.

Poor guy, he must have been a newer addition to the Stalwart. It reminded me of Neville when I’d first met him as a squire, and I smiled at how far we’d come from there.

The beer tray got passed around, and soon the mugs were all gone.

“More beer!” Olav demanded of the yeoman. “Hurry up, too. Wait, give me that.”

The red-haired berserker seized the sloshing tray from the yeoman, and he tipped it into his water drum until every last drop of beer was collected. Then Olav handed the tray back to the poor man, and the yeoman scurried off to get more drinks.

I sipped at my mug of beer and grinned as Flanagan started up a common drinking tune. As much as I loved a good celebration, though, I had two amazing women I still hadn’t seen since before the Dax attacked.

“I’m going to check up on Natali,” I told Neville as I leaned in to speak over the music.

“Sure thing, Nick,” Neville responded, and he shook his head at me. “Man, I wish Marigold was here, but I guess I wouldn’t want her in danger.”

Richard’s eyes widened, and he mouthed the words “no way” at Neville’s back. Nathan rolled his eyes and elbowed his twin in the stomach.

I had to admit, Marigold Bennett hadn’t impressed me when I’d last seen her, but I wasn’t going to be the one to wreck Neville’s fantasy. If he wanted to pursue the squealing, ditzy blond, that was his decision. If anything, I was glad he had a preference toward those types of women, since I loved the strong willed, intelligent, and spicy ones like Casey, Elle, and Natali.

“Yeah, it’s probably better she’s not here,” I told him soberly, and I hid my amused expression behind another gulp of beer. “Alright, see you all later.”

I waved goodbye to my comrades, but Flanagan caught me at the door before I could leave.

“One for the road,” the Herald Knight told me with a wink as he handed over an extra beer mug.

“I’ll take good care of it,” I joked gratefully as I elbowed my way out the door.

I decided to find Natali first, since a trip to the infirmary would let me know who’d gotten hurt anyway. As I walked to the elevator, I took stock of the state of the ship around me.

Even in the interior corridors where the Stalwart hadn’t been hit, I could see some signs of damage. What few ceiling panels the ship had were knocked askew, and severed wires sparked and smoked from above. Servitors zipped around as they cared for various tasks, and their robotic bodies hummed with mechanical effort as they cleared up chunks of debris.

I punched the elevator button with the side of one of my mugs, and then I took a few gulps of cold beer as I waited for the elevator to arrive.

The doors cracked open, and I was surprised to see Matthias waiting inside. His cybernetic body pulsed with slow, thoughtful lights, and the twin golden lights of his eyes expanded as he noticed me.

“Nicholas,” he greeted warmly. “Going down?”

“Yeah,” I responded as I stepped in to join the machina. “I guess we’re not doing any jumps soon if you’re here, huh?”

“We’re waiting for a cadre of small noble ships to join us before our ship departs for Aquitaine and Shess,” Matthias explained in his mechanical voice. “Of course, nobles can’t get ready for anything in a timely fashion, so we’ll be departing late.”

I sighed and shook my head as the elevator began to descend.

“I have to say,” I told Matthias frankly, “I am glad I won’t have to ride with the Stalwart all the way to Aquitaine. I feel like I have gotten my fill of noble scheming lately.”

“They will have a difficult time scheming while I’m listening in,” Matthias said smugly.

“You wouldn’t,” I said as a grin lit my face.

“I seem to have forgotten mortal propriety in my long years,” Matthias droned innocently. “It’s not really my fault if I overhear things.”

“I’m guessing the only reason you didn’t show up to the meeting was because you were listening in,” I guessed.

“You may be correct,” Matthias responded congenially.

The elevator dinged for my floor, and the doors opened. Matthias stepped out after me, and I expected us to part ways, but he laid one silver hand on my shoulder to stop me.

“Nick, I need you to do something for me,” Matthias asked, and the fiber-optics in his head flickered with uncertainty.

“Sure, anything,” I responded easily.

“Be careful about the lich class,” Matthias warned. “There’s a reason it was banned, and it’s not simply because it fell out of fashion. It’s a dangerous path to take.”

“Ahhh.” Disappointment settled within me, and I frowned at the machina.

“I am not saying you should avoid it. Just be careful.”

“Danger is part of being a Space Knight,” I told him. “I’d be risking my life no matter what I choose.”

“Don’t you care about the monarchy’s decisions?” Matthias asked as he tried to appeal to me. “I realize the Stalwart does things in its own manner, but I’m sure your fellow knights would rather see you as a lancer.”

“Queen Catrina’s dispensation means the monarchy approves,” I told the machina. “Besides, I break more rules just by teleporting than I ever do by using lich equipment.”

“You’re meddling with the undead,” Matthias said.

“You’re practically undead yourself,” I answered, ”and you are my friend.”

“That is a valid point,” he said as a smile stretched across his face. “But as your friend, I do worry.”

“Seriously, I’ll be fine,” I continued. “I don’t know why you have such a big bias against the lich class, but I’ll be careful to think twice before I do anything.”

Matthias shifted on his prosthetic legs, and lights flickered through his crystalline skull as he considered me.

“Fine,” the machina conceded. “You do have a point about the technology that keeps me functioning. Just remember that magic isn’t the same as mechanics. Strange things can happen, and it’s difficult to predict the outcome. If you need to discuss things, I am always here for you.”

I nodded and gave Matthias a reassuring smile, but his words struck a note within me. After all, The Overlord’s Heart had given me some disturbing visions before, and the amulet’s magical properties almost made it seem alive.

“Good luck with the main mission,” I told Matthias, and I started to retreat down the hallway. “Have lots of fun eavesdropping on nobles, alright?”

“Be careful!” Matthias called out one last time, but the concern in his voice had abated a little.

I waved absently as I left the machina behind, and a few moments of walking brought me straight to the infirmary door. I went in, and I was met by the sight of a bustling room.

Concern shot through me as I saw how many people had come to be healed, but I quickly realized most of the wounds were very minor. There were a handful of people who needed limb reconstruction, but most injuries were simply cuts or scrapes.

Still, this sort of result was troubling for fighting such a tiny Dax force. My heart told me it was impossible for the Caledonian Kingdom to be defeated, but when I added up the numbers, I realized we were hopelessly outclassed by the enormous Dax army.

If we didn’t get the Aquitanians and the Rutheni to join us, all three of our kingdoms wouldn’t stand a chance.

“Nick!” came Natali’s voice from the far side of the infirmary.

“Hey,” I called back warmly.

I spent a moment taking in the sight of Dr. Natali Lenkov, and a smile came over my face as I did so. Her brown eyes, full lips, and delicate facial features suited her perfectly, and her chocolate-colored hair framed her high cheekbones in a stylish, shoulder-length bob. She wore her white medical coat overtop a midnight blue pencil-skirt and a white blouse that hugged her hourglass figure like a second skin, and she carried herself with timeless class.

I was relieved Natali looked completely unhurt, even though she was busy taking care of patients and had to fiddle with some dials on her vat of bioliquid before she came over to see me.

When my lover approached, a waft of lavender perfume washed over me. She smelled like flowers preserved in the height of spring, and I admired just how put-together and steady the doctor was. She was the kind of woman who you could always count on, and her brilliant mind combined with her unwavering loyalty in the best kind of way.

Natali stepped in close to look me over, and I remembered to breathe. I still couldn’t believe that we were together, and I felt like the luckiest knight in the world.

“You did not get hurt, did you?” Natali asked as her sharp eyes roved over my armor.

“Not at all,” I reassured her. “All I did was help with the rune cannon and fire the guns.”

“All you did,” Natali repeated in her light Rutheni accent, and she sounded amused. “Maybe you’ve gotten used to saving royalty, but you did vital work today, I am sure of it.”

“Whatever you say,” I agreed as I felt a flush creep up my neck.

Suddenly, I remembered I had a full mug of beer in my left hand, and I offered it to the doctor with a smile.

“Look what I brought,” I told Natali cheerily.

“Ah, thank you,” she responded. “I probably won’t get to drink for a few hours, but I’m sure I can soothe some irritated patients with this.”

“Beer does make healing go more quickly,” I joked with a shrug, and I handed the mug over.

I was a little sorry she couldn’t drink it herself, but Natali was too good of a doctor to do anything but put her patients first. That kind of dedication was what I really admired about her the most, because I felt the same way about my own work as a knight.

Natali shifted the mug to one hand and glanced at the full room around us. Then she squeezed my fingers meaningfully before she slid a hand down my arm and stepped close to me.

To my surprise, the doctor leaned close and sealed her mouth over mine in a soft, warm kiss. It was a quick and tender press of her full lips, and the tips of our tongues could only briefly touch before she stepped away, but it still sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine.

“I need to get back to my patients,” Natali told me reluctantly as her eyes lingered on my mouth for a moment. “I will talk to you later, yes? I’ll have more time then.”

“Of course,” I responded happily. “I’m going to find Elle, now.”

“Elle just saw me, actually,” the doctor said as she grinned. “I think she was going to eat in the galley, so maybe you can find her there.”

“I’ll check,” I responded gratefully, and I waved a short goodbye to Natali. “Take care!”

The brown-haired doctor waved back, and she walked back to the rows of beds as a patient called her name.

I watched her beautiful backside for a few seconds, let out a slight sigh of hunger, and then headed for the galley, which meant another elevator trip. This time, there were only a couple yeomen in the elevator, and both women seemed more content to mutter shy greetings, blush at my muscles and armor, and then stare at the ground. I gave them a friendly smile and tried to recall their names, but I simply didn’t know very many of the yeomen onboard.

The elevator opened on Deck 2, and I traveled to the end of the hallway to the enormous room we called the galley. I only ate a few of my meals there these days, since it was common for the twins, Neville, and me to take turns fetching trays of food for the rest of our group.

Once I entered, I immediately spotted Faye behind the counter as she cooked up one of her masterful meal plans. The curvy blond was busy with spices and gruel tubes, but she still gave me a sweet smile and a quick wave before she was focused on her work again.

I smiled to see such passion in the young woman. Faye had really come into her own on board the Stalwart, but then again, this ship seemed to have that effect on everybody.

“Hey, handsome,” a familiar voice called, and I turned to see both Elle and Casey at a table eating together.

Casey gave me a grin, and I knew she’d been the one to call me over. I finally got a chance to really look at the enchantress, and I smiled at what I saw.

Casey brushed a strand of wild red hair out of her freckled face, and her long legs stretched out beneath the table in a pair of khaki shorts. My gaze moved up her legs, to her hips, and lingered briefly on the patch of ivory skin her black crop top revealed. When my eyes finally met her blue ones, they gleamed with mischievous delight.

“Hello, ladies.” I started to walk over, and Elle leaned back in her chair to give me a satisfied look.

“Well,” she said in her haughtiest Core World accent, “somebody took his sweet time in checking up on me.”

I caught a glimmer of amusement in Elle’s hazel eyes, and it was clear she wasn’t really mad. The point clerk had delicate features, raven hair, flawless skin, and a pointed nose that carried the rest of her face perfectly. I could see a tantalizing stretch of olive skin down the front of her white dress, but the edge of her golden point clerk coat kept it mostly hidden.

“Sorry,” I apologized with a grin. “You know how knight meetings are.”

“Oh, yes,” Elle snickered as her hazel eyes drifted down to my mouth and then settled on my breastplate. “Or at least, I’ve heard knights take longer than squires. Do you know anything about that, Casey?”

“Nope,” Casey laughed. “But I really hope so.”

“Ahh, you are both trying to make me blush.” I sat down next to my girlfriends, and Elle’s spiced perfume washed over me first. The scent reminded me of wandering through foreign markets on alien worlds, and the powerful spice of it was just as sharp as Elle herself.

Her perfume reminded me of how effortlessly the point clerk moved through the battlefield as well as the refined world of technology and numbers. I loved that dichotomy about Elle, and it amazed me how proficiently she could switch between the different sides of herself.

“Just meetings?” Casey asked, and she leaned in to examine me like she was studying a rune. “Everything else okay?”

As the enchantress grew close, a pleasant wave of her own sweet perfume hit me. She smelled like fresh fruit and iron, and the combination was as simple as it was tantalizing. Casey was always neck-deep in whatever she decided to get involved in, and that ranged from pranks to complex enchanting. She had a pure heart, and I loved how earnestly she dove into work and play alike.

“Well, I did go to see Natali,” I admitted, “but it was mostly meetings that held me up.”

“Those meetings seem to take longer when Treyin is there,” Elle joked significantly, and Casey wiggled her eyebrows at me.

“Uh,” I said, since I was taken aback by the relaxed mood. “Yeah, she does tend to make at least a few comments toward me.”

“Oh, we’ve noticed,” Casey teased. “You and Treyin are getting closer, aren’t you?”

Casey cut a glance across the galley, and I followed her gaze to where Treyin, Flanagan, and Leith were eating their meals together.

I leaned back in my chair as I considered how to answer. The whole “Dating and sleeping with three different women who all knew about each other” thing was really new to me still, and I didn’t want to risk sounding like I wasn’t grateful to be in my current position.

Even if it seemed like my three women were interested in adding a fourth or fifth to their little group.

“She seems to want to,” I hedged.

“It’s fine if you’re not open to Treyin’s advances,” Elle told me seriously, and then a warm smile spread across her face.

“Oh, okay,” I said.

“But she is beautiful,” Casey snickered.

“Ahh, oka--”

“And I’ve enjoyed talking to her,” Elle interrupted me.

“Yeah,” Casey continued. “She’s quite clever, and really likes you.”

“I don’t quite know what you both are--”

“We spoke to Natali as well,” Elle said as she smiled at Casey.

“Wait, why did you talk to Natali about Trey--”

“Yeah,” Casey continued. “She also agreed.”

“Wait, agreed about--”

“So, all three of us are on board,” Elle concluded.

“Okay, uhhhh, are you both fucking with me?” I asked.

“Are we?” Elle asked as she raised a perfect eyebrow.

Casey and Elle both gave me knowing smiles, and then they both took dainty sips from their beer mugs.

They had to be fucking with me.

These women were going to kill me.

I couldn’t help myself and glanced back at Treyin from the corner of my eye. The Ecomese empath was gesturing at Flanagan with one slender hand as she ate, and she managed to make even the most mundane actions look like part of a graceful dance.

“So?” Casey asked. “Are you going to--”

“I’ll just go get my meal now.” I quickly stood up from the table. A pink flush was beginning to climb up the back of my neck. “I’ll be back once I’ve gotten food.”

“Take your time,” Elle said with amusement, and Casey giggled from behind her hand as I walked away.

I’d never go there, definitely not. Casey and Elle seemed surprisingly comfortable with the idea of me adding another woman to what had been a three-way competition so far, and I wondered if they were starting to really enjoy the setup we shared.

I grabbed a food tray and got in line behind a few artillerymen to wait my turn for food.

No, there was no reason to even think about it. I wasn’t going after Treyin, and I definitely wasn’t accepting any of her advances. That was final.

“You seem to be deep in thought, Nicholas,” came a smooth, mature voice from behind me, and I whirled around to face its source.

Treyin looked back at me with open lust in her slender eyes.

“Treyin,” I managed to say calmly, and I also managed to not blurt out that I was just thinking about her. That would have been all sorts of dumb.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” the empath responded, and her eyes traveled up and down my armored body. “I was still hungry, so I decided to get something more to eat. Maybe I shouldn’t look any further, since you seem tasty enough.”

“You never stop trying, do you?” I snickered

“That’s because I know it will eventually work,” Treyin answered simply, and she reached for an apple past my shoulder.

Her hand brushed against my neck above my armor, and I swallowed instinctively against the contact.

“Oh?” I asked coolly. “You’re sure about that?”

“Certainly,” Treyin replied, and her eyes gleamed with anticipation. “We’re going to be getting quite a bit of alone time on our next mission, don’t you think? Enough for a more … serious connection, I’d say.”

Treyin took a slow, languorous bite of the fruit, and juice gathered on her full lips. The Ecomese empath gave me one last hungry look, and then she turned to go back to her table. She left a musky, pleasant smell like fresh wood oil in her wake, and her skirt fluttered around her long legs as she walked.

Nope. No way I was going there.

But perhaps I wanted to.
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Chapter 3

“Come look,” Richard gushed from his spot by the view screen. “It’s so neat. All those mountains jutting out into space.”

“The gravity must be lower than the standard ten AT units,” Nathan added with awe.

In Caledonia, we used a measurement called AT units to determine gravity strength. On our starships and in our rune forming domes, the standard was always set to ten AT units. It provided the most natural effect on human bodies, and that level of gravity kept them strong without taxing the bones and muscles too much.

I came over to take a peek as the twins moved out of my way, and Neville crowded in behind me. We had come to this odd hallway in the Stalwart purely for its nice viewscreen, and in return we got the full treat of watching the planet as we arrived.

A few transport ships hovered just to the left of us, and I could see their fancy painted hulls through the viewscreen. These were the nobles we were to escort to Aquitaine, and the stop at Shess wasn’t too far out of the way of our main path.

I turned my gaze from the noble ships to the planet below. This was where our first mission as knights would be taking place, and I imagined myself down in the mountain city of Montesh.

Scant areas of blue oceans were interspersed with large expanses of green-and-gray landscape that dipped into low valleys and climbed to enormous mountains. The terrain would be rocky and rough as I dodged through Grendel Grunts and took out aliens with my Scimitar of the Blizzard or my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental. We would protect the local civilians, take home another piece of golden armor, and impress Queen Catrina with our skill and bravery. Maybe I would even get another chance to speak to her personally.

I shook off the fantasy and stepped aside so Neville could get a good look at the planet below.

“Not much greenery,” Neville commented thoughtfully. “I guess that’s because they don’t have a lot of water.”

“If we’re lucky,” Richard put in gleefully, “they’ve figured out how to brew some tasty spirits.”

“Hard to beat Caledonian beer,” Nathan mused, “but we can try it out anyway.”

Suddenly, our prot-belts clicked, and a strong voice began to speak through them.

“All restocking members to the Deployment Room within ten minutes,” Commander Reynolds droned through the comms. “Again, all restocking members to the Deployment Room.”

Our side mission was officially just a “restocking” operation where we would go to the planet’s surface to get food and other materials and bring them back to our ship. This was mainly a formality in case our train of noble ships decided to question why we were on Shess.

Of course, the Stalwart didn’t need any restocking, and we wouldn’t be returning to the ship before it left for the Aquitanian Kingdom.

“That’s us,” I announced as anticipation thrummed through me. “If you guys have everything, I think we’re ready to go.”

We were already decked out in the armor and weapons we’d chosen to bring to the planet’s surface. I did a quick check over my stats with my prot-belt just to remind myself of what I had picked to bring.

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 Tempest Strike 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: 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.

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.

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 5 prot-field generated duplicates of wearer for a duration of 3 seconds. Consumes prot-field energy.

I wasn’t carrying nearly all of my equipment, but I couldn’t exactly lug around an entire chest of gear just for this mission. I figured this setup would be a nice balance between a slayer setup and a summoner setup, since I was wary of using my upgraded lich gear without sufficiently testing it out first. I may have dismissed Matthias’ warnings about the Lich Class, but I was being more cautious than I would have been otherwise.

“Let’s do it,” Neville agreed as he watched raptly through the viewscreen.

We pulled ourselves away from the view and took the elevator up a floor to Deck 3, where the Deployment Room was located. Moses and Treyin were already waiting there, and the interplanetary skiff we would take to the surface was prepared.

There was no reason to put the entire Stalwart through atmospheric entry, though I was a little wary of trusting such a small craft to get us down to the surface without any problems. Even now that I knew my father wasn’t killed in an atmospheric entry, I still had misgivings about the process. Sergeant Derek Gibbons had seemed so certain about my father’s death at the hands of a Dax general, but it was difficult to really wrap my head around the new information.

The twins rushed over to bicker over who got shotgun in the skiff, though, and my heart lifted a little to watch them.

“Treyin may wish to sit there,” Moses told the twins with an apologetic smile, but the empath shook her head.

“I think I’d enjoy sitting next to Nicholas instead,” she said smoothly, and the twins went right back to persuading each other for the seat.

In the end, Moses and Neville sat in the front, the two twins were in the middle, and Treyin and myself were in the back. Of course, Treyin took the opportunity to get as close to me as possible, and she still smelled of rich woodsy perfume. The scent was more than a little intoxicating, but I shook my head clear of it and focused on the skiff’s launch.

The craft sealed up with a thick metal wall, and Moses flicked on a viewscreen as the Stalwart lowered our pod through the floor and into cold outer space. Distant stars in unfamiliar constellations winked from far away, and the Stalwart whirred mechanically for a moment before it released our skiff. The floor rumbled under my feet as we separated from the starcraft, and I felt momentarily glad for Treyin’s warm body next to mine.

Our skiff jettisoned toward the planet, and I clenched my jaw as our gentle glide roughened. We drew close to the atmosphere, and the viewscreen was enveloped with white flames as our skiff began its entry.

Treyin’s hand landed on my leg, and I looked at her questioningly.

“If you didn’t have that implant,” she explained, “I would be able to give you a feeling of calm at this time.”

“I don’t need it,” I assured her.

“Of course you don’t,” Treyin agreed with a slight nod, “but it would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

I shrugged, though she was right about that. I didn’t relish the thought of being controlled ever again, so the implant was staying where it was. Plus, I didn’t think it could be removed safely even if I wanted to take it out.

The awful turbulence subsided, and our skiff tilted back to a more regular angle as it prepared to land. Moses gave it a few instructions, but the interplanetary craft was mostly automated anyway, so it didn’t need much guidance.

The skiff seemed to sigh as it settled onto solid ground, and a green light flashed on the center console as the doors unlocked. Moses punched a button, and the wing door of the skiff lifted up to reveal the world outside.

We had landed just outside the city limits, and the twins gawked as they leaned over to look through the open door.

“Now, that’s a town,” Richard commented in amazement. “Looks like pillars are in style.”

Moses and Neville got out, and the twins followed after. When Treyin and I moved to leave, I got my first real glimpse of Montesh city.

The nicer buildings were clumped in the middle of the city, but they rose above the crowded shops and houses to be visible at a distance. Gleaming white facades decorated with stonework peeked above the graceful rooflines of the nearest buildings, but the most impressive part were the mountains and the valleys. It seemed as if we were on a plateau thousands of feet above where the ground dropped off on the left, but an enormous mountain peak rose into the clouds just beyond Montesh.

The twins weren’t kidding about the number of pillars, though. Practically every significant building looked like it was built solely from arches, domes, and decorated columns in varying shades of white and cream. It was excessive, sure, but I had to admit it looked nice. It wasn’t the sort of construction that could rival any major Caledonian cities, but the whole thing was quaint and pleasant to look at.

There were still signs of contemporary technology, of course. Cars swooped along high-speed tracks, and flashing holograms danced in the windows of merchant shops. Older tech showed in the form of a few servitors that hurried through the paved streets on mechanical legs, but it still seemed like the natives were making sure the atmosphere of the city was mostly low-tech.

The bubble of the distant runeforming dome encompassed the entire city and provided us with the perfect blend of oxygen and other elements. The beauty of runeforming domes was they allowed people and aircrafts like our skiff to enter freely, but necessary gasses were trapped inside. We had entered the dome without even noticing, and it felt perfect inside. Gravity had been artificially enhanced to ten AT Units, though a glance beyond the runeforming dome showed gravity was much lower to create the steep, rocky dropoff to sea level below.

All the signs of a beautiful, wonderful life were here. The air was fresh, clean, and well-filtered by the runeforming dome. Golden crop fields stretched in terraces over the sloping curve to the peak of the mountain, and children played tag-ball and footliner on the hillside as they ran around the wheat crops in classic games.

It felt like this was the kind of place I would have liked to grow up in. The people seemed genuinely happy, and I saw no slums, tenements, beggars, or smog in the city. Whoever ruled Montesh, they ruled it fairly, and the people wanted for nothing. It was like an oasis, untouched by war or any other social ills.

“Ah,” Treyin sighed as a group of richly-clothed nobles approached us from the streets, “here comes our welcome party.”

“They knew we were coming, correct?” I asked as I frowned at the stiff men and women coming our way.

“They did,” Moses confirmed. “This shouldn’t be too tense. Other than the fact they aren’t used to having space knights on their world.”

As the nobles approached, however, tension positively sparked through the air. I counted two women in sumptuous dresses and two men in fine brocaded outfits, but none of them looked happy to see our group. Behind the richly-clothed members of the welcome party, there was a mouselike woman in thick glasses and a frumpy dress who scurried along on short legs to keep up.

“Do we know who these nobles are?” I whispered as I leaned in toward Treyin.

“Not a clue,” she responded with a sly smile. “They certainly aren’t feeling welcoming. I believe that small one is the translator. It’s no matter, I’ll deal with them.”

“Be careful,” Moses whispered back over his shoulder. “We don’t need to play tricks on these people, we are here to help them, so they can help us.”

“But my dear Moses,” Treyin sighed. “I’m so good at playing tricks. Or does that mean I’m bad?”

The nobles stopped a few feet from us, and the ladies gave old-fashioned curtsies while the men emulated the movement in a strange, mincing kind of bow.

“Greetings,” Moses told the group, and their eyes widened as they took in the full stature of the huge shield knight.

To be fair, I’d freak out too if a seven-foot-tall man in gleaming, rune-enchanted armor wanted to speak to my rulers. All six of us were geared up as if we were going to march into the city and start slaying people, but in reality, our augmented magical abilities and muscles could handle the armor with ease.

The mousy woman squeaked something to the cadre of nobles in translation, and they put on tight, worried smiles. One man spoke back to the translator to give us a response, and the strange Shess language washed in loose syllables across his tongue. It was full of sighing, washy sounds like somebody speaking without teeth.

“We say hello to the Caledonians,” the mousy woman translated hesitantly, and she pushed at the bridge of her glasses. “Welcome to Montesh, the greatest city on the entire planet. Feel free to wander through the streets at your leisure, but you’ll be hard pressed to find any Grendel portals here.”

Oh, of course the nobles were feeling threatened by our presence. They hadn’t had any Grendel portals near this city, or even on this planet, in the past century or more.

“We swear,” Moses answered back thoughtfully, “we wouldn’t be here if not for an extremely likely portal appearance.”

The mousy translator whispered back and forth with the fancily clothed nobles before she turned back to us.

“By order of the council, we must promise to give your crew nearly-free reign of the city for the time being,” she explained hesitantly, “since Caledonia has proven cordial in many past dealings. What do you wish to do?”

“The first way of dealing with portals is a preventive treatment,” Moses replied. “Our squad would like to set up certain defensive points around this region to protect the people of this city. If a portal opened near the center of town, any lack of defensive measures would prove deadly.”

There was an uncertain, nervous murmuring within the group of nobles, but they made no outright protest.

“That sounds fine according to the council’s wishes,” the mousy woman translated for one of the ladies. “We haven’t had knights on this planet for generations, so please excuse any unintended rudeness on our part.”

I wasn’t sure just how unintended it was, but our feelings weren’t the main concern in a mission like this.

“Thank you,” Moses replied with a serious nod. “We appreciate that you’re willing to host us in Montesh. This city is beautiful, and your people deserve to be proud of it.”

The nobles softened as they heard Moses compliment their home, and their suspicious expressions faded a little.

“We’ll take you to Montesh’s council members now,” the translator explained.

“That must be this city’s rulers,” Nathan murmured to himself, “but then who the hell are these people?”

“A delegation of assistants and lesser nobles, probably,” Neville informed him quietly. “The council members are too important to meet us out here.”

Moses pulled out a small handheld remote, which he used to close and lock the skiff’s doors, and then he turned to the nobles.

“We’re ready to meet the council now,” he agreed. “Thank you for the quick audience.”

“Moses has gotta have the most soothing voice on this planet,” Nathan whispered to his brother.

“Maybe it’s a mutation,” Richard joked back.

The nobles turned to go, and we followed closely after them. The translator stuck close to Moses’ side, and he asked her a few questions about Montesh etiquette as we walked. Our group moved through the streets toward the center of the city, and I took the opportunity to look around during our slow procession.

Merchants hawked their wares, and a black-haired woman in her forties called out in Shessian as she tried to sell us a series of rune-powered music boxes. We walked on through to a small plaza, and the smells of unique foods wafted toward us as we proceeded through the crowds.

I noticed a few inhabitants pointing at us and gawking in awe at our power armor, and it made me smile to see so much enthusiasm for Space Knights. Then we slipped through a tighter section of the street, and I had to make an effort to slow my footsteps in order to match pace with the nobles in front of us.

Soon, we came out into a second, larger plaza, and the nobles directed us toward an official-looking building in the shape of a large basilica with a semicircular apse and double colonnades. Twin spires framed the domed middle of the building, and the oblong central hall stretched back further than I could see. The entire building climbed up nearly five or six stories higher than the ones around it, but the rounded curves and carved decorations made it seem welcoming and almost soft.

Around the perimeter of the plaza, high curving archways bridged the gaps between pillars, and children laughed and shouted as they dashed around the columns in an unfamiliar game. Two boys tossed a rubber ball back and forth as others chased them, but the ball bounced off the white facade of a column and came careening in our direction.

I moved to try to catch the ball, but Treyin was closer, and she plucked it from the air with a slender gray hand. Then the empath looked down and examined the ball with raised eyebrows for a moment, and I wondered if she was going to pop it or pitch it onto a roof.

The two boys ran up to us with eager, open expressions, and Treyin crouched down as they approached.

I winced and put my hand on her shoulder to stop her from reaming them out, but to my surprise, Treyin gave the children a warm, friendly smile.

“Here, let me give this back to you,” she told them, and the empath offered the rubber ball gently to the boys. “That game looks fun, but be extra careful when you’re running around. I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

Wait, Treyin was being nice to them?

The taller boy gaped at the empath with an open mouth, and his eyes lit up with awe as he examined her. His blue eyes fixed on Treyin’s elongated face, and he reached up a tentative hand to touch the gray skin of her cheek. The shorter kid squeaked out something in Shessian and tugged on the taller boy’s arm.

Then the mousy translator stepped in between the children and Treyin, and she shooed the kids away with a gentle wave of her hand.

“We’re very sorry about this,” the translator gushed, and she pushed nervously at the bridge of her glasses. “Truly, we have to apologize for the children’s’ actions. They’re simply young and careless, and they don’t know any--”

“Hush,” Treyin silenced the woman with a cool expression, and she stood back up. “Don’t feel the need to apologize for their behavior. Truly, I thought the kids were delightful.”

Neville turned to me with a shocked, slack-jawed expression as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

I widened my eyes before I nodded back in agreement.

I’d never seen such a kind, affectionate side of Treyin before, and I wondered where it had been hiding this whole time. I was used to seeing her cool, collected, and ruthlessly manipulative, but I couldn’t imagine she held any secret motivations for treating the children so nicely.

Did Treyin have a soft side after all?

“It’s time to go inside,” the translator insisted as she gave us a tight smile. “The council members are waiting for you.”
“Of course,” Moses responded cordially, and he smiled wide to show his white teeth.

We followed the nobles to the tall building’s doors, which were steel-metal with a raised, embossed floral pattern on the front. The nobles exchanged a few sentences in Shessian, and one of the ladies pressed her finger onto an electronic panel beside the door. The program recognized her fingerprint with a quiet beep, and then the metal doors opened.

We followed the nobles inside, and my eyebrows climbed as I took in the beautiful architecture inside. The columns and arches continued through the interior, and the tiled stone floor glistened in the gentle yellow light of overhead chandeliers. A few landscape paintings adorned the walls, but there was no furniture, and all the decorations were simple and sparse.

We were in a long central hallway, and a dozen doors along the sides led to adjoining rooms. I couldn’t imagine what went on in those rooms, but then again, I didn’t know what it would be like to be ruled by an entire council. How could they get anything done with so many members all at the same rank? The Caledonian Kingdom was ruled the same way an RTF vessel was run, with direct chains of command, and the advantages of our system were clear to me. We never had to argue where the Stalwart would go, since the Captain ultimately made that decision every time.

The nobles took us left toward one of the adjoining rooms, and the translator held the wooden door open for us while we went in.

I could tell this room was some kind of meeting place, since the round table at the center dominated the space, and the seating arrangement provided a clear view to everybody. At the table, a group of seven men and women were already seated, and there were six empty seats in preparation for our arrival. I assumed our escorts were nobles, but they paled in comparison to these richly-clothed people who awaited us at the table.

“The council members, it seems,” Treyin told me with a sly half-smile.

I was sure she was already plotting ways to bend them to her will.

Our group of nobles stepped to the side, and they exchanged a few words of Shessian with the seated councilmembers before they curtsied and left. The mousy translator stayed, and she hovered uncomfortably by the wall without a seat of her own.

“Please, sit,” she told us, and the councilmembers gestured at the empty seats.

“Thank you,” Moses replied, and the six of us joined the council at their table.

A man with a wiry black beard leaned forward as he spoke, and I gauged his age to be somewhere around seventy or older.

“Councilman Wishels welcomes you,” the translator explained. “He is happy to see Catrina’s knights take an interest in Montesh, and he wonders if perhaps a trade agreement might be established with some of the nearby Caledonian planets.”

“We’re honored to be here,” Moses responded politely. “However, we don’t have the power to say yes or no to such a trade agreement. Maybe once our mission here is over, we can send word to the queen of your interest. I’d be happy to help however I can, though I realize it’s not much.”

Councilman Wishels smiled warmly once Moses’s words had been relayed back, and he nodded firmly in agreement.

Maybe this would be easier than we expected. The councilmembers looked at us with curiosity and friendliness for the most part, and they seemed genuinely well-intentioned.

I’d seen plenty of rundown cities and slums through the past three months on the Stalwart, but Montesh was a breath of fresh air compared to that. The people were well-clothed, the children were happy, business was doing well, and I hadn’t seen a single hint of crime or discontentment.

Whatever these councilmen were doing, maybe they were doing it right.

Another councilman spoke, and this time it was a bald man with a head that shone like it was waxed. Matching gray mutton-chops on his jaw and a pair of thin gray eyebrows were the only hair on his head, and his nose was bulbous over a thin mouth and a shallow chin. He looked a little like a turtle about to withdraw within its shell, and his voice was thin and wandering as he spoke.

“Councilman Setess is sorry to say that he doesn’t believe the portals you seek can be found here,” the translator explained. “You may have to set a time limit for your mission, just so you won’t be trapped waiting forever. Perhaps two weeks would suffice, and then you could return to your kingdom. Of course, Councilman Setess would be happy to host you for years or decades if you wished.”

The councilman smiled, but the insincere expression seemed to merely widen his thin lips without touching any other part of his face.

I looked up at Treyin for her input, and her slender eyes narrowed further as she stared at Councilman Setess.

Another councilmember spoke up, and this time it was a middle-aged woman in a red brocade dress and a towering hairdo that reminded me of the city architecture. Her eyes were the color of a muddy pond, and her cheeks were slightly sallow.

“Councilwoman Ush speaks,” the translator explained, and she fiddled nervously with her glasses as the councilwoman said her piece. “Um, she’s telling me she’ll do her own translation.”

Councilwoman Ush pulled a lacy fan from the front of her burgundy dress, and she fanned herself as she began to speak in Caledonian. Her odd accent seemed to skip lightly over most consonants and linger on syllables, but it was understandable.

“I would rather run naked through the streets than host you military barbarians for more than a month,” she declared with a sniff and a shake of her head. “Our city is peaceful without you, and I don’t want you spying and looming over our people. Councilman Setess makes promises he cannot keep. Don’t misinterpret me, I do appreciate your help if there’s a real Grendel threat, but this is a short stay, not an extended one.”

Neville sucked in a breath of air, and I tensed in my seat at such an overt declaration of the councilwoman’s distaste.

Surprisingly, Treyin relaxed further into her chair, and a small noise of amusement left her throat.

“Don’t worry, Councilwoman Ush,” Treyin assured her with a wave of her gray hands. “We won’t stick around too long. We have other things to attend to, and while there’s a slight chance we may be here for a month, I suspect the wait will be much shorter.”

“Hmph,” Councilwoman Ush responded, and her rouged mouth suddenly pulled into a smile. “Well, in that case, you might as well stay within my mansion. I could offer you finer accommodations than any other councilmember here.”

Wait, Ush wanted us gone, but she was still offering us a place to stay? I looked from the councilwoman to Treyin and back again, but I couldn’t make sense of the sudden change. I didn’t think the empath had influenced the councilwoman, but maybe I just wasn’t very good at spotting the signs of it.

“Thank you,” Moses responded pleasantly, as if the animosity didn’t exist. “Maybe we’ll take Councilwoman Ush up on her offer.”

“No, no,” tittered another councilwoman, and this one had a round face with a generous smile. “I insist, Space Knights stay with me. Large house, lots of soft things. Odorous food with flavors, yes?”

It was clear this councilwoman wasn’t as well versed in the Caledonian language, but I was sure the offer was a good one, too. The translator told us her name was Councilwoman Moolish, but she was quickly drowned out as other council members began to speak.

Councilman Setess and Councilman Wishels both offered their own houses in flourishes of generosity. Then the three council members who’d been silent spoke up, and the translator told us Councilman Tassinigash, Councilman Purns, and Councilwoman DuShana were offering their own houses as well. Those three seemed a little tamer and quieter, but each wore a genuine, pleased expression, and Treyin didn’t seem suspicious of their motives.

It was a lot to take in, but it seemed everybody was happy to host us. Despite the earlier tension felt from Councilman Setess and Councilwoman Ush, the Montesh rulers were willing to get competitive over who could offer the most gracious hospitality.

The debating and the offers seemed to go on forever, and I had to put in an effort to stay focused on the discussions. Moses never flagged in his polite responses, and Treyin seemed completely in her own element as she drove the conversation to an amicable close.

Before I knew it, the empath had somehow convinced each of the individual councilmembers we would really love to stay with them the most. She danced through compliments to food, furnishings, entertainment, and lavish gifts until it seemed like we were secretly longing for each councilmember’s specialty the most.

In the end, Moses insisted to the council that we needed to stay with the first person to offer, which meant Ush had won the debate. He regrettably told the other councilmembers we wouldn’t be using their lodgings, and Treyin reinforced how much we would have loved to do otherwise with a few sly remarks.

“I suppose the meeting is over, then,” Councilwoman Ush stated, and she folded her fan as a satisfied smile crept across her face. “Ah, well. The knights are free to wander our city until dinnertime, when they can join me on Lushing Way. It’s just a few blocks beyond this council building.”

Councilwoman Ush described the path we could take to get to her mansion, and Moses thanked her one more time before we could escape the meeting.

Our team of six gratefully fled the building, and our strides were long and fast as we eagerly stepped out into the fresh air once more.

The weak sunlight of this planet greeted us once we moved onto the plaza, and Moses rolled his neck with a series of popping noises.

“I don’t know how you do it,” Nathan bemoaned. “I’ll never be that patient, not in a million years.”

“You don’t have to be a diplomat to be a shield knight,” Moses responded, and his white teeth showed in an amused smile. “Patience does help with both, however. What did you sense, Treyin?”

“They’re glad to have us here,” the empath responded thoughtfully. “Ush and Setess were discouraged, and Purns seemed worried. Nothing too strong, so I believe we’ll have no issues with diplomacy.”

I wondered what it was like for Treyin to sense all those emotions so easily. It seemed entirely foreign to me, but she didn’t even bat an eye at being able to know peoples’ innermost feelings.

“At least we get to explore a little now,” I said with a shrug of my armored shoulders.

“Absolutely,” Moses chuckled. “Maybe I’ll go hunting for some of that street food we passed earlier.”

“Nick, you’re sure you don’t want to go back to Ush’s rooms early?” Treyin suggested, and lust gleamed in her eyes. “We could get some nice alone time …”

“Uh, I think I’m good,” I forced out as I shifted away from the empath’s stare.

Treyin smiled, and her open lust dissipated a little.

“I suppose we can put a pin in it, for now,” Treyin allowed. “All of you have your prot-belts, so give a ring if you get lost or forget where we’re supposed to stay the night.”

Then Moses and Treyin split off from our group to wander across the plaza, and Nathan gave me an appraising look.

“You know,” he told me impishly, “you should really take Treyin’s offer one of these times. Ecomese girls can give you a real good time.”

A grin stretched over Nathan’s face, and Richard rolled his eyes at his twin.

“He would know, I guess,” Richard sighed. “They’re like fucking machines, him and his girlfriend.”

“Like machines?” Nathan asked, and his voice sounded slightly offended.

“No, like fucking machines,” his brother clarified.

“Oh, that’s more true,” Nathan laughed as he smacked his brother on the back, “but the way we make love is transcendent. One time, while her mouth was doing the most wondrous things to my manhood, she put her finger up my--”

“Okay, that’s enough of that story,” Neville groaned, and he ran a hand through his steel-colored hair.

“Space Knights!” shouted a high-pitched voice suddenly, and we turned away from the conversation to see the round-faced councilwoman tottering up to us.

“Councilwoman Moolish,” Neville greeted, and I was grateful he had remembered her name at least.

“Ooh, I glad I found you!” Councilwoman Moolish cooed. “I be in awe of such knight powers. Always want to see in action, but never received a chance. No knights here for much generation.”

I glanced around for Treyin and Moses, and I found them still nearby and both were facing us to watch our exchange from across the plaza. Moses gestured and said something to Treyin, and they both started to walk over.

Good, we weren’t going to be left completely alone with this situation.

“I’m glad you’re getting the chance to meet us, then,” I quickly responded to save Neville from the responsibility. “I don’t think it’s likely you’ll see us actually fighting the Grendels, but that’s probably for the better.”

Councilwoman Moolish’s face fell, and her round cheeks sagged as a frown drooped at her mouth.

“I won’t see Grendels, no,” she said sadly. “Maybe, hm, exhibition of full powers? Special fight just for fun.”

“I’m not sure we can do that,” I said.

Who did this lady expect us to fight? Knight powers didn’t show up much in a friendly match, and I wasn’t about to beat up a bunch of Montesh guards with Bane Bears or lightning bolts. We’d smear them bloody across the plaza if we even came close to fighting for real.

Luckily, Treyin and Moses arrived just as the lady asked for an exhibition, and Moses cleared his throat.

“I’m afraid we can’t show you anything without people to fight,” the shield knight explained, “and we wouldn’t want to put them in danger.”

“That is fine,” Councilwoman Moolish replied, and excitement lit up her small, dark eyes. “Our city has defense, uh, how do you say? Mechanic men?”

“Defense robots?” Nathan suggested.

“Yes!” Councilwoman Moolish exclaimed. “Defense robots. Perfect for fake fight, I think.”

“I suppose so,” Moses agreed politely.

That agreement was all Councilwoman Moolish needed to launch straight into setting up the fight for us. She somehow managed to give a handful of orders that turned into a massive organization effort to clear the plaza and set it up as a battleground. Moses tried to warn her we might damage the concrete floor, but Moolish wasn’t having any of it, and soon the plaza looked more like a sparring ring than a place of public business.

It was a little frivolous to stage a fight in the middle of Montesh, but I grinned in anticipation. The only thing I loved more than fighting Grendels was showing off my love of flashy moves. I had spent too much of my childhood watching knight dueling footage with my mother, and I loved the opportunity to put on a show just like they did.

Of course, this time I really was a knight. It was enough to make my heart quicken with excitement.

While we waited for the demonstration setup to finish, a squeaky, metal-on-metal sound filled the air.

“Here they come!” Councilwoman Moolish gushed, and she pointed at a man leaning against the council building wall. “He has the control device, so he speaks them to fight you, and they do it automagically from there.”

“Automatically,” Nathan whispered under his breath.

The squeaking sound grew louder, and metal gleamed in the sun as rows of marching robots appeared across the plaza from us. They tramped from the street into the plaza proper, and civilians parted readily to let them through.

We were drawing a pretty big audience with this event, and it looked like nearly a couple hundred civilians were sticking around to watch us in action. Luckily, the area had been cordoned off with hologram tape, and the playing children were nowhere to be seen now. This match was strangely public, but we wouldn’t have to worry too much about hurting any of the audience members by accident.

At first, the marching robots seemed decently impressive, even though an army of mechanical men was a fairly archaic idea. Like servitors, fighting robots were considered primitive and unreliable technology, so it was unlikely to see such a thing on any proper Caledonian planet. As I watched the robots, however, I started to notice just how poorly they were functioning. Their movements were jerky and predictable, and some of them were missing parts. It was clear Montesh hadn’t needed to fight any real battles in a while.

“Ah,” Councilwoman Moolish sighed happily. “Count to three, fight then! Real weapons on robots, but programmed not to kill. Should aim for limbs.”

“Thanks for the explanation,” Moses replied neutrally, but I could tell he didn’t think we’d have a problem with these robots no matter what setting they were put on.

Moolish waved goodbye to us as she scurried off to the sidelines to watch, and our team of six was left alone to face the army of robots. There must have been around seventy of them, and I was sure we looked impressive to these onlookers as we faced down an entire automated army.

They just didn’t know a thing about us Stalwart knights.

“One bonus point if you decapitate them,” Neville insisted.

“Two bonus points if it explodes,” Richard snickered.

“Knights, get ready!” called a man’s voice, and we didn’t waste any time arming ourselves.

Treyin tapped quickly at a few sigils on her prot-belt, and a pair of twin katars slid from her gauntlets. Pale purple aura flowed from the weapons to signify their power, and I was reminded once more of the deadly, ruthless core underneath the empath’s charms.

Moses detached his naginata from the magnetons on his back, and he twirled the weapon in one hand before he reached back and pulled his tower shield off the magnetons as well. He slammed the tip of his tower shield against the ground, and the whole thing began to glow an alluring pale blue and gold as magical energy coursed through it.

Neville drew a new weapon I hadn’t yet laid eyes on, and I frowned in confusion at the layers of steel rods and intricate parts within the device. It looked a bit like a large gun, but I couldn’t figure out what all those overlaid parts were for.

Then Neville flicked a trigger at the butt end of the gun, and the steel rods expanded out and forward in a strange telescoping action. When it was over, Neville held a long rifle adorned in the middle with a circular framework in the shape of a curved dish. I figured it was part of the knight equipment he had been saving for after we passed our exams, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what such a strange weapon was supposed to do.

Nathan slid a rounded metal shield off his magnetons and flicked his shield arm sharply. Five metal spikes slid out from the shield’s surface and fixed in place to give the defensive object an attack ability as well. It was a good shield knight piece, and I was sure it had some enchantments to enhance his prot-field as well.

Then Nathan drew his weapon from his back, and my eyes widened at the impressive polearm he held.

The tip of the polearm was sharp, slender and shaped like a leaf, and two more thin spikes jutted from the sides just below the end of the blade. The weapon was designed to move smoothly into an enemy, and the side-facing spikes would prevent the corpse from sliding too far onto the spear haft. The haft itself was fluted like a large broadsword would have been, and the carved-out portions would make it even lighter and quicker to use. The weapon was simple and practical, and I was excited to see Nathan wield it in battle.

Richard drew a pair of twin axes from his back magnetons, and at first, I thought he had simply upgraded his squire equipment. When I examined the axes closer, however, I noticed the blades were curved more sharply, and they were slightly longer than Richard’s old ones. The axes weren’t perfectly matched either, and each was inscribed with different runes. Richard flourished the axes expertly, and I grinned as I turned back to the robot army. I couldn’t wait to see him show off, but he wasn’t going to steal the spotlight from me.

This fight was going to be my show.

“One, two, three!” called the man with the remote, and then the robots whirred into action.

A horde of poorly-oiled robots screeched toward us, and I saw one malfunction and collapse under the feet of its brethren before it could even start to fight. As they drew closer, I could see they were armed with large curved swords for arms, and at least the weapons gleamed sharply in the sunlight.

Neville’s strange gun suddenly whined, and green light shimmered around the disc portion of it. Power hummed around the weapon, and the whine climbed to an even higher pitch as Neville braced himself with the gun held firmly in both hands.

Green light flashed, and an enormous beam of magical energy burst from the weapon’s disc. It slammed into the ground just in front of the running robots, and a bloom of green plasma energy swallowed up a four-meter-wide section of the robot army. Green flames swept through every enemy caught in its blast radius, and warped robotic body parts sprayed from the explosion. A few smoking metal pieces landed near our group, and Nathan activated his prot-field to protect us.

It wasn’t necessary, fortunately. The debris stopped short of us as well as the enthralled audience, and they cheered with gusto as the final plumes of smoke cleared.

“By the stars,” Richard said as he gawked at the carnage. “I want a gun like that. Why did I pick berserker over marksman?”

“Still time to change your mind,” Nathan suggested chipperly.

“It takes about a day to recharge that shot,” Neville responded with a casual shrug. “A prot-field would probably absorb it completely anyway.”

“Aw yeah,” Richard crooned, “then I’m still the coolest class.”

“Focus, young knights!” Moses called above our conversation. “Enemies incoming!”

The disc portion of Neville’s gun folded inward and laid back along the barrel of his weapon. Mechanisms clicked inside the gun, and then Neville began to pull the trigger. Popping noises sounded as piercing beams flashed from his rifle, and I watched as robots began to drop with each precise shot he took.

When in the queen’s name had Neville gotten so damn good?

The first robots dashed toward us, and I grinned as I drew my Scimitar of the Blizzard. Frost crackled along the blade’s surface, and I leveled it at my enemies as they charged headlong at us.

Then I was in the melee.

This was my home, and a feeling of serenity overtook my body.

I twirled and slashed through the first few with ease, and sparks flew from my scimitar as the blade cut through pneumatic tubes and parted metal. The robots I merely maimed instead of killing quickly succumbed to my Scimitar of the Blizzard’s effects as white frost stalled their components and stiffened their pneumatics into uselessness.

Energy roared through my muscles, and a wild grin crossed my face as I dodged effortlessly away from our enemies’ robotic swords. I felt invincible, and I wove through dozens of robots without even the barest concern of getting hit.

I knew my knight equipment would make fighting easier, but I didn’t expect to feel this much of a difference. I had on my Voidgod’s Breastplate, and the Greater Might’s Aura was working well in conjunction with all my other musculature-enhancement armor to make me nearly unstoppable.

It felt amazing.

One robot got too close, and I snapped out my elbow to catch it in the middle of its featureless metal face. Components crumpled under my blow as the entire skull folded inward, and the robot collapsed into a pile of scrap as I kicked another robot in the face and then used my momentum to backflip over another’s back.

As great as I felt and as fast as I moved, I could only kill enemies so quickly before their numbers began to surround me. I quickly noticed a few too many robots were at my back, so I activated the Shadow Self rune on my breastplate.

I had forgotten the upgrade to my breastplate had increased the number of clones I could summon, so I was momentarily surprised when five copies of myself formed, but they kicked and slashed through fluid Academy moves around me and did their job and distracted the robots long enough to let me drive my scimitar through my enemies’ bodies.

One of my duplicates planted a kick on an approaching robot, and the enemy staggered back as the blow hit home. That was a more powerful attack than any of my previous duplicates had ever shown, and I figured it was also due to the knight class upgrade.

I got lost in the delight of combat, and my body flowed through movements as easily as water through a river. I caught a glimpse of Treyin as she twirled her katars through the army of robots, and mounds of mechanical corpses laid at her feet. Then I was distracted again, and I turned back to the killing.

I hit a clump of tightly-packed robots, and I carved through them with my scimitar as I moved closer to the center of their pack. Nathan appeared in the middle of the clump as I cut down the enemies around him, and I was impressed to see just how many enemies he was facing down without a struggle.

“Hey, Nick,” Nathan greeted me, and he slammed his spiked shield through a robot’s torso. “I guess I’m not as quick with my kills as you or Richard.”

“That’s not the role you want anyway,” I said. “I saw you protecting your brother’s flank for a bit.”

“Just don’t tell him,” he laughed as he smashed his shield into another robot.

He may not have been as quick as us, but Nathan was able to handle more enemies at once without putting himself in danger. All his gear was focused on protecting instead of killing, so he did fine taking on this many robots on all sides. That was the beauty of the Shield Knight class, and I could see Nathan following in Moses’ footsteps if he kept getting more proficient at this kind of fighting.

I teamed up with Nathan for a while, and the two of us swept through countless robots as they whirred and squeaked around us. I thought about drawing my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental, but when I looked around, there were barely two dozen robots left alive.

Whoops. Maybe I should have pulled out the flashy moves sooner.

I killed the three that approached me, and Nathan used his polearm to take out a fourth with a swift stab through its skull. I turned to find another enemy, but instead I got the opportunity to watch Neville fight three robots of his own.

Neville had switched to his rapier, and the weapon cleaved the first robot in half through its bulky torso. It hadn’t even hit the ground by the time my friend turned and revealed the gun in his right hand. The gun barked as a green beam blasted through the second robot, and a smoking hole opened in its neck. Finally, Neville twisted to thrust his left arm out again, and the rapier plunged deep into the third robot’s torso.

With all three of his enemies dispatched, Neville settled and looked around to find his next target.

There were only two left, however, and Moses got them both. His naginata cleaved through their metal bodies in a graceful, practiced movement, and we were left without anything left to kill.

Cheering swelled around us, and I turned to look at the audience as they whooped and hollered. The plaza was littered with mechanical parts and twisted, burned debris, but the Montesh people didn’t seem to mind the carnage as they shrieked their approval.

Councilwoman Moolish picked her way through the battlefield, and she had to hold her green velvet dress clear of the ground as she made her way toward us.

Her round face shone with open admiration and awe, and her hands fluttered as she tottered up to us.

“Knights, knights!” she exclaimed, and it seemed to be the only praise she could manage through her excitement.

The crowd slowly stopped their cheering, and a new sound reached my ears from the civilians around us. It was soft but insistent, a kind of “shhshhshh” that ebbed and strengthened like waves lapping at a beach.

“The fuck?” Richard asked in confusion.

“They want more,” Councilwoman Moolish told us with satisfaction. “It means do again.”

“We would,” I answered earnestly, “but I’m afraid we don’t want to destroy all your city’s defenders.”

Moses shot me a grateful look, and I stifled a proud smile for having thought of the excuse.

The reality was much simpler. These robots weren’t even a challenge for us, and more fighting wasn’t the most exciting prospect after we’d breezed through so many of the same enemy.

It also brought to mind a worrying reality. If this was the city’s defensive force, they could never hope to stand against an actual Grendel threat. These robots would barely be able stand against Grendel Grunts, and they certainly couldn’t handle the kinds of enemies that would be coming from a Seraphic portal.

“Aw, I never got to show my axe effects,” Richard sighed. “Why’d you have to kill them so fast, Nick?”

Suddenly, the shushing noise of the audience weakened, and over the sound came the distant sound of screaming. The civilians around us murmured in confusion as they tried to turn and see what the commotion was all about.

“Is something wrong elsewhere in the city?” Moses asked Councilwoman Moolish as a concerned frown spread across his face.

“I do not know … “ Councilwoman Moolish replied, and she touched a hand to one of her round cheeks in worry.

Then a sharp noise split the air, and a clanging alarm started up with nearly deafening volume. The doors to the council building burst open, and two more councilmembers appeared from within.

It was Purns and DuShana, two of the council members who had barely spoken during the meeting. Terror was written across their faces, and they rushed over to us in trembling panic. Behind them raced the mousy translator from earlier, and her overlarge brown dress flapped around her ankles as she ran.

“What’s going on?” Treyin demanded as the councilmembers got close enough.

Purns huffed and puffed with terror, and his withered face was red as he spoke in rapid Shessian.

“We have just received word of an emergency,” the translator told us, and her lip trembled as she spoke. “There are monsters tearing through the north-east quarter of Montesh, slaughtering all they come across. They look like aliens.”
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Chapter 4

Councilwoman Moolish nearly collapsed at the news, and her hands fluttered near her face in fear.

“Aliens in city!” she cried. “Oh, knights, what we do?”

“The stars answered my prayers,” Richard cackled. “I get to show off my axes after all!”

“You are looking at this situation wrong, Richard,” Treyin reminded the blond knight, but her slender eyes danced with amusement and anticipation. “Beating up robots simply doesn’t satisfy the heart, so you should be happy that we get living things to slaughter. Showing off one’s skills are secondary to the kill.”

“You sound like Leith,” Nathan pointed out.

“I do like killing things,” Treyin purred as she glanced toward me “It’s my second favorite thing to do.”

“You new knights better focus up,” Moses told us with a wide smile. “We’ve got civilians and property we have to be careful of, so fall in line and--”

“We are going to kick Grendel ass?” Nathan interrupted.

“Well, I’m going to show you how to properly kick Grendel ass,” The big shield knight chuckled.

“Fuck yes,” Nathan whispered to himself as his face lit up with excitement. He was going to get some real tutelage in how to fight as a shield knight, and I knew he’d been looking forward to the opportunity.

“You said north-east?” Moses asked as he furrowed his brow at the councilmembers.

“Yes,” the translator breathed. “It’s north-east. The merchant quarter.”

“Damn good we got to this planet when we did,” Moses responded, and he tapped on his prot-belt so a holographic compass displayed in front of him. “Alright, knights, keep your wits sharp and don’t lose me. We’re going to move fast, and I’m not stopping if you fall behind.”

“You’ve got it,” I told Moses.

“Couldn’t be more ready in a hundred years,” Neville added as he tightened his hand around the trigger guard of his gun.

There wouldn’t be a piece of Grendel big enough to even identify after we were done.

Moses tapped out a few keystrokes on his prot-belt, and I activated my speed sequence as he did. I noticed the other ex-squires checking their own belts, though Treyin simply dropped into a languorous crouch to stretch her leg muscles.

I found my eyes glued to the long, lean expanse of her limbs, but I couldn’t see anything underneath her strange crystalline armor. She was wearing the same gear that had seemed to blur and hurt my eyes in previous fights, but she didn’t have that effect active right now, and I wished I could see what her graceful stretches looked like beneath her armor.

We were all ready, so Moses gave us a thumbs-up with one big hand. Then he crouched, fixed his eyes on his compass, and started to run.

I shot off after him, and my friends’ footsteps pounded in my ears as they followed close behind. It was shocking how fast Moses was able to run considering his heavy gear, and I knew even with gravity runes it had to weigh at least fifty kilos.

Citizens fled through the streets as they pushed in the opposite direction from our trajectory, so we had to dodge screaming shoppers and panicked merchants as we drew closer to the northeast section of the city.

When the clot of people grew too thick, Moses darted sideways to springboard off the hood of a car over the thick crowd.

I switched my speed sequence to power just in time for the jump and followed after him. My muscle-enhanced legs pushed me far over the clump of panicked traffic, and I landed a few feet past Moses. The impact vibrated up my legs, but my enhanced armor kept me from feeling any pain.

“Nicely done, Nick,” the shield knight called to me as he took the lead once more.

It felt good to use these new knight strengths.

I worried for a moment we had lost Treyin, but she appeared behind my right shoulder with a silence that nearly made me jump out of my skin.

“Funny, it felt like somebody was eyeing my womanly parts during my stretches,” Treyin said in my ear just loud enough to be heard over the screams of the crowd. “I think I’ll return the favor.”

“Wha?” I managed to gasp back to Treyin, but she lagged to take up a position directly behind me.

How in the stars did she manage to carry a conversation while running like that? Even more importantly, how could she run like that without a prot-belt sequence?

The Ecomese were a strange and talented people, and I had no doubt her skill lay partly in her unique genetics.

The Montesh inhabitants ahead of us were screaming in earnest, and clicking filled the air with an eerie, inhuman sound. The sound grew louder as we sprinted forward, and I spotted the first Grendels, and figured that the portal was just on the edge of the merchant district.

It meant the Grendels hadn’t gotten a chance to cause real damage yet.

As I glimpsed the portal, I felt the nanorunes inside me surge up hungrily. I hadn’t completely mastered my control over my mutation, but I’d gotten a lot better at it, and I thought I could keep them from upgrading the portal for a little while. I could feel my ability struggle against my own willpower, but I gritted my teeth and pushed it down.

Grendel Grunts scuttled forward on five pairs of legs as they snapped and slashed at the citizens. Grendel Warriors surged through the ranks of the Grunts, and they swung serrated broadswords that hacked roughly into the people unlucky enough to fall behind. Some of the Grendel Warriors held plasma rifles in their clawed hands, and bolts flew toward the retreating crowd.

One shot grazed a woman on the leg, and she collapsed in her dash to get away. Moses leapt in and extended his prot-field until it covered the fleeing citizens, but rage pulsed through me at the sight of the damage our mindless enemies had already wrought.

I could hear the blood pumping through my veins and thundering in my ears as anger narrowed my vision onto the lizard-like aliens. The Grendels had come to this world only to kill and destroy, and I couldn’t stand the idea of this happening here-- no, anywhere --without me to stop it.

I would destroy them all.

For the Queen.

Before the Grendel Warriors could react to our arrival, I slid my scimitar through two rifle-bearing aliens and beheaded a third to keep him from using his serrated broadsword.

Richard sprinted past me and leapt into the fray with a flurry of his short axes. He laid waste to his enemies with the blades, and two of the Grunts he attacked exploded into chunks of body parts the second his strikes hit home. There seemed to be a peculiar pattern to his attacks, and it looked like any Grendels who were hit with the left axe followed up by the right axe got turned into a pile of twitching limbs instantly.

There had to be some special synchronization going on with Richard’s axes, and I made a note to myself to ask him about it later.

I drew my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental and scanned its stats quickly to remind myself of the changes that had been made since I was a squire.

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.

Summons weren’t things to trifle with lightly, as I’d learned multiple times in the past. During the knight exams, for instance, I had upgraded my lightning elemental portal by using my nanorunes on it. The monster fought amazingly, but I’d barely managed to keep it under control, and I definitely didn’t want my lightning elemental charging around the crowded streets and causing havoc as it sought to destroy the humans as well.

The final Montesh citizens got clear from the fight, and we pinned the Grendel attackers down in the narrow street. As long as we were here, we kept them from pursuing innocent people any further.

Time for a little electricity.

I slammed my hammer’s end into the ground, and lightning arced across the sky before a bolt slammed directly into a Grendel Warrior. The warrior caught on fire instantly, and its smoking corpse dropped to the ground as my void monster emerged from its portal.

Muscled arms unfolded from my lightning elemental as it descended into the city street. Its leathery wings shot out to catch the air as it fell, and its curved horns glistened under the sun.

I activated my visor’s ability to see what stats it could perceive about my upgraded summoned elemental. To my surprise, the readout was spot-on.

Bolt Fiend

Ability: Greater lightning damage

Yep. Much better than a sprite, and I fed the elemental my orders about targeting Grendels before I let it go to work.

My summoned beast swooped down into the streets below, and it screeched as it latched on to a Grendel Warrior. The warrior tried to fight back with its curved sickle-like weapon, but the elemental dug its taloned hands in and ripped through the unfortunate alien’s neck. Blood sprayed from the wound, and the Grendel Warrior died without leaving a scratch on my lightning elemental.

I grinned as my beast swooped onward to take out another warrior. The elemental looked about the same as my upgraded squire version had been, but this time I had very little difficulty controlling the beast. The knight rune on my palm would give me greater abilities in almost every regard, and that included summoning and controlling monsters. I could feel the thrum of the elemental’s conscience in the back of my mind, and it was completely submitted to my willpower.

I’d been sorely tempted to upgrade the elemental’s portal using my nanorune ability, but I had no idea what kind of monster would emerge from such a portal. I suspected it would be incredibly difficult to control, so I would hold off until I’d trained more.

A shimmer caught my eye at the top of a shop roof, and I slipped out a Knife of the Storm before I flicked it toward the shimmering irregularity. My blade hit home in something near-invisible, and a Grendel Elite flickered into view.

“We’ve got Elites!” I called out in warning to my teammates before I focused back on the Grendel I’d hit.

My Knife of the Storm was lodged on the right side of its scaly chest, but my weapon had struck too high up to hit anything vital. The Grendel Elite latched its reptilian gaze onto me, and then it leapt from the rooftop with its sword brandished.

I lunged back out of the way, and its sword slammed into the spot where I’d been standing. Then I flicked my wrist out again, and a second Knife of the Storm embedded in the Grendel’s chest.

The lizardman stiffened and froze as my Tempest Strike rune took effect. Now that two of my knives were in its flesh, paralysis had set in, and my enemy could scarcely move, let alone fight.

I moved in and cut the Grendel’s throat with my scimitar, and it slumped to the ground in death. Three Grendel Grunts took its place, and I swept through two of them with my scimitar while my Bolt Fiend destroyed the third.

A Grunt leapt for me with a snarl on its oblong face, but I crouched and hacked upward into its stomach as it passed over me. Green fluid sprayed my face as it crashed back into the ground, and its entrails slumped to the earth with a satisfying wet sound.

I swept into my next attack without pausing, and Grunts fell dead before my attacks. Another invisible Grendel Elite nearly got the drop on me, but I whirled to see it in time, and my Bolt Fiend did the rest of the work. It dug its talons into the Grendel’s shoulders, and lightning cracked across the sky as the Elite writhed to the ground in a spray of blood and smoky electrical discharge.

“Nicholas,” greeted a smooth, womanly voice, and Treyin emerged from the throng of the fight to join me. “You wouldn’t mind some company, would you?”

“Not at all,” I said as the heat of the battle loosened my tongue. “I always love to watch you fight.”

Treyin smiled, and her beauty nearly took my breath away. She had the ferocity and the bloodthirst of a finely tuned predator, and her muscles rippled beneath her smooth, flawless skin.

We put our backs together and turned our attention to the Grendels around us. Aliens sprang at us from every angle, but Treyin and I seemed to have some kind of wordless connection in the middle of the fight. The instant I needed help covering my back, Treyin was already there with her katars. The second she’d set up an enemy for the kill, I was on top of it with my scimitar.

Bodies fell like flies, and not one could even touch us.

The crowd of aliens began to thin, and my Bolt Fiend began to flag. It had taken a few hits from Warriors and Elites, and it could barely fly anymore, so I dismissed it. Then I saw Neville, Nathan, and Moses taking out Grendels together while Richard whirled through in berserker fashion, and the number of Grendels quickly fell from a handful to none at all.

I looked around in surprise as I realized there was nothing left to fight. The portal wasn’t finished yet, but the first wave had died under our swords.

“Always a pleasure to dance with you.” Treyin smiled and gave me a seductive look.

“Sure,” I grunted as I covered the surge of lust I felt. The thrill of battle and the joy of my new powers were definitely making me feel amazing.

Cheers rose from the houses and streets around us, and I looked around in confusion for the source.

All around us, the people of Montesh were cheering and clapping. I wasn’t sure whether all of them fully realized just how real this Grendel attack had been, or if they thought this was just an extension of our demonstration from earlier. Some had tears in their eyes, and I knew those few had witnessed the carnage and the deaths from when the portal first appeared.

“Stand back!” Moses called to the citizens. “This was only the first wave, and more will come. Get back to safety, or you could be hurt.”

The citizens milled around a little in confusion, but they acquiesced and retreated further down through the streets. I wiped green blood off my scimitar and sighed as my adrenaline abated slightly.

“Fine fighting, my knight,” Treyin murmured coyly to me. “I’d love to take a closer look at your big sword.”

“You don’t quit, do you?’

“Neither do you,” she purred.

“Speaking of weapons,” I said hastily, “I should get back my knives.”

I wandered through the corpses until I found the Elite I’d used two of my knives on, and I pulled them free of the lizard’s scaly hide so I could attach them to my magnetons. I saw Richard do the same with a dagger of his own, and our team congregated in the center of the street for some planning before the next wave. We were all covered in Grendel blood and guts, but each of us wore wide smiles.

“Now, that was some good fighting,” Moses told us. “I’m proud of you new knights.”

“Awwww thanks, Moses,” Nathan drawled.

“However,” Moses continued. “If we really want to impress these people, we should get Nick to upgrade this portal.”

Moses’ face was earnest, and I was surprised to hear him suggest that I should mess with the portal at all. He didn’t seem nearly as bloodthirsty as Olav or Leith, and he wasn’t as proud as Flanagan, so I thought the shield knight would always want to take the safe route.

“Why do you want the portal upgraded?” I asked curiously.

Moses was part of the Stalwart’s crew, and all of them seemed to take special delight in killing as many Grendels as possible.

“We could kill more Grendels,” Moses answered immediately, and his face grew solemn. “We don’t know where Grendels come from, but I know killing more here means there are fewer overall.”

Actually, that made a lot of sense. Moses’ protective nature meant he would focus on elimination of future enemies in this way, and it warmed my heart to think that we would actually be taking down the total number of Grendels.

“Are you sure?” I asked Moses as I pointed at the Level Four portal. “We don’t have the rest of the crew here to manage that if it gets too big.”

“You already exhausted some power on your lightning elemental, right?” Moses asked.

“I actually didn’t,” I said. “That’s my new knight version.”

“Well, shit,” Moses laughed. “I’m still sure it’ll be fine if you upgrade it pretty high, but I think it’s more likely this portal only goes up a couple levels. It’s a small one.”

“Are you done wasting breath?” Treyin sighed as she rolled her eyes. “I need something physical to keep me entertained, so Nick can either upgrade the portal, or we can adjourn to my room and--”

“I vote Nick upgrades the portal,” Neville interrupted as he rolled his eyes at the beautiful woman, and the twins both nodded eagerly.

“I’ll upgrade it then,” I told Moses, and an excited grin crossed my face as the shield knight clapped me on the back.

“Great, and don’t worry,” he told me. “I’ll be backing you four new knights up every step of the way.”

“But sir knight,” Treyin mocked. “What about little old me? A poor damsel in distress?”

“You are hardly a damsel, Treyin,” Moses laughed. “Hell, you are going to back me up.”

“Smart man,” the beautiful woman laughed, and then everyone turned to me.

I nodded and focused on the nanorunes in my blood, and they jumped eagerly to the task as I released my careful hold on them. I focused on the portal, and my hungry nanorunes shivered and moved inside me as they fed on the energy of it.

I stumbled a little as the last of my mutation powers drained, and the portal glowed brightly in response to what I had done. I expected the purple swirl of it to quickly deepen to red as it upgraded, but instead the very frame of the portal seemed to stretch and warp.

Then a split formed down the middle of the portal, and I stared in confusion as the entire portal separated into two parts.

“What the fuck?” Nathan muttered as he gawked at the double portals.

The two glowing parts reformed slowly until each was its own fully formed, completely functional portal. The purple hue had taken on a slightly bluer tone, but that was the only difference I could see in the twin portals.

Instead of upgrading it, I’d split the entire thing into two parts.

Shit.

Cheers began to rise from the watching Montesh inhabitants around us. They were treating this like a continuation of the exhibition from earlier, so it felt a little strange to have an audience in a real life-and-death situation, but the support was welcome.

“Nick?” Moses asked, and he looked at me before turning back to the portals in complete surprise. “I didn’t know you could do this.”

“Uh, neither did I,” I admitted as I stared in confusion at the identical portals. “This was a complete accident.”

If my nanorunes could affect portals in this kind of way, what else could they do? I assumed they were pretty straightforward, but maybe they held a more intricate control of portal mutation than I thought.

“Maybe you were thinking of us when you did it,” Richard proposed with a chuckle. “Now, there’s one for Nathan and one for me. Thanks, Nick!”

“We’re fighting together, bro,” Nathan said as he rolled his eyes. “We’re not gonna split our forces just ‘cause there are twin portals.”

“What level are these two?” I asked as I turned to Moses.

The shield knight tapped at a button on his visor, and he blinked in surprise at the results.

“They’re both Level Three,” he said, and his voice filled with curiosity. “It looks like you can actually downgrade portals if you do this splitting thing.”

“Sure,” I allowed, “but now there’ll be twice as many enemies. I might as well have made it a Level Six.”

“That’s true enough,” the shield knight laughed. “We can handle it, though. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to kick some ass.”

The twins let out whoops of anticipation, and Neville shouted along with obvious excitement. I grinned and raised my sword as I added my voice to the shout, and Treyin made a piercing whistle to add to the cacophony.

Fuck yeah, we were ready.

The portals both flashed, and Grendels began to pour from inside. More Grunts and a cadre of Warriors came through each, and I braced myself to meet them with the use of my Adept Serpent’s Coiled Prot-Belt. I did a quick readout on the item to remind myself of its upgraded abilities now that it was a knight class item.

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.

As I used my Writhing Plague rune, two huge cobras slid to the ground in front of me. Their scales gleamed black in the sunlight, and they bared sharp white fangs as they slithered toward the oncoming Grendels. These new knight versions weren’t quite as big as the upgraded version of my squire-grade serpents had been, but I couldn’t imagine how nasty these ones could get if I upgraded them.

I didn’t want the void serpents to turn on us, so I left their portal alone for now. Besides, I only had the barest trickle of mutation magic left at my disposal right now.

My snakes lashed out at the first unlucky Grendels that got too close, and I watched with satisfaction as one of my enormous serpents swallowed a Grunt whole. The dog-sized alien was a perfect snack for my creature, and the meal seemed to disappear as it moved through my serpent’s throat. The summoned beast didn’t seem to really eat so much as send its prey to another dimension, and I watched as it snatched another Grunt without a qualm.

Damn, I loved summoning.

But then again, I loved everything about being a Space Knight, and I didn’t know how I was ever going to decide on a class.

I grinned and leapt forward into the fray with my Scimitar of the Blizzard held at the ready. A warrior leapt toward me with a curved sword in his clawed hands, but I ducked under his first swing and plunged my scimitar through his midsection. Blood and viscera poured from the wound, and I pulled my scimitar out of his torso just in time to catch a leaping Grendel Grunt with my blade’s edge.

The grunt veered at the last second, and my sword merely cut off one of its ten legs as it hit the ground again. It may have gotten away, but it couldn’t escape my sword effects unscathed. Its limbs stiffened as frost crept over its body, and it froze solid within a mere second or two. Then I slammed my sword pommel into its torso, and the Grunt shattered into frosty chunks of skin and meat.

Another Grendel Grunt leapt at me from my right, but a green beam blazed through its skull and dropped the alien to the ground.

I lowered my sword and looked over at Neville, who was busy taking potshots at other aliens with his rifle.

“Spoilsport!” I called. “I had that one, you know.”

“If you had it, you should have been quicker,” Neville responded with a grin.

A Grendel Warrior raced up behind Neville with its broadsword raised, and I pulled on the last of my nanorune power to cross the distance.

As the broadsword fell, Neville spun to catch it on his rapier, but there was no need. I sliced the lizardman from hip to neck, and green blood spattered from the wound as the alien keened and died.

“I would’ve gotten it,” Neville protested as he stared at the corpse.

“Should’ve been quicker,” I laughed, and then I spun away to carve up two Grendel Grunts.

The grunts fell beneath my blade, and a thrill of power ran through me as I slaughtered the easy prey. I’d worked so hard to make it to knighthood, and now I could finally use all the strength I had earned.

In just a few more minutes, my fellow knights and I ended the fight. Grendels lay dead all around us, and I only saw a few human bodies among the remains. The fact that the rift was just outside of town had saved the people of Montesh for now, but they could have been much less lucky.

The twin portals glowed brighter for a moment, and then they both began to fade as the rifts sealed up and vanished from the world. The smell of blood and ozone filled my nose as I watched the portals go, and my shoulders slumped with relief and pride.

We had done it, really done it. Montesh was safe for now.

The Montesh inhabitants cheered even louder this time, and they came rushing out of the streets to celebrate among the corpses of the slain Grendels.

Apparently, some of them were just realizing how real the threat was, because I caught glimpses of a few citizens reeling back in disgust and shock when they stepped in Grendel fluids.

“Knights save us!” cried one woman in relief. “Thank knights, blessed knights!”

I was a little surprised whenever I noticed a new citizen who happened to speak Caledonian, but I guessed that wasn’t too strange. The Caledonian Kingdom was a major power, and our influence was strong even on the cultures and economies we didn’t directly interact with. I was sure plenty of traders and merchants learned languages from the Triumvirate Kingdoms in order to get better at their craft

We endured the celebration of the citizens for a little while, and I tried to pick through our slaughtered enemies for good loot in the meantime.

It was tough to navigate through the crowd to find anything great, but I picked up an Amulet of Strength and some Bracers of Lesser Burning that looked like they might sell for a good amount.

Item type: Amulet of Strength

Runes inscribed: Lesser Strength

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Overall musculature is increased by 5%, but speed is decreased by 5% as well.

That didn’t seem very useful to me. Maybe a shield knight would want it, but the power tradeoff didn’t even seem worth the item slot.

I turned to the bracers and examined those next.

Armor type: Bracers of Lesser Burning

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Burning (+1)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: When an elemental fire weapon is used, the fire’s duration and power is increased by 5%.

They were average equipment, and I didn’t think they would synchronize nicely enough with my current gear to make them worth keeping.

My teammates seemed to be having a similar lack of luck, but then again, these portals weren’t very highly leveled.

“There are some Elite bodies over here!” Neville called to me as he pointed toward a throng of corpses.

I followed his gesture and joined Neville next to the bodies as he picked through them.

“Got anything good?” I asked as I came up to look at the loot he was sorting.

“Nah,” he responded with a sigh. “I’m sure for most new knights, these would be some great first finds, but we already have so much powerful equipment. Half of what I’m wearing is just what I got while I was a squire.”

“I know what you mean,” I told him with a shrug. “Ah well. I guess I’ll take a look, if you’re done.”

“Be my guest,” Neville responded, and he moved away to check some more bodies.

I rifled through the pile Neville had created as my prot-belt scanned the items and their stats. I took some more things I thought Nathan or Richard might like, but that I wouldn’t have a use for. I discarded most of the pieces outright, though, but then a small kite shield caught my eye.

The title of it read Avenging Kite Shield when I checked with my prot-belt, but I was interrupted from investigating any further when I heard my name called.

“Nick, Neville!” Moses shouted as he looked around the throng of citizens. “I think we’re getting ready to leave.”

“Coming!” I responded, and I attached the kite shield to my magnetons. The name on the shield sounded interesting enough, so at least it might sell for something. I didn’t really see myself using one in combat, not when I had so many useful specialty weapons.

“Let’s head back,” Moses decided as he looked us over, and he led our team back toward the plaza outside the council’s offices.

When we got back to the plaza, Councilwoman Moolish ran up to immediately shower us with praise.

“Goodness!” she tittered as she looked at our blood-stained armor. “Knights do us great thing, amazing thing. I would be shock if you didn’t get to pick from vault for this.”

“Vault?” Neville repeated with a frown.

“That’s fine,” Moses assured Councilwoman Moolish. “We don’t need the money, really.”

“Not money,” she clarified as she shook her head emphatically at us. “Rune things, technology like yours.”

“A Runetech vault?” Treyin asked, and a pleased smile crossed her face. “Now, that’s a different matter. We would love to see such a thing. Please and thank you.”

Councilman Setess puffed up to us, and sweat shone on his bald head as he snapped out something in Shessian.

“Oh, ah,” Moolish hemmed, and her face dropped in disappointment. “Well, I suppose the council would have to agree to grant you entry. Pretend I didn’t say anything about it.”

Moses stared for a moment, and then his face cleared.

“Alright,” he said with a nod. “We’ll forget about it. We get enough bounty from killing Grendels, so no reward is necessary other than a place to stay.”

“Luckily,” Treyin added sharply, “Ush has already provided that. We’re fine without a reward. We only saved a few thousand lives, that’s all.”

Moses winced and shot Treyin a pleading look, but the empath didn’t move to take her words back.

Councilman Setess narrowed his eyes at us, and he whirled away with a flare of his velvety brocade cloak. Richard and Nathan watched Setess with openly sullen expressions, and I was sure the rest of us knights didn’t feel much different, even if we were more subtle about it.

“Thank all,” Councilwoman Moolish said to us, and she gave an apologetic smile. “Some reward will be, I think. Do not worry.”

An expression of gratitude and awe crossed her round face, and she trotted off after Councilman Setess.

“Man,” Nathan grunted, “council politics seem rough. Who has time for that many rulers?”

“I bet Nick could give them some tips,” Richard joked. “He’s juggling just as many girlfriends.”

“Elle, Natali, and Casey aren’t really much to jug--”

“You forgot Faye,” Neville groaned as he rolled his eyes.

“Faye isn’t my girl--”

“Ehhh, you should see the way she looks at you when you come into the hall for a meal,” Richard scoffed.

“Oh, Nicholas,” Nathan said in a high pitched voice that didn’t sound at all like Faye. “Are you hungry? I’ve made something special for you, since I know you have such an appetite. Why don’t you come back to my room so that you can feast upon--”

“That’s not at all how it goes with her,” I groaned as my friends laughed.

“Nicholas is right,” Treyin interjected confidently. “I will replace those other girls. I am a woman after all.”

“Definitely not,” I insisted. “We’re not getting together, Treyin.”

Richard chortled, Nathan actually bent over laughing, and Neville raised his eyebrows at me. Apparently, they weren’t buying it. To be fair, my words sounded a little too defensive, even to my own ears.

“Alright, children,” Moses joked, and he stretched his muscled arms in front of him. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to relax. Who’s up for going back to Ush’s place and finding out what kind of beer she stocks?”

“Finally,” Richard sighed happily. “I’m going to ask for enough alcohol to kill an Ecomese behemoth.”

“I’d like to eat and go through our loot,” I put in, and both Neville and Nathan nodded in agreement.

With that decided, we let Moses lead the rest of us down the street to Ush’s mansion. As we walked, I couldn’t help but look back at the council office as I mulled over Moolish’s words.

A vault full of amazing Runetech for us to pick through. Treasures that would never be seen in Montesh, much less used. They would have to own some incredible pieces here, if my guess was correct. Now that I was a knight, I could finally take advantage of a treasure trove like that.

I turned back and focused on my fellow knights again, but my thoughts lingered on the secret vault.

Well, if they wouldn’t let us in now, we would just have to impress them even more.
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Chapter 5

Councilwoman Ush’s mansion wasn’t far, nor was it hard to find, especially when one considered the sheer audacity of the structure.

“Wow,” Richard commented as we approached the building. “She definitely wasn’t wrong by calling it a mansion. Yeesh.”

Similar to the council offices, Ush’s mansion was several stories taller than the buildings around it, and grand pillars adorned every spare inch of the architecture.

Unlike the council offices, though, Ush had placed an intense focus on a frontal garden as well. Rose bushes and obscure flowers from every imaginable planet adorned the entrance of her mansion, and the only common thread was that every single one displayed a brilliant hue of red. I felt a little dizzy as I looked at the garden, though it was incredibly impressive.

Vermillion, burgundy, crimson, carmine, and scarlet bloomed in brilliance across the tightly-packed garden, and vines of genetically enhanced red hibiscus produced flowers the size of my head. It was an astounding display of floral obsession, and it didn’t exactly put my heart at ease, even though it smelled amazing.

“Are you two sure we made the right choice by picking her house over all the others?” Nathan asked in concern as he stared at the building.

“In Shess,” Moses explained, “like most places, it’s a little rude to reject your first offer in favor of a later one. We want to avoid showing favoritism, so choosing a councilwoman who doesn’t particularly like us is a good way to avoid that as well.”

“I think it’s a lovely house,” Neville said in a firm voice.

“It does look pompous enough to suit you,” Richard responded good-naturedly.

“Thanks,” Neville muttered dryly, “though I like to think of it as classiness. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Nope,” Richard laughed. “I’m completely classless.”

“You don’t even try,” Neville sighed.

“That’s because you have plenty to go around,” Richard pointed out. “That’s why we are all such good friends; we let each other do what each other does best.”

“I think that’s the smartest thing you’ve ever said, brother,” Nathan chuckled.

“Naw,” Richard scoffed. “I’ve said way smarter things when I’m drunk. You just haven’t remembered them because you’ve also been drunk.”

“That could be correct,” Nathan admitted, and the rest of us laughed.

Treyin and Moses led us up through the lush garden and to the door, where a doorman waited in a formal burgundy outfit replete with a feathered cap and a silk shirt. It was as gaudy as anything I’d ever seen, but at least the doorman bowed deeply when we came to him and then he gestured for us to wait a few moments before he disappeared inside.

Within half a minute, the doorman returned and led us into the mansion.

A velvety carpet trailed down the center of a beautiful waiting room, and plush couches in mauve and red trim waited to receive guests. A small table held a cylindrical teapot and several empty cups, but I wasn’t sure what kind of liquid they actually drank here.

“Where’s Councilwoman Ush?” Moses asked.

The butler stopped and bowed deeply, but he said nothing. Apparently, silence was the prerogative for the people employed here.

He ushered us to a suite complete with a small dining room and several adjoining doors, and then he vanished once more. The adjoining doors were slightly ajar, so I could see the four-poster beds inside. I did a quick count and realized there were eight bedrooms, so this was plenty of space for us.

If anybody told me while I lived in the Dobuni tenements that I’d one day be staying in a mansion with eight guest bedrooms, I’d call them crazy. Then again, I could say the same thing about pretty much everything else that had happened to me since I became a squire. I was a Space Knight here today against all the odds.

“Does anybody know how to say beer in Shessian?” Richard asked.

“I could influence them into bringing some,” Treyin suggested. “Somehow, though, I think the manipulation would not be worth it.”

“It’d be worth it to me,” Richard sighed.

“I’m sure they’ll bring some food at least,” I said as I examined the dining room.

The table had a marble top that gleamed white with black flecks, and the legs and frame were made of beautiful curving metal. It was an interesting piece, but I guessed a lot of the furniture here wasn’t made of wood due to how scarce trees were on this planet.

“What kind of equipment did you guys get?” Neville asked with interest.

“Right,” I responded, “let’s show what we got. I think Nathan and Richard might have some use for a few things I picked up.”

“You’re the best, Nick!” Richard exclaimed, and he dropped into one of the metal chairs at the table.

The chair creaked painfully under the weight of Richard’s gear, but it held up. He started to pull things off his magnetons and place them on the marble table without any concern for damaging the fancy furniture.

Oh well. Hopefully, this wasn’t Ush’s favorite or anything like that.

I started to pull my equipment off my magnetons as well, and Neville and Nathan did the same. Moses put down a couple pieces, though he’d been pretty busy taking care of the citizens, so he didn’t do much looting. Treyin didn’t have anything to put down at all. Apparently, she didn’t need money or equipment at the moment.

I put the Amulet of Strength on the table near Richard, and I added the Bracers of Lesser Burning to Neville’s pile. His gun’s plasma explosion seemed to do some burning, so maybe he could get some use out of them.

I looked at the other two pieces I’d picked up on a whim. One was called Throwing Axe of Return, and the other was called Boots of Resist Pushback.

The throwing axe was inscribed with a rune that made it more powerful every time it returned to the owner’s hand during a battle, but I didn’t think I wanted to go running after my weapon every time I used it. So, I put the weapon into Richard’s pile, since berserkers seemed much more likely to carve a path to their thrown weapons, and then I turned my attention to the boots.

The Boots of Resist Pushback were inscribed with a rune called Steady Feet that would give the owner a better ability to stand his ground while enemies came at him. It was a great piece for somebody who had to hold a line, such as a Shield Knight, so I put that piece on Nathan’s pile.

The others divvied up the gear they’d found, but Nathan and Richard didn’t seem very enthused about what they had brought back. Richard tentatively put a piece called Pauldrons of Agility in front of me, but the inscribed rune only added 10% agility, and I decided they weren’t as good as my Knight Spaulders of Strength.

Neville peered over the equipment we’d all put down, and he sighed sadly.

“All pretty average, I guess,” Neville said with a shrug. “Same as me.”

“There will be stronger portals as we spend more time in Montesh,” Moses reassured us as he gave a friendly pat to Neville’s shoulder.

I glanced over at the other pieces Nathan, Neville, and Richard had put down in front of me, but the items weren’t good enough for me to add to my gear setup. Most of the armor pieces bore simple strength, agility, or speed runes that weren’t as powerful as what I already wore.

Nathan’s face lit up when he picked up the boots I’d set down in front of him.

“Hey, not bad,” he said as he examined their stats. “They’re pretty similar to what I have on, though. My current boots also have a prot-shield enhancement. You can have these back, Nick, but thanks for the thought.”

“No problem,” I responded as I took back the boots.

Richard took hold of the Throwing Axe of Return, and he chortled with glee as he turned it over in his hands.

“I like this,” he said with a grin. “Yeah, this one is great. I think it’ll go well with my setup. You picked this up, Nick?”

“Yeah,” I responded happily as I watched Richard grin and twirl the hatchet in his hands.

“I can pay you back for it,” he offered eagerly, but I shook my head.

“Naw, just keep the axe,” I insisted. “We’re a team, and who knows which person’s weapon even killed the Grendel that carried it.”

“That’s the best attitude to have,” Moses agreed with a smile. “Neville, are you finding anything good?”

“Not really,” Neville responded with a shrug. “These aren’t bad pieces, but I already have on pretty quality equipment.”

I hadn’t really expected anything else, considering the elaborate detail on many of Neville’s purchased pieces. I estimated about half his equipment to be stuff we found on missions, but he only wore the cream of the crop. I didn’t begrudge him for his family’s wealth, since Neville had more than proven how thoughtful and talented he was.

Across the table, Nathan picked up the kite shield I had found earlier, but his face fell in disappointment.

“Wow,” he gasped as his eyes widened.

“Is it good?” I asked as we all looked over at him.

“No!” he grunted. “This is the biggest piece of crap I’ve ever seen. Wow. I just can’t believe it.”

“Huh,” I snickered as I reached forward to pick up the kite shield again. “Let me see this.”

I scanned it with my prot-belt, and the shield’s stats appeared as a holo in front of me.

Armor type: Avenging Kite Shield

Absorption Rating: Standard

Power Class: Knight

Armor Effect: None

Runes Inscribed: Allied Vengeance

Rune Class: Knight

Rune Effects: Speed, strength, and agility increase by 10% when any ally dies in battle.

“See what I mean?” Nathan asked.

Moses looked over my shoulder to examine the stats as well.

“Too bad,” the shield knight agreed. “This is pretty terrible for a shield knight. If any of his allies die, he’s not doing a very good job.”

“And what, ten percent?” Nathan added as he wrinkled his nose. “It would have to be a slaughter for me to even feel the changes. I guess you can just scrap it for dust, Nick.”

“Yeah…” My voice drifted as I examined the shield. I really did like the way it looked, and something about its abilities called to me.

Was I missing something?

Scrapping it did make the most sense, along with all the other gear I’d brought back. I had a pretty solid amount of money in my account, even though it wasn’t nearly the funds Neville was likely to have. I checked my funds through my prot-belt to see what I had.

Current Kingdom Balance: 72,020

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 129,025

Buying weapons and armor was costly, but I knew I could find some great pieces once I started to spend six figures. Neville’s gun had surely been the result of a costly purchase, and I could use a new weapon.

Or maybe I should pool a ton of money in order to get my mom out of the Dobuni tenements. She could buy a nice place for herself, maybe upgrade the clientele she was cleaning for. Perhaps she could even retire if I sent her a big enough sum.

Somehow, despite the allure of both options, I was hesitant to add the kite shield to the scrap pile.

I could remember a few fights where many allies had died around me. On Ecoma, many of the empaths had fallen in battle to defend their home, and this shield could have been useful in that sort of situation.

How often would I encounter that, though? I was getting stronger all the time, and Nathan would be getting a lot better at protecting large groups of people as a shield knight. Even if the four of us new knights got into that kind of situation without the Stalwart’s help, it was unlikely to be as much of a bloodbath as before.

Besides, when it was just us knights fighting, none of us had died. Knights didn’t go down easily enough to ever warrant the use of this shield.

Then I gasped.

But what about the creatures I summoned? When my two void serpents died in battle, did they count? Would my lightning elemental or Fenrir count? I knew the Summoner specialization class was unpopular because team enchantments, like those from the Herald class, didn’t affect the summoned minions, but this item said “any” ally, so maybe it would work?

There was no way to tell except by testing the idea.

“I think I’ll keep it,” I declared as I held the Avenging Kite Shield.

“Keep it for scrap, right?” Richard asked doubtfully.

“I’m going to use it,” I responded. “It shouldn’t be too difficult to hold a shield during my fights. My Longsword of Propulsion still needs an upgrade to knight class, so most of my weapons are one-handed.”

“Nick,” Moses said, and a huge proud smile crinkled the corners of his dark eyes, “I’m so happy you’re thinking about the Shield Knight role. It’s a proud and noble specialization. There can never be too many Shield Knights on a team, you know. We defend everybody from the biggest berserker to the smallest yeoman.”

I didn’t really know how to answer that one, considering I was only picking up the shield with summoning in mind.

“Oh, right,” I said as I waved an uncertain hand. “I just want to try it out and see if I love it or not.”

I already knew the Shield Knight class wasn’t for me, but I couldn’t shatter the joy on Moses’ face right now. He’d never been anything but kind and supportive of me, but my fighting style just wasn’t trending toward the Shield Knight class at all. How could I stay back and play defense while Richard and Neville launched into the fray? No, I wasn’t sure which path I would take, but I knew it wasn’t going to be the Shield Knight class.

I was a little disappointed we hadn’t managed to find anything for summoners or slayers, since I felt those paths had equipment that could suit me pretty well. Of course, Lich Knight equipment would suit my gear setup even more, but I wasn’t surprised none of that kind of gear had turned up. Lich equipment wasn’t exactly common stuff to find on Grendels.

The door creaked as it opened behind our dining table, and we spun around to look at the intruder.

A quivering butler stood in the doorway with two trays of food. He was outfitted in a rich burgundy suit, and his gray hair was slicked back tightly against his head. The butler looked at us with surprise and alarm, and then his gaze dropped to the bloodstained gear we’d spread across the marble table.

The butler’s mouth dropped open a little, and his eyes became watery as he stared at the mess we’d made.

“Oh, our bad,” Richard groaned as he shoved some of the gear across the table with an awful scraping noise. “So sorry. I’ll make room for the food.”

The man looked at Richard with an expression of despair, and he shook his head slightly. Still, the butler came over and set the trays down on the tiny cleared space.

Delicious smells of strange foods wafted over to me, but the silver platters looked ridiculous sitting in the dirt and muck our equipment had left on the table.

“Poor darling,” Treyin murmured with amusement as she regarded the despondent butler.

He dropped into a stiff Montesh bow, and then the butler straightened up to leave us through the same door. I was guessing he would come back with more food and drink.

“Let’s properly clear the table,” I suggested. “We don’t want him to pass out from lack of decorum.”

We cleaned up our mess as best we could, and we separated the equipment into piles we could each take back and scrap once our mission was done here.

The butler came back through with more food, and this time a maid came along in tow. She curtsied to us and whipped out a white cloth, which she swept along the dining table to clean it off.

Well, the table didn’t end up perfectly clean, but I appreciated how hard they were trying to keep things nice for us knights.

The butler set down another silver platter of food, and then he lowered a tray of drinks as well.

As far as I could tell, the drinks were just water, and I watched the twins’ faces fall in disappointment.

“Could we get some beer?” Nathan asked as he caught the butler’s attention. “You know, alcohol?”

Like they had planned it in advance, Nathan and Richard mimed clinking imaginary mugs and then guzzling back invisible beers. It was impressive, if a little overboard.

The butler’s eyebrows rose, and he gave the twins a solemn nod. Then he and the maid left again without a word.

“Do you think he understood us?” Nathan asked me.

“I think it’s more a matter of if he wants to indulge you,” I responded with a grin. “I don’t get the feeling Councilwoman Ush entertains a lot of people like us.”

“Then she’s lucky we’re here to save her from all that stuck-up, boring nonsense,” Richard put in, and his eyes gleamed with mischievousness.

“Try not to freak her staff out on purpose,” Moses advised the twins, and they nodded obediently, if reluctantly.

Surprisingly, the butler returned once more, and this time he had two trays of honey-colored liquid in large glasses. Each glass was topped with a slice of fruit I didn’t recognize, but the whole setup looked promisingly alcoholic.

The twins let out whoops of excitement, and the butler frowned stiffly as he set the platter down. He gave us one last bow that somehow managed to look disparaging, and then he left us for good.

Richard grabbed a glass of the honey-colored liquid, and he took a large gulp.

“Tastes fancy,” he commented, and then he resumed guzzling it down like the cheapest swill in the galaxy.

“Olav would be proud,” I told him with a grin, and then I snagged a drink off the tray before I took a sip of my own.

It tasted like liquid smoke and peaches mixed with some unidentifiable spices. It was definitely the kind of mixed drink I would never spend money on at a tavern, but it tasted pretty good, and it would do the trick to take the edge off a long day.

“Most people start a meal by eating,” Treyin commented with a slight smile.

“Most people are boring,” Richard bragged as he took another gulp of his drink.

“Here, I’ll pass it around,” Moses said as he stood to take dishes off the silver platters.

The food smelled delicious, though it looked a little questionable. The bowl of rice I got handed was colored blue with some kind of mystery sauce, and a spongy block of mottled yellow topped it off like some kind of strange garnish. Moses passed along a tray of stringy meat mixed with fleshy green vegetables shaped like eggs, and I added some of those to my plate as well.

The food may have looked weird, but we were all used to weird food by now. In fact, I had gotten used to stomaching just about anything, since nothing was quite as bad as unflavored gruel tubes. So, I shoveled the rice into my mouth, and an explosion of savory and salty flavor burst across my tongue. The meat was fatty and flavorful, and the spices tasted like a mix of fennel, parsley, and white pepper. There were things that looked like potatoes, but they were somehow sweeter and starchier, and their soft flesh was perfectly buttered and seasoned with a hot spice that made my lips and mouth tingle delightfully.

Across the table, the twins laughed as they mixed up disgusting concoctions of blended dishes. It seemed to be some kind of escalating competition where Richard and Nathan each dared the other to eat something grosser every time.

Moses laughed and cheered the twins on, and Neville made faces and feigned utter disgust even though he couldn’t turn away either.

I chuckled a little at their antics, and I scooped up an untouched pudding of some kind. It was green and gelatinous with bits of blue fruit mixed in, but the dish tasted unexpectedly like vanilla and cinnamon.

“This is pretty damn good,” I said through my mouthful of food. “I wonder what the non-noble food tastes like?”

“I’m much more interested in what you taste like,” Treyin whispered without missing a beat.

I gulped down my mouthful of food as Treyin’s delightful aroma of wood and spice hit me.

“Treyin … “ I responded, and I checked quickly to see the rest of the guys were occupied. They didn’t seem to be listening, so I went ahead and turned to face Treyin fully. “Look, I really do find you attractive, Treyin. I mean, you’re gorgeous, you’re an amazing fighter, and you can outmaneuver just about anybody in politics.”

“So,” Treyin responded with a smile, “you and I should be together.”

“I’m sorry,” I responded helplessly, “but I’m just not sure whether it would be okay with the other women in my life. I have to say no.”

Despite the fact Casey and Elle said it might be fine for me to get together with Treyin, I wasn’t really sure what to believe. It seemed terribly unfair to add more people to this competition for my love, and my feelings were too conflicted to untangle right now.

“I see,” Treyin replied simply, but I caught a flicker of real hurt behind her slender eyes. “I understand why you would want to be with the others instead of me. That’s fine, Nicholas.”

She was saying one thing, but her expression told me something else. Treyin was genuinely disappointed to have been turned down, and I was surprised at how sensitive the empath really was. Sometimes it seemed like she was invulnerable to human foibles, but Treyin wasn’t very much different from any other person. She was skilled and ruthless, but she had a heart, too.

“Look, it’s not that I want to be with others instead of you,” I said, but as soon as the words left my mouth, I realized that’s pretty much what it was. In reality, I needed to talk to each of my lovers and make sure they were really okay with me building a relationship with the Ecomese woman. Elle and Casey had kind of hinted at it in the dining hall, but it also could have been a joke, and I didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings and potentially lose what I’d built with the three women.

“Oh?” she asked as she raised a perfect eyebrow on her incredibly beautiful face.

“I just need some time,” I said, even though I realized this might have been leading her on a bit. “But I’ve got this new shield I want to test, and I need a sparring partner in order to work out the runes on it. How would you like to come along and--”

“Yes,” Treyin answered instantly, and her expression turned flirtatious. “Of course I’ll come. Maybe if things go well … we’ll be coming.”

Yeah, I was pretty sure she wasn’t referring to sparring anymore. She sure seemed crestfallen when I rejected her, but Treyin wasn’t one to give up easily, and I wondered if her pout was just a ruse, and I’d played right back into her hands again.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I warned with a smile. “At the very least, we’re going to finish eating first.”

“I can make you finish,” Treyin suggested. “With my mouth, no less.”

My eyes widened as I turned to stare at her.

“Uh … “ I managed to say.

Treyin simply reached over with her spoon and scooped up some of the rice off my plate.

“See?” she asked with a satisfied expression. “I’m finishing your food with my mouth. That’s all.”

Sure, that was definitely what she had meant.

Another wave of her incredible scent washed over me, and the smell went straight to the lustful heat building in my gut. I shifted uncomfortably as my pants grew tight, and I considered Treyin with an appraising eye.

Maybe Treyin’s perfume wasn’t just perfume? It seemed like every time I smelled her, the scent alone was enough to affect my judgment. The Ecomese were so evolved, it made a lot of sense for Treyin to have some kind of pheromone at her disposal to influence me. Her empath powers may have been no threat to me anymore, but I would definitely have to watch out for this pheromone thing.

I was really going to have to keep my distance from her. I could feel myself becoming more attracted to Treyin with every passing moment, and avoiding her was going to be incredibly tough. If I got too close, I simply wouldn’t stand a chance.

“I’m in for trouble, aren’t I?” I wondered out loud.

“Of course you are,” Treyin responded smugly. “I haven’t had a good sparring match in a while. You’re in for a treat if you don’t lose too quickly.”

“I’m not the one who’s going to be losing,” I replied fiercely, though part of me was wary at the thought of facing down Treyin at her full strength.

“I can’t wait to see you try,” Treyin said in a tone that oozed a mixture of raw sexuality and competitive spirit.

She was a damn good fighter, and she had years of experience that I wasn’t going to discount. Still, I was really intrigued to see what Treyin could do with her equipment in a one-on-one match.

Even better, I could see if my theory about my new shield was true. If I was right, there was going to be some serious ass-kicking going on.

A grin spread across my face as I considered my upcoming victory, and I took another swig of my drink.

I was going to need the alcohol for a match like this.
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Chapter 6

After we finished our meal, Treyin and I got up and walked out of the room to look for a place to fight. As we walked through the marble hallways, I tucked the shield awkwardly onto my left arm, and Treyin frowned at the sight of me with it.

“You’re sure you want to use a shield?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I want to try it out,” I replied with a shrug.

“Hmmm,” she purred as her eyes narrowed a bit. “Everyone else seemed to think the item was terrible. Why have you taken a liking to it? I’ve never seen you use a shield before. What are you planning, clever boy?”

“Nothing,” I snickered.

“Don’t play with me,” she said. “Or actually, do play with me, but only in the bedroom. What is the deal with the shield?”

“I’m wondering if the rune applies to summoned creatures,” I admitted.

“Ohhhh,” she gasped lightly as she smiled at me. “I can see the synergy there. Very smart, but it won’t work. Normally these items don’t apply to summoned monsters.”

“Won’t hurt to try,” I said with a shrug. “But if it does work, then--”

“Then you’ll be incredibly powerful,” she purred. “I love it. Also, if the rune does work as you theorize, you can take it to the local enchanter. Surely that Allied Vengeance rune can be traced onto another item.”

“They have enchanters here?” I asked, but I waved a hand right away to dismiss my question. “Actually, I guess that makes sense.”

We’d seen plenty of rune-powered gadgets being sold on the streets, even though the robots we’d fought didn’t wield rune-powered weapons. Between what merchants were selling and the hints of the secret Runetech vault, it seemed Montesh had a decent grasp on rune magic.

“I’m sure there’s at least one quality enchanter in this city,” Treyin said decidedly.

“The only question is,” I asked back, “how do I find one?”

“We’ll just demand a translator until one arrives to give us instructions,” Treyin responded.

We rounded the corner, and the butler ran up to us and began to chat in their local dialect. The man looked harried and weary, but Treyin demanded a translator four times in a row, and the man finally pointed to his mouth before he strode away with purpose.

“I guess we’re getting that translator,” I noted. “Did you use your powers on him?”

“Not enough for him to notice,” Treyin responded slyly.

After a long few minutes, the butler returned with Councilwoman Ush herself. She strode down the hallway like a woman going to war, and her brown eyes flashed with purpose. She was wearing an oversized red dress in the shape of an enormous bell, and her strawberry blond hair was piled into a tower on top of her head.

“Oh,” I said as I tried to hastily explain myself, “ we didn’t mean to call you here, Councilwoman. I understand you’re busy, especially with the recent attack.”

“Nonsense.” Ush sniffed. “I’m never too busy for a helpful young man like yourself. I heard you saved a few lives today.”

“That might be true,” I agreed neutrally. “We all worked together, so the credit goes to every knight.”

“How lovely,” Ush responded, but she didn’t sound terribly impressed. “Regardless, what did you want to ask Sir Jameson?”

“Some of the knights might need to visit an enchanter,” I replied tentatively, since I didn’t know for sure if I’d actually need one. If the shield rune didn’t work as I theorized, then I wouldn’t need to do more than just turn the equipment into dust.

“Enchanter?” Ush repeated, and her brows lowered slightly. “What exactly do you mean?”

“We got some new equipment,” I explained with a vague gesture at myself, “and I need somebody to redraw a rune for me.”

“Ah, of course,” Ush replied as her expression cleared in understanding. “Here, we use a phrase somewhat like ‘dust scientist.’ I know several rather good enchanters, in fact. I’ll have my butler guide you to one of them now, if you’d like. He can show you the way, and no translator will be needed for this one.”

“Thank you, Councilwoman,” I said gratefully. “That would be marvelous. But before I do that, I need to practice some with my new equipment. Do you have some place in your house for sparring?”

“Sparring? Like fighting?” Ush asked as her nose wrinkled. “Don’t be ridiculous, of course I don’t have a space for that. However, if you’re desperate, I’m sure you knights could practice outside the city without fear of harming anybody with your magic.”

“We might do that,” Treyin agreed with interest. “Thank you for the recommendation, Councilwoman.”

“Of course,” she replied with a sniff. “Just don’t go beating up my servants or destroying my house, and I’ll let slide the barbarity of your knight order. Now, I have a meeting I must get to, and I’m sure you’re eager to get on with bashing each other silly. Farewell, knights.”

Ush floated from the hall looking like a pile of drapes set adrift on a river. She gave off the impression of being impressive and interesting, but ultimately her outfit was a tad too unwieldy to be taken seriously.

The butler bowed and began to lead us back out through the mansion, presumably so he could take us to the enchanter, I was about to ask if he could just show us later, since I needed to test the shield out with Treyin first, but then I figured that it would be too much work to find a translator, communicate our intentions, and then try to organize it another time. If I found out where the enchanter’ shop in the city was, I could just go back whenever I needed to.

We came back through Ush’s ridiculous garden and into the streets of Montesh. People were bustling around, buying ingredients for dinner, and coming back from work as if nothing had happened earlier today. Perhaps we’d done a little too good of a job as knights, since it didn’t look like the Grendel threat had made much of an impression on these people.

I couldn’t fault them for it. It put a smile on my face to see children racing around, couples meeting up for dates, and all the other signs of peaceful life. If they wanted to ignore the danger for a little longer, I was fine with that.

We would take care of the Grendels.

As we followed behind the butler’s flared coattails, I wondered idly if his voice was actually squeaky and whispery, and he just kept silent to cover up his embarrassment. Maybe it was deep and gravelly from disuse, like the grating of a rusted iron door. I was half-tempted to get a rise out of him just to see what it would be like.

Even though I had implants, the empath seemed to read my mind.

“It’s hard to follow somebody so uptight without wanting to disrupt them,” Treyin murmured to me. “Would you like to see him overcome with anger or lust?”

“It’s not worth it if it doesn’t come naturally,” I told her. “Besides, I think it would offend Councilwoman Ush if you destroyed her butler’s mental state.”

“Perhaps,” Treyin agreed. “Then again, I think I could put him back together again mostly the same way he started.”

“Mostly,” I repeated as I shook my head.

Treyin smiled, and she let the matter drop.

The butler stopped in front of a store entrance, and I squinted through the windows to catch a glimpse of the interior. I could see pauldrons, gauntlets, belts, and all sorts of other things that were common to see in enchanter shops. What I didn’t expect was the enormous rack of earrings and scarves. I wondered what use an enchanter could have for such things, but I couldn’t see much from out here.

The butler bowed and gestured for us to go inside, and then he turned to leave. Treyin and I watched him go for a little while, and then she turned to look at me expectantly.

“I guess we should go test the shield outside the city limits first,” I suggested.

“Let’s check with this enchanter first,” Treyin countered. “Montesh is quite peaceful, so I want to be sure their ‘dust scientists’ can actually get the job done. We can get a price quoted as well, though you don’t seem to have any trouble affording things, not with how many Grendels you’ve been slaughtering.”

Treyin smiled and looked me up and down approvingly, as if she were imagining me in the midst of combat.

Maybe I wasn’t the only one with wandering eyes during fights.

“Excellent idea,” I agreed, and I stepped forward to open the door for Treyin.

She brushed her hand over mine as she passed, and I got another wave of the empath’s alluring scent as she led both of us through the door. A bell jingled when we walked in, and we stopped to get our bearings.

The interior of the enchanter’s shop was gloomy, and the corners of the room were scarcely lit by the glow of a single rune-candle.

“Welcome, friends, hm,” came a nasally voice from the back of the shop room. “Caledonian, hm?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m glad you can speak our language.”

“I’ve studied abroad a bit,” he called out from the back. “Not perfect, but I can probably get you what you need. What do you need?”

Each humming noise was squashed by the nasal quality of his voice, and it made for a very strange listening experience.

“We’ve come to sell a few things,” I said.

“Sure,” he replied.

“Can you retrace runes? We’d like a quote as well.” I asked.

“Of course, hmhm,” the enchanter replied from the back of his shop with a nasal almost-laugh. “I can do anything you wish, provided the price is correct.”

“How much to transcribe this rune onto another piece of equipment?” I asked, and I slid the kite shield off my arm and set it on the front counter. “I don’t know if I need it right now, but I might need it later.”

From the darkness, the enchanter came forward, and my eyebrows rose as a grizzled, middle-aged man in a hoverchair emerged from the dim light. He was missing his lower legs, and his trousers covered what was left of his knees. I wondered what happened to him, and I was curious if the enchanter had received the injuries from his job. Maybe he’d been testing out a new rune, and things went wrong.

He picked up the shield from the counter and began to inspect its surface without another word. The enchanter had the same strawberry blond hair and brown eyes that seemed to characterize many of the people in Montesh, and his hands were freckled with age.

Even more intriguing was the fact the enchanter was in a hoverchair. In Caledonia, leg prosthetics had been available for upwards of a century, and even people without much money were usually able to save up enough to afford a decent new limb. I even knew people in the Dobuni tenements with prosthetics, so I couldn’t imagine this enchanter was too poor to buy himself new legs.

I buried my questions and focused on the transaction in front of me.

“Yes, yes, mmhm,” the enchanter murmured as he looked the shield over. “A strange rune, for sure. I have not seen such a thing before. Doesn’t seem that powerful, but it is very unique. Hmmm. Strange. Very Strange.”

“Can you replicate it?” I asked.

“I can do something like it,” the enchanter explained with a touch of smugness to his expression. “They don’t call me the Great Rishini for nothing.”

I was beginning to have my doubts about just how great this “Rishini” was, but I decided Councilwoman Ush wouldn’t let us go to an inferior shop. She was far too proud to let us down with this kind of favor.

“What would it cost?” I asked.

“Depends what you want it transferred to,” the enchanter answered as he waved a hand at the wall of items. “Let me do some currency conversions in my head, hm?”

“Of course,” I answered obligingly.

“Let’s see,” Rishini mused as he tilted his head from side to side. “No less than seven-hundred Kingdom Points, but no more than twelve-hundred. I can give you an exact cost once we determine what you wish to move the rune to. Hmmm?”

It wasn’t a bad price range, though I hoped the cost would fall on the lower end of the scale.

“That’s reasonable,” I agreed, and I gestured to Treyin. “Alright, we’ll have to test the rune out to see if it works first. I’ll be back once we know one way or the other.”

“Wait, wait!” Rishini requested, and his expression was suddenly eager. “You just need to test the shield, hm? I have a perfect place for such a thing. No great enchanter keeps a shop without a practice yard for his items and weapons, yes? You can use my yard to figure out the worth of that rune.”

Rishini certainly didn’t want us walking away with a deal in sight. My eyebrows raised in surprise at his offer, but I nodded.

“That might work perfectly,” I replied. “Thank you.”

Rishini smiled widely, and he spun his hoverchair to lead us into the back of his shop. I snagged the kite shield off the table as I followed him, and I adjusted it over my left arm carefully.

Rishini stopped as he reached up to a worn metal door, and it creaked wide open to reveal a green-grassed yard.

Treyin and I stepped out past Rishini, and I looked around the tiny yard with an assessing gaze. A slatted iron fence separated the yard from the tightly-packed neighboring buildings in every direction, and I imagined the fence would keep small excess power from doing damage to Rishini’s neighbors.

The space was smaller than three meters in any direction, so it wasn’t suited to a full sparring session. However, it would do just fine for seeing if the Allied Vengeance rune worked on summoned monsters.

“See, Nick?” Treyin said in a pleased purr. “I knew going into the enchanter’s first was a good idea.”

“It was a lucky coincidence,” I teased as I hefted the shield in my hand. “What should I try?”

“Perhaps a lightning elemental,” Treyin suggested. “Just hold it still while I kill it, and then you can see the effect on that shield’s rune. Don’t be disappointed when it doesn’t work, though.”

“I don’t have my hopes up,” I agreed as I pulled my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental from the magnetons on my back. With my other hand, I clutched the shield against my arm with a firm grip.

I glanced toward the doorway at Rishini, but his satisfied smile didn’t falter. Hopefully, he wouldn’t mind a little lightning.

I swung the hammer’s end into the ground, and electricity snapped as a portal opened between Treyin and me. The center of it swirled, and a lightning elemental stepped out. The elemental’s muscles rippled, and it shifted eagerly for a fight, but I held it still with firm control.

Treyin winked as she drew a katar. Her wrist drew back, and it snapped forward again as she threw the blade with perfect accuracy. It twirled end over end before the weapon smacked dead-center into my elemental’s back.

The katar blade protruded through my elemental’s chest, and my creature fell without a sound or a move.

Maybe I was imagining it, but I felt a push of energy move through my body the moment the elemental died. My limbs seemed stronger, and I swore I was more limber than before.

I shook my head in awe as I looked at the felled elemental. Throwing a katar seemed difficult because of the unbalanced weight of the weapon, but Treyin’s deadly style never failed to put an impressed smile on my face.

She knew it too, and the empath shot me a sultry look before she bent to retrieve her katar from my elemental’s body. I could’ve sworn she wiggled her hips suggestively on purpose as she pulled the katar free.

“Did it work?” she asked as she cleaned her katar’s blade on the grass.

I checked my prot-belt for stats on all of my current enhancements, and a hologram popped up to show me the results.

Allied Vengeance:

Speed: +10%

Strength: +10%

Agility: +10%

“No way,” I gloated with a wild grin. “It actually worked.”

“You’re kidding!” Treyin exclaimed as she came to peek at the hologram from my prot-belt. “It actually worked? That is fantastic. You’ve got an amazing eye for good runes, don’t you, Nick? I’m impressed. I believe most knights would not have even bothered to test this item out. They would have just dusted it.”

“Yeah,” I snickered as I threw a couple of practice punches in the air. “It’s really too bad Summoners aren’t popular. I think the abilities are amazing.”

“The kingdoms all focus on combating the Grendel portals.” She shrugged. “Herald songs don’t work on the summoned monsters or Shield Knight protective abilities. That’s why Summoners are out of favor.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Matthias explained the evolution of our fighting styles.”

“This new rune changes things dramatically,” she purred as she eyed the shield. “Summoner equipment is very inexpensive, so if you decide to pursue that class, you could become very powerful without spending many points.”

“I was thinking that too,” I snickered.

“You’d have to focus on creating many lower powered pets,” Treyin continued with an excited voice. “You’d want them to die as quickly as possible, so the rune rapidly increases your power. Do you think there is a limit to how many times you can get the increase?”

“I’m not sure,” I said as I pulled up the shield stats again so I could look at the rune. “It doesn’t really say anything about it.”

“We’ll have to test it out more,” she hummed. “How many of your pets can you summon at once? Also, you can split the portals with your… well... “

“Yeah,” I gasped as I picked up where she was going. “That’s really smart, I could--”

Suddenly, Rishini cleared his throat, and we moved apart quickly.

“So, hm?” Rishini proposed with a toothy smile that stretched across his rough face. “It works, so you want the deal after all. What kind of equipment would you like to transfer this rune to? You brought another piece, hm?”

“Let us speak of this later,” the beautiful empath whispered to me. “There is much to test, but it is quite exciting.”

“Yeah,” I admitted as I glanced again at the rune before I closed the menu on my belt. Then Treyin and I trekked through the grass back to the doorway, and Rishini moved aside to let us through as he shut the door.

“Actually, I didn’t bring anything,” I admitted. “All of my armor already has runes on it.”

“Oh,” Rishini said, and he squinted at me closely. “But you don’t have on any earrings, eh?”

“Earrings?” I asked in confusion. “You can put runes on something that small?”

“Well, they’re large earrings,” Rishini chortled, “but I suppose you Caledonians are unused to our enchanted jewelry. Nobles and warriors alike wear plenty of it in Montesh. Hm, it seems your ears aren’t even pierced.”

“Uh-huh …” I replied.

It was actually kind of a great idea, and it was interesting to see this city’s version of enchanter gear. Unfortunately, my prot-belt wouldn’t sync with items outside the approved slots, like if I tried to wear multiple belts or jewelry there wasn’t a position for. Since the knight armor setup wasn’t compatible with earrings, I’d have to pick something else.

“How about an amulet?” I asked.

I had left The Overlord’s Heart and my Firebrand’s Talisman back on the Stalwart in the hope that I would pick up a better amulet once we killed some Grendels. The Firebrand’s Talisman was a great item for shield knights and berserkers, but forcing all surrounding enemies to attack me wasn’t a great idea with Moses, Richard, and Nathan on my team. The purpose of shield knights was to distract and take damage, so I would only hurt the group synergy by using it.

As for The Overlord’s Heart, that was an entirely different issue. It would let me use gear one class above my own level, but I didn’t even own any items above knight class. I was also a little wary of the item ever since it gave me a strange vision.

Rishini chortled and glided over in his chair toward a rack of necklaces, talismans, and amulets. He picked through them with delicate fingers until he pulled out a leather strip of material. At the end of it, an amber oval of shiny material dangled and reflected the rune-candle’s glow.

“This one has no runes yet, and I think it will carry the Allied Vengeance enchantment well,” the enchanter informed us. “More importantly, it will go nice with your skin tone, hm?”

Rishini let out a nasal laugh and held the necklace up to my face.

I turned to Treyin as I shrugged helplessly.

“It really does go well with your skin,” she mused.

“Well,” I allowed, “if the enchanter thinks it’s good, I guess that’s the one I’ll take. It’s all the same once the rune is on it.”

Rishini smiled, and he brought the necklace back to his workbench in the far corner of the store.

“Would you like to keep the shield, or would you like it dismantled to pay for part of the cost?”

Would I have any reason to want the shield in the future? Treyin was right, I wasn’t really enthused about trying to learn an entirely new style of fighting just for this item.

“Dismantled,” I answered.

“Perfect,” Rishini chortled, and his voice dropped as he began to murmur to himself in Shessian.

“Let’s see,” he said, “the shield would be worth thirty Shencs for the dust and the raw metal, the amulet will cost eighteen Shencs, and the rune tracing will cost another eighty-five Shencs. Your total comes to seventy-three Shencs, but you wish for Kingdom Points, yes? So, the cost comes to one-thousand and eighty KP.”

“That’s a deal,” I said, and I tapped out a few numbers on my prot-belt to send the money to the account number he gave me.

I looked at my readout to see how much my totals were. It was a bit of a bad habit from when I was perpetually near-broke in the past, but it comforted me to see the numbers.

Current Kingdom Balance: 70,940

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 129,025

I still had plenty of extra money, and the other items we’d won by fighting today would contribute to that total as well. I would wait to turn those in with Elle, since I knew she could give me the best deals.

Rishini started to copy over the Allied Vengeance rune, and I watched with silent interest to see him work. Truthfully, he did seem pretty skilled and efficient. His lines were clean, and he didn’t use a drop of extra Arcane Dust in the process. The Montesh people weren’t great at fighting, but they knew a good deal about providing goods to the Triumvirate Kingdoms, and that meant talented enchanting.

Rishini finished in a few moments, and he handed over the finished amulet for me to inspect.

I scanned it with my prot-belt and read the results to myself.

Item type: Pendant of Lesser Vengeance

Runes Inscribed: Allied Vengeance

Rune Class: Knight

Rune Effects: Speed, strength, and agility increase by 10% when an ally dies in battle.

“Thank you, Rishini,” I told the enchanter.

“Ah, ah,” he replied, “it’s the Great Rishini, hm?”

“Sure, the Great Rishini,” I agreed politely. “I’m excited to test out your work.”

“I’m happy you enjoy it,” he told me. “If you have any other enchanting to be done, bring it to me, hm? I’d be happy to cut you a small deal as a repeat customer.”

“I’ll do that,” I replied, and then I hesitated as I looked at the man. “I don’t mean to be rude, but have you looked for prosthetics on the Caledonian markets?”

“Of course,” Rishini replied. “I simply chose not to. Sometimes, we must bear our scars as reminders, hm? You’re young, so perhaps you don’t know it yet, but I’m sure you’ll feel the same way some day.”

“That’s understandable.” Treyin nodded along, and her face grew pensive. She seemed to be reliving old memories, and I wondered what scars she felt the need to bear.

“I see,” I replied to Rishini, though I couldn’t help but be confused by his answer. “Have a good day, sir.”

“And many good days to you,” Rishini replied.

Treyin and I left through the jingling front door. I turned to the empath to see if she would say anything about her old life, but she shook herself off and directed a sly smile at me.

“No more stalling,” Treyin told me. “Now, we climb, and then we fight.”

“Climb?” I asked, and my gaze caught on the peaks of the mountains behind the city. “You want to go up the slope?”

“It would be the perfect warmup,” Treyin replied.

I had a hard time believing climbing an entire mountain could count as a warmup, but Treyin never did any fighting by half-measures.

“Sure,” I agreed ruefully as I shook my head. “We can climb the mountain if you really want. Do we just need visors for outside the runeforming dome?”

“Just visors,” Treyin confirmed. “The oxygen level is a little lower than usual, and the gravity is reduced, but we would probably survive even without oxygen systems.”

“Nice,” I said. “Alright, let’s get up to the peak.”

We kept our eyes on the mountains as we wove through the streets of Montesh. It was easy to feel lost in the winding, disorganized roads, since they weren’t at all organized according to Caledonian standards.

Treyin kept ahead of me with that beautiful, natural Ecomese grace, and I couldn’t help but glance at the smooth motion of her long legs. I was sorely tempted to lag behind just to get the best view, but instead, I tried to focus on the match ahead.

Of course, Treyin noticed my eyes on her, and a sultry smile moved across her face. She picked up the pace and stayed ahead of me, and I was left to stare at the sway of her hips under her armor.

Montesh was dense but not too large, so we reached the edge of town within a scant few minutes. A large retaining wall separated the buildings from the dome beyond it, and I frowned in confusion as I looked at the twenty-foot wall.

“What’s this for?” I questioned. “They don’t have war here.”

“It looks like it’s used for landslides,” Treyin explained. “The runeforming dome can only contain gasses, so this wall is here to keep rocks from rolling down off the mountain and hitting the town. See how there’s only a small passageway through, but it’s completely unguarded?”

Treyin was right about the opening in the wall. A curved tunnel went through the metal-and-stone construction, and we could see daylight clearly through it. There were no guards or gates to be lowered, so the passageway wasn’t actually defensible.

We went through the tunnel and followed the road toward the runeforming dome. Slowly, the rocky path gave way to teal-colored grass and clumps of boulders that had fallen down the mountain in the past.

Several meters beyond where the road ended, the gentle curve of the near-translucent runeforming dome glowed softly. The dome was fairly invisible in most places, but as wind and dust contacted its surface, it flared with opaque spots of pale blue.

We reached it, and Treyin smiled as she stepped through the runeforming dome.

The surface glowed and flashed as she passed through, and I came close on her heels. A strange cool feeling enveloped me as the runeforming dome touched my skin, and then I was through to the other side.

Instantly, I noticed my body become lighter as gravity decreased its hold on me. The air grew uncomfortably thin, and I tapped the side of my temple to activate my helmet’s visor. It slid over my head and gave me a readout of my oxygen systems. I had at least six hours, which would be plenty for a sparring match.

“The dome always feels strange to me,” Treyin said. “We didn’t have any nanomembranes on Ecoma, of course. Rather than protecting ourselves from the elements, we evolved alongside them.”

“I wonder which is better?” I mused. “I’m sure many humans died to become your race, but you’re better off for it now.”

We started toward the mountain, and the two of us kept up a brutal pace as we climbed among the rocky terrain toward the top. My breath came fast and hard in my chest, but I pushed through the burning sensation to keep up with Treyin.

“Coddling is idiotic, and evolution is always better,” Treyin continued the conversation after we had walked for a few minutes. “Many may die for the greater good of the race. That’s the way it should be.”

It wasn’t shocking to hear her take that position, considering how many of her own people she sacrificed to fuel the Den Ark and fight the Grendels. Treyin was ruthless even to those who were innocent.

“I think we should try to save people,” I disagreed. “Rishini the enchanter wouldn’t be able to master his craft if he died for being handicapped.”

“You might consider yourself as well,” Treyin suggested. “As an Outlander, you’re quicker, stronger, and more agile. Your silver eyes can detect blue light better than a Core World Noble can. You also have a powerful mutation. The changes are small, but they’re important to you, I’m sure. Would you give them away for a few transitory human lives? Should your children be allowed to have these advantages?”

Maybe Treyin was right, and it was better to lose lives for better adaptation in the future. Then again, my race’s evolutions were meant for a planet I no longer lived on. Did biology have any place in this kind of technological age?

We were nearing the top of the mountain, and I was glad to see the endless slope tapered into a nice plateau at the top. The temperature was noticeably cooler than it was at the foothills, but it was chilly enough to be comfortable once we started fighting.

There was some setting up to do before we began testing my new rune in earnest, but instead Treyin and I both paused as we took in our surroundings. There was something immediately arresting about the beauty of the mountaintop, and I found myself drawn into the scenery.

It was so quiet and serene compared to the bustling city below or the rumblings of the Stalwart. Small flying animals wheeled past overhead, and long, bluish grasses swayed with the gentle breeze. The verdant trees around us rustled slightly as squirrel-like creatures moved across the branches, and white and yellow flowers dotted the slope of the mountain like paint flung from an artist’s brush.

“It’s so beautiful,” Treyin murmured. “I haven’t gone adventuring for a long time, and I suppose I forgot just how green plants can be.”

The Ecomese Arks didn’t have much room for vegetation, I realized as I thought back on my time there. I couldn’t imagine not laying eyes on nature for so long. Treyin seemed so wistful, and my heart ached to watch this sensitive side of hers.

“I’m glad you’re here to see it,” I told her honestly.

Treyin smiled, and my breath caught in my throat to see her in the sun like this. The light gleamed off the elegant curve of her face, and she seemed like some kind of otherworldly angel. As I watched, the wind fluttered through the silver locks of her hair, and the delicate line of her neck was revealed.

I swallowed hard and pushed my errant thoughts to the back of my mind.

“We should begin,” I proposed as I tore my gaze away from Treyin’s beauty.

“Of course,” Treyin responded, but that gentle smile of hers remained as she scuffed out a line to represent our fighting ring.

We both picked up branches and rocks to clear the faux arena, since we didn’t have a doctor handy if one of us twisted an ankle.

“I know you want to test your pendant,” Treyin suggested, “but how about you test your mutation ability as well with my portal splitting idea?”

“That sounds like a plan,” I agreed. “Maybe the lightning elemental … or I’ll start with the void serpents.“

I had slightly more faith in my ability to control the void serpents once they were upgraded. I also knew Treyin and I could put them down pretty easily if they did get out of control, whereas a flying lightning elemental could escape and do some pretty bad damage.

“Whatever you think is best,” Treyin told me. “I have faith you’ll split the portal on the first try, so I’m not worried about it.”

Treyin’s words had a welcome, soothing effect, and my nerves settled down in a few moments. She was right, and I knew I could dictate to my nanorunes successfully. I’d done it before, so I would do it now.

I used my Writhing Plague rune on my belt, and a rift opened up in the sky in front of me. I could feel the nanorunes inside me rise up eagerly to feed on the portal, but I held them back to guide them properly.

What was the key to turning one portal into two? How could I split it without my nanorunes simply upgrading it?

I held my arms out, and I could feel the nanorunes in each hand try to get at the portal. I’d always thought of my nanorunes as a singular mass of an entity, but maybe they could be divided into groups of a sort?

I lowered my arms, and then I raised them again in a sweeping motion as if I were parting a crowd. The portal in front of me wavered, and then it stretched wide. The single portal split into two as each of my nanorune groups fought over the meal, and I stared in surprise at the twin portals.

I let my summons through, and two void serpents slithered from each portal. My four serpents were impressive, and maybe only a tad smaller than they would have been if I’d left my portal intact.

“Yes!” I cheered as my twin portals closed.

“You did it,” Treyin exclaimed with a proud smile on her face. “See, it’s silly to worry about whether you can accomplish this sort of thing. You’re strong and skilled, and you train hard.”

“That’s no reason to think everything will go to plan,” I reminded her. “My first lesson on the Stalwart was on just how badly I can mess up.”

“Your betrayal?” Treyin asked, and she waved a dismissive hand. “Eh, not that big of a mistake. You only nearly murdered your entire crew and endedQueen Catrina’s most important mission.”

Treyin’s smile was amused, and I couldn’t help but burst out laughing at how she’d tried to breeze over the consequences.

Treyin surprised me when she joined in with a delicate chuckle. Our laughter echoed down the mountain and disappeared into the wind, and it was one of the first times I had seen Treyin so free and unmitigated.

I calmed down slightly and turned to look at my void serpents.

“You know,” I said thoughtfully, “I wonder if I could split and then upgrade again. Instead of a Level Four Grendel portal, we could get two Level Six p--”

Suddenly, a roar split the air, and the hairs on my neck stood straight up as I whirled to face the source. As I turned, five creatures emerged from the trees around the mountaintop.

They looked like tigers, in a way. Four powerful legs rippled with muscle as each creature circled our group warily. Large fangs protruded from the mouths of each creature and curled down over their jaws.

Their fur was bluish and gray in tone, and I could imagine them stalking among the azure grasses to blend in and hide from their prey. A strange musky smell reached my nose as the creatures surrounded us, and I wrinkled my nose as I faced them.

“Native animals?” I asked Treyin.

“Looks like it,” she replied with narrowed eyes. “Normally, I’d say we should leave the local fauna alone, but I don’t think they’re going to let us.”

“I don’t suppose they are,” I agreed as I drew my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental.

Treyin looked over at me, and her gaze grew wicked as her eyes dropped to my void serpents.

“Why don’t you use your summons?” she suggested. “This is the best way to see just how good they are.”

I wholeheartedly agreed with that idea, so I readied my four cobras around me and sent them in for the attack.

The snakes slithered in with speed, and one of the tigers decided to test them in battle. It roared and launched for the snake on the far left, but the serpent next to it lashed out in a quick striking motion. Its teeth sunk into the tiger’s side and pierced through tender skin and flesh.

The tiger stumbled, and that was enough of a mistake to get it killed. Another cobra lashed out, and these fangs went into the big cat’s neck. Blood sprayed across the ground, and the tiger stumbled limply to its death.

The four remaining cats rumbled out terrifying snarls, and two of them launched in quickly to avenge their fallen members. The first tiger reached my serpents and put one clawed paw through a snake’s scaly hide. It bent low and bit the snake clean through its midsection, and my summoned monster died.

A trickle of power crept through my limbs, and I smiled.

It seems like I could indeed split my portals, summon weaker monsters, and still get the effects from the rune.

Another huge cat pinned my second serpent and tried to do the same, but my snake lashed out and slid its fangs into the tiger’s stomach. Blood and viscera splattered to the ground, and the tiger closed its jaws around my serpent.

My second snake died, but the tiger was gravely wounded, and it stumbled to the ground without making another attack.

More power trickled into me with the second snake dead, and this time there was no mistaking it.

My new rune definitely worked with my summons, and my grin grew wider.

The three remaining tigers launched into the fray, and they made short work of my snakes. These alien cats seemed to be learning pretty well from the mistakes of their brethren, but each snake’s death was also a victory to me.

My limbs practically thrummed with new power as my speed, strength, and agility all increased by forty percent.

“Did it work?” Treyin asked.

“Yes,” I said. “I feel stronger.”

“Gooood,” she purred. “This changes everything, Nick.”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “It really does.”

“Let’s take care of this,” Treyin suggested with a grin, and she pulled her katars from her gauntlets as she dashed toward the tigers.

I put on a burst of unexpected speed as I raced alongside her, and I pulled slightly ahead as my pendant gave me the edge.

I reached the tigers just a moment before Treyin did, and one of the big cats leapt at me with its huge fangs bared. I swung my hammer, and lightning arced across the gap between us to strike right between the tiger’s eyes. The smell of burning fur filled the air, and I stepped aside so the huge animal could fall dead at my feet.

Treyin slashed her way through a second big cat with a display of incredible precision and bloodlust. She cut into the tiger half a dozen times in the span of a single second, and the creature died as blood poured from its wounds.

The third cat snarled and launched itself at Treyin, but I got there with my hammer first. I swung the heavy end of my weapon into the cat’s flank, and I could tell that my strength had dramatically increased. The animal’s body practically caved in around my hammer strike, and I heard dozens of its ribs shatter before it dropped to the ground like a wet sack of meat. Treyin spun and sunk her katars into its skull, and the animal died instantly.

All five tigers were taken care of, and we had barely broken a sweat.

“Well, well,” Treyin said with a pleased tone. “If I’m correct, your pendant was working, right? You seemed much faster than before, and you were already very fast.”

“Sure was,” I agreed as I flexed my muscles. “I don’t know how much longer it will last, but it’s a pretty good increase. If I summoned ten monsters during a battle, I could end up doubling my speed and power.”

“If you don’t know how long the effects last,” Treyin decided, “we should start our sparring match right away.”

“Right away?” I repeated. “You sure love to fight.”

“No more than you do,” Treyin replied knowingly.

“Sure, sure, let’s just take a few moments to stretch and get ready,” I suggested.

Treyin was definitely right in that I was excited about this match. Even more, I was incredibly relieved and happy the pendant worked just as I had hoped it would.

Treyin began to roll the tiger monsters away from our fighting ring, and I moved into a stretch to loosen up my muscles.

If I summoned four serpents, five elementals, and a Fenrir through the course of a battle, that would give me a one-hundred-percent increase in power once they all had died. It was a tantalizing thought, and it reminded me a bit of how berserker power sometimes worked. Sacrifice for more strength could be an amazing tradeoff if used correctly, and I could only imagine what I would be able to do with more summoned monsters.

“Alright, no more stalling,” Treyin said as she interrupted my thoughts. “Are you ready to lose to me? Let us see how long this rune lasts.”

“This is practice, not a competition,” I corrected with a grin. “But yeah, I’m ready to kick your ass.”

Treyin put away her katars, and I reattached my hammer to the back of my armor. Then we both dropped into fighting stances with our knees bent slightly and our bodies firmly centered.

I raised my fists, and we launched into our sparring match.

Immediately, I knew Treyin was just a little better than I was. She was a slayer, after all, and she had many more years to hone her skills and muscle memory. In an ordinary fight she might have really beat me.

This wasn’t an ordinary fight, though. I still had the enhancements from my pendant coursing through my body, and I could make up for my lack of experience with pure speed and power. When Treyin nearly caught me off guard with an arm grab, I used my extra agility to twist away and avoid her upcoming palm strike.

We traded blows like that for a while, and I could feel myself falling in love with Treyin’s incredible fighting prowess. She looked graceful and poised with every move, and I couldn’t help but admire the dancer-like way she flowed between moves. I could also smell the pheromones rolling off her as she fought, and her scent awakened lust in me once more.

Treyin stepped in close to dig her heel into the insole of my foot, and I just barely managed to move in time to escape the attack. I dodged in toward her, and I could feel her hot breath on my face as I tried to land a jab to her abdomen.

Treyin smiled and caught my wrist just in time, and we sprang apart once more.

“I have to say, you’re even more impressive than I’d realized,” I told her honestly. “It seems like the rune effect is still lasting. You would have gotten me if I didn’t have it.”

“I am glad it lasts so long,” she commented. “It has been a good fifteen minutes since we killed those cat-like monsters.”

“Yeah,” I said as I opened up my menu to look at the rune again. “It’s crazy it is lasting this long. Thanks for sparing with me so I can test this.”

“It is enjoyable dancing with you, Nick,” Treyin responded with a coy smirk. “As a slayer, I barely knew anybody who could fight me on equal ground in single combat.”

“To be fair, I’m cheating a little with the pendant,” I pointed out.

“It’s not cheating if it’s part of your class skills,” Treyin said firmly.

Suddenly, something strange flickered across the sky behind Treyin, and I stopped to stare at it. Of course, now I didn’t see anything at all. Had I just imagined the odd movement? I looked around to try to catch a glimpse of the distortion once more, but I couldn’t see anything.

“That was strange,” I mumbled to myself.

“What did you see?” Treyin asked as she turned to look behind herself.

“It was only a shimmer,” I explained with a frown. “Like the one a cloaking device would make, but that doesn’t make much sense.”

Treyin stepped closer to the edge of the mountain plateau to peer down the slope.

“Oh, no,” she said, and she turned to gesture me closer. “I don’t think you were imagining things at all.”

I stepped closer to the edge of the plateau to see what Treyin was looking at, and my heart nearly stopped in my chest.

Down at the base of the mountain, a Dax skiff was lowering itself to the ground. Its cloaking technology flickered as it settled onto the earth, but the dark, sleek shape of the craft was unmistakable.

“The Dax?” I breathed in shock. “What are they doing here?”

“They must have gotten word of the Seraphic portal, somehow,” Treyin hissed. “Hopefully, this is just a tiny scouting party. Something small enough that we can deal with it.”

The door to the skiff opened, and figures began to emerge into the sunlight. I counted almost twenty Dax, and finally the skiff door closed again.

My heart sunk as I examined the black-armored Dax. Totemic items swung from their necks and shoulders, and naginatas were attached to their magnetons.

These weren’t just soldiers, these were Star Spears, every single one.

“Shit,” I gritted out as I stared at the Star Spears. “This isn’t just a group to test the waters. These scouts could do some serious damage.”

“Not if we’re there to stop them,” Treyin growled with bloodlust in her voice.

As we watched, the twenty Star Spears grouped up and began to move toward Montesh city. If I could judge by their armor and weapons, they definitely weren’t coming in with good intentions. Every single Star Spear was armed to the teeth for battle, and that could only mean they were on the offensive.

Worry churned through me as I watched the Dax advance on the city, but it quickly turned to pure determination and hatred. There were innocent children and citizens in Montesh, and they would be sitting ducks if the Dax decided to start a slaughter. With this kind of fully outfitted force, there was no way these Star Spears were just coming along to have a friendly chat with the council.

We would have to do something, or hundreds of innocent people could die.

“Those Dax aren’t going anywhere on our watch,” I decided, and dark determination filled my voice. “We’re going to give them the surprise of their lives.”
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Chapter 7

I kept my eyes on the Dax below as I activated the comms on my lowered visor.

“Moses, Richard, Nathan, do you read me?” I asked.

There was a moment of silence as I waited for a response, and then I repeated my message.

“Moses, Richard, Nathan, there’s something big happening,” I said. “Treyin and I need a plan.”

“I’m here,” came Moses’ distinct voice through the comms. “Richard and Nathan are listening as well. What’s going on?”

“Twenty Dax Star Spears have arrived on a skiff outside Montesh city,” I told him. “They’re on the northwest side, near the mountain base. They appear to be heavily armed and ready for a fight.”

“Ahhh, shit,” Moses cursed, and his voice crackled with tension. “Treyin is with you, right?”

“She’s right here,” I confirmed. “We both have armor and weapons, so we’re ready for a fight.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Alright, twenty against two is no kind of fight,” he finally decided. “I need you both to return safely to Montesh. Don’t engage the enemy, just come back.”

“Sir--” I protested.

“You’re amazing warriors, both of you, but you can’t possibly defeat twenty Star Spears,” Moses said firmly. “Get back here, and then we can deal with the situation as a team.”

I hesitated as I mulled over what I wanted to say. On one hand, I knew he was correct because Star Spears were the Dax’s Space Knights, and two versus twenty weren’t good odds.

On the other hand, I had an idea.

“Moses, I think I can actually prevent the Dax from entering the city,” I explained. “We wouldn’t have to defeat all twenty, not even close. This would just block them from entering so we’ll have more time.”

Treyin glanced over at me with a silent question in her eyes, but I could explain my idea later.

“How dangerous would it be?” Moses asked slowly.

“Not too bad,” I replied as I considered the retaining wall outside the city. “I’ve been testing some new equipment, so I know I can do what’s needed to pull this off.”

Moses sighed, and his exhale crackled through the comms.

“Treyin, do you think Nick can pull it off?” he asked.

“I do,” she said as she gave me a wink.

“Well,” he decided in a bright tone, “I hope you two are right. Don’t take any unnecessary risks, alright? Keep us updated if anything changes. Now, get in there and kick some ass.”

I chuckled, and Treyin’s pretty lips twisted into bloodthirsty smile.

“Oh, we’ll kick some ass,” I assured Moses. “We’ll stay in touch.”

I turned off the comms for now, and I took a moment to examine the distance between the Star Spears and the city.

“You really think you can do it?” Treyin asked. “I’m happy to tell Moses we have things covered, but I don’t know what your plan is.”

“I know we can do it,” I said firmly. “After all, it shouldn’t be that hard. All we have to do is block the passageway through the retaining wall.”

Treyin stared at me with one of her eyebrows raised for a moment, but then she laughed lightly and shook her head.

“I could never turn down a fight by your side,” the empath snickered. “Alright, I’ll back you up, but it’s up to you to close the tunnel.”

“Got it,” I agreed with a grin. “Let’s head out.”

We began our descent down the mountain slope as quickly as we could manage without making unnecessary noise. Though the Dax were on open ground with nothing but grass, the terrain around us had trees and underbrush that would help to hide our presence. The decreased gravity of the planet helped us get down safely, and it felt like I had an eternity to decide where to put my feet with every step and jump.

Once we reached the bottom of the mountain, I gauged the distance between us and the Dax once more.

“Okay,” I said, “we’re not going to take them on directly, but rather we’re going to use the passageway to our advantage. Two can’t hold against twenty on an open field, but no more than three or four of them can fight side by side in that passage.”

“Alright,” Treyin agreed, but she frowned with concern. “I assume blocking the passageway involves many summoned monsters, right?”

“Right,” I agreed. “Luckily, we don’t need to worry about the distance between us and the tunnel. I can take both of us there with a teleport.”

I could have technically teleported us from the top of the mountain, but I wanted to conserve my energy for the battle ahead.

“Well, hurry up,” Treyin urged with a savage glance at the Dax. “I’m ready to start killing.”

I took Treyin’s arm in mine and tried to ignore the warmth of her beside me. Even under that sleek, silvery armor of hers, Treyin’s presence was impossible to put out of my head.

I focused on the Dax and the savagery they could wreak on this planet if we didn’t stop them, and my nanorunes got to work. I felt myself dissolve out of existence and reform again, and I was looking at the dark entrance of the tunnel.

Treyin gritted her teeth and shook her head to free herself of the strange, queasy feeling that often accompanied teleportation.

“Do you think they’ve noticed us?” Treyin whispered as she cast a narrow-eyed stare at the oncoming Dax.

“I have my Shade’s Avenging Falchion,” I suggested. “I don’t think the five seconds of invisibility is worth it, though.”

A couple of Dax at the front of their group began to point at us and gesture emphatically to their peers.

“Too late,” Treyin said. “We’ve been spotted.”

I activated my comms to talk to Moses and the rest of the team once again.

“Twenty Dax incoming,” I said into the comms. “We’re going to hold the wall here, but I don’t know how long we can last.”

“Retreat if necessary,” Moses said back over the comms. “We might take twenty minutes or more to arrive. Just stay safe.”

“Got it,” I responded, and I let the comms call drop again.

I touched my pendant briefly as I took stock of its presence. The Allied Vengeance rune would give me a strength, speed, and agility enhancement for every allied monster that died near me, as I had seen while I sparred with Treyin. I couldn’t feel the muscle enhancements from that fight anymore, so it seemed like fifteen minutes was a reasonable amount of time to expect its rune power to last.

So, I took a deep breath and began to summon monsters.

First, I used my belt to summon two void serpents. A portal opened up, and they slithered free from its confines. Their black scales made them difficult to see in the dim tunnel, and their cobra-like hoods unfurled as they faced the incoming Dax.

Then I pulled out my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental and slammed its end into the pavement below. Lightning arced to a crackling portal, and my Bolt Fiend emerged. It uncrossed its muscled arms, and its clawed feet scratched impatiently at the ground as it hunched near us.

“This tunnel is larger than I remember, “ I realized with concern as I examined the curved walls around me.

“It can probably fit five warriors across,” Treyin decided. “Will your plan work with this?”

“It’ll have to,” I answered. “I’m not letting the Dax swarm into the city to start killing people.”

Behind me, somebody yelped in shock, and Treyin and I turned to look at them.

It was a Montesh citizen, a woman in a yellow dress. She had her hand over her mouth as she stared at my summoned beasts, and her wide, terrified eyes flickered to Treyin and me.

“Wait,” I commanded her, “we’re trying to defend this city. Can you run and get the nearest guards, tell them enemy soldiers are here?”

The woman turned and sprinted away before the last words left my mouth. I sighed as I watched her go, and Treyin shrugged.

“One way or another, I think she’ll ask the guards to come,” the empath told me.

“Let’s hope they hear us out when they arrive,” I murmured.

Either way, I would need more void creatures if I was going to block this tunnel. So, I activated the Summon Fenrir rune on my Wolf’s Hour ring, and a rift began to peel open to my left.

“You should upgrade this one,” Treyin told me, and her eyes glinted with anticipation.

“What if I can’t control it?” I asked. “It was hard enough to control the upgraded Lesser Fenrir. This one is knight class already.”

“You’re knight class as well,” Treyin said with amusement. “You’ll be fine. Don’t dance around your power, seize it.”

The time for waiting around was up, and my Fenrir was about to emerge. So, I threw away my misgivings as I offered the portal to my nanorunes, and they fed eagerly on the rift.

The portal sparked as it glowed and grew, and it stopped just in time for my Fenrir to step out.

A fur-covered figure emerged on two legs, and it stepped forward on its toes in a digitigrade stance. Its muzzle was grizzled, and scars criss-crossed its snout. Two yellow eyes stared with predatorial interest from the wolf’s head. It had to be nearly eight feet tall, and its shoulders were wide and knotted with muscle underneath the graying fur. Then its clawed hands curled into threatening fists as it stared at me.

This was a Greater Fenrir, it had to be.

How could I even hope to control such a thing?

The Fenrir stepped toward me, and a growl rumbled deep in its chest. I clenched my jaws together as I seized at the overwhelming presence in the back of my mind where the link between me and the Greater Fenrir existed.

I slammed my willpower against its mind, and the Greater Fenrir stopped momentarily in its tracks as it battled against my will. Its mind thrashed against my control, and I nearly lost my hold of it right then and there.

No. Innocent lives depended on this, and I would not fail.

I pictured the families sweeping the streets in front of their merchant stalls. I pictured the women kissing their husbands as they both returned from a day of hard work. I pictured the children running around and playing ball, and the teachers giving them class lessons, and their parents making them dinner after a long day. I pictured people gardening in the sun, dancing in their homes, washing dishes, and sitting by the fireside.

I took all of those people and all of my feelings and threw them at the Fenrir.

I wasn’t going to let some damn wolfman dictate whether we won or lost today.

The beast quailed and fell to my willpower, and I wrestled it firmly under control. Then I sighed and relaxed, and I ordered the Fenrir to face the incoming Dax.

“You did it, didn’t you?” Treyin asked with a smug expression. “I told you.”

“It was a near thing,” I warned her. “If this was a less dire situation, I don’t know if I could have done it.”

“Hmm, if you say so,” the empath replied as she smiled.

Sudden shouting interrupted us, and we turned to see a cadre of Montesh guards jog toward us with raised plasma pistols and riot shields. There were eight of them, and they didn’t look happy to see us.

I put up my hands in surrender, but frustration churned within me. We didn’t have time for an interrogation, not when the Dax were almost within shooting distance.

“We mean no harm,” I shouted to the guards.

They didn’t seem to take my words at face value, and they approached Treyin and me with their pistols aimed straight for us. No surprise there.

“How dull,” Treyin sighed. “Don’t these idiots know their guns are useless against us? Also...” something changed in her eyes, and immediately the guards around us lowered their weapons. They stared at Treyin as if they were in a trance, and their mouths hung loose in awe and lust.

“I didn’t realize your power worked on women,” I realized as I noticed the Montesh guards were mixed gender.

“It’s just a matter of convincing them I’m a man,” Treyin responded. “If they swing that way, of course. Most of them don’t need me to change their minds. Women are more fluid than men in their sexual preferences.”

I blinked in surprise, but it made a lot of sense.

“Fun,” I replied, “now how about those Dax?”

Treyin pointed elegantly at the Dax, who were quickly becoming more obvious as they neared. The guards around us shifted their focus and noticed the threat, and their pistols came back up.

“I’m going to release them a bit,” Treyin said as she let out a sigh of relief. “They should be fine now, and I need to focus on these Dax.

A few guards frowned at us with suspicion or confusion, but they seemed to accept we were on their side and moved to stand by Treyin’s side.

“Dax will be in firing range within ten seconds,” Treyin announced as she examined some kind of holographic readout from her prot-belt.

I activated my prot-shield, and Treyin did the same with hers.

“Be careful,” I warned the guards around me, but they didn’t understand my words. “Hold the line here. Let us go ahead.”

I gestured to back my words up, but the nearby guard just shook her head vehemently. If she understood, she wasn’t going to take my advice. I could respect her decision to fight at the front, but I feared it wouldn’t end well.

These guards were clearly civil officers of some kind, not Space Knights or artillerymen. They weren’t trained for war, and I doubted they had much fighting experience from a peaceful place like this. I doubted their weapons would even pierce the Star Spears’ shields, but it would probably be a useful distraction.

And if they died, would my rune enhance my abilities?

I realized the thought process might have been considered to be something akin to what a Lich class knight would think, but the idea spun in my head a bit.

The Dax grew closer, and they reached the edge of the runeform dome. That dome was the last thing that could scramble potential firepower, and then they stepped through it.

Immediately, beams of concentrated plasma began to zip across the field from both sides.

At this distance, many of the shots went wide, but a few hit their marks. Prot-shields sparked and flashed as plasma pistol blasts connected with them. The Dax Star Spears merely marched on, as if they were oblivious to the shots.

The return fire was brief, but it didn’t need to be long. Two guards fell as red Dax energy lances cut through their flimsy armor, and I felt my Allied Vengeance rune surge as the two deaths gave me a twenty percent power increase.

I guess that answered that question.

I took a moment to thank the guards silently for their sacrifice. They may have died, but their deaths wouldn’t be in vain.

An enraged shout went up around the rest of the guards, and the Montesh fighters began to charge en masse out of the tunnel and onto the field.

“Wait!” I shouted desperately. “Hold the line! Treyin!”

“I can’t stop them now,” she hissed. “They’ll be sitting ducks while they wander slowly back to me.”

I knew she was right, but it still turned my stomach to acid to watch the guards throw their lives away. The six of them charged onto the field, and two more Montesh fighters fell to energy lance fire, but I didn’t feel an increase in my physical capabilities, so I guessed they were too far away for me to gain any benefit with my Allied Vengeance rune.

The rest of the guards threw themselves on the Dax with their riot shields up, but the four remaining guards were swatted aside like flies as the Dax swung their swords and axes carelessly across limbs and bodies. The Montesh fighters screamed and died without even laying a mark on the Star Spears.

I gritted my teeth and shook my head. If they had listened, they would be alive. There was only so much I could control, but at least I could hold this tunnel.

“I see the marksman,” Treyin said suddenly. “He’s wearing a braided chain of vertebral bones of some kind. It’s wrapped around his neck.”

“You can see that?” I asked in disbelief. “Damn, your eyes are good.”

It was the exact information I needed, however. I gave my Bolt Fiend the order to target the man with the bone necklace, and it followed my command.

My lightning elemental’s leathery wings flared open, and it launched through the tunnel into the sky beyond. It swept toward the Dax group, and one belated energy lance zapped through the sky as the marksman noticed my beast and took aim. The marksman’s shot went wide, and my Bolt Fiend plunged into the group with its talons out. Lightning crackled across the sky, and my elemental died with an explosion of sparks as soon as it hit my distant opponent.

Energy entered my limbs as my strength, speed, and agility were all improved by ten percent. My Allied Vengeance rune was going to be very useful in this fight.

“Is the marksman dead?” Treyin asked.

“I think so,” I assumed.

I could hear foreign shouting from the Dax as they milled around my Bolt Fiend’s corpse, but they quickly regrouped and turned back to the tunnel once more. No more reached us, and all Treyin and I had to do was wait.

“I dislike standing around while the enemy moves,” Treyin muttered.

“Me too,” I agreed. “I could never be a Shield Knight.”

My respawn timer for the next lightning elemental expired, and I slammed my hammer down to bring out another portal.

A second lightning elemental stepped through, and the rift sealed shut behind it. It took up a position next to Treyin, and I pulled out my Shade’s Avenging Falchion as my main weapon.

“You can summon another already?” Treyin asked as she eyed my lightning elemental. “And do you still feel the effects from your rune?”

“Yes and yes,” I chuckled.

“Oh, myyyy,” she purred. “Very fun. Nick, that shield was a good find. I’m glad you had the foresight to experiment with it.”

“Me too,” I chuckled.

The Greater Fenrir, Bolt Fiend, void serpents, Treyin, and I all stood in line as we waited for the Dax to arrive.

The Star Spears got close enough for me to see the details of their individual faces. I could parse out beards, noses, and hairstyles. Then the Dax broke into a run, and they charged the final distance toward us.

Nineteen Star Spears tried to squeeze into the tunnel, and predictably, they had to file down to four rows of five people each. The Dax expected to blow past us with the same kind of ease they slaughtered the guards, but Treyin and I were not so easily brushed aside.

We clashed with the Dax with an eagerness that startled our opponents, and I saw Treyin’s twin katars gleam as she crossed swords with a hulking brute dressed in animal pelts.

The Star Spear across from me brought down a huge axe in a powerful blow, and I lifted my falchion to intercept the strike. Sparks flew from my falchion, and my arms ached with the jolt of the impact, but I stopped my enemy in his tracks.

“For the Queen!” I shouted as I pushed the Star Spear’s weapon away.

His axe glanced off to the side as he lost control of it, and I flicked my falchion forward into his armor. My blade cut a deep gouge into the man’s chest plate, but it failed to reach flesh. I retreated back two steps to gain my distance and judge the fight as a whole.

My Fenrir laid a long slash across one Star Spear’s flank, but his claws couldn’t pierce the enchanted black armor. My cobras lashed out with blindingly quick strikes, but their fangs merely glanced off our attackers’ shin guards. My new Bolt Fiend burst with electricity as it slashed at the Dax woman in front of it, but she seemed unaffected.

It was clear we weren’t going to defeat all the Dax with just Treyin and myself in this fight. There were too many of them, and I guessed they wore armor and possessed weapons near our level. I could only hope Moses and the rest of the team would arrive with reinforcements to help us stave off the threat in time.

We just had to hold the line.

One of my void serpents sank its fangs through a weak point around its opponent’s right knee. It injected its venom into the Star Spear, and then the Dax’s halberd took my snake’s head off. The second snake moved forward, but the halberd flashed again, and my last void serpent died with its torso cut in two.

Each time they died, strength flooded into my body.

I quickly pulled my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental from my magnetons, struck the ground with it, and a new Bolt Fiend crackled from its portal to fill the spot where my serpents died.

Then I leapt back toward my own opponent with renewed strength and speed. His eyes opened wide as my falchion made it through his guard, and I cracked my blade across his helmet and his right shoulder.

His visor stopped my sword from cutting through, but the transparent material shattered into shards of glasslike debris. It rained down from his armor to the ground below as he moved to strike me again.

His axe slammed into my falchion, and this time the blow didn’t hurt my arm. Then the Star Spear hooked my sword with the curved end of his axe blade, and he tried to wrest my falchion away from me.

I could feel my grip failing, and I activated the Greater Might rune on my Knight Rerebraces of Strength. A timer for thirty minutes started in the corner of my visor readout to show me how long I had left to use the rune, and then the Greater Might effect kicked in.

“Errrrr,” I growled as my musculature increased by thirty percent, and I pulled my falchion back toward me easily. The knight’s eyes grew wide again when he realized he wasn’t going to win, and he began to unhook his axe to pull away.

The angle required to pull away from me put him at an extreme disadvantage, and I smiled as I realized his mistake. As our blades slid together, I twisted my wrist and plunged the tip of my falchion into the Star Spear’s chest plate.

I aimed correctly, and my blade sliced through the cut I had made before. It sliced through the rest of the man’s armor as if it was made of tin and sunk deep into his flesh below.

The Dax man’s eyes went wide, and he stilled in panic and pain as he realized I was about to kill him. I could feel rib bones grate along my falchion’s edge as I pulled my weapon free, and blood sprayed from the cut and his screaming mouth as I stepped away.

Another screech cut through the air as one of my Bolt Fiends died, and I felt my Allied Vengeance rune increase to a total of sixty percent. I needed a new fighter in our shield line, but my hammer hadn’t recharged yet. There was a gap in our defense, and I had nothing to fill it.

Well, nothing but myself.

“Treyin!” I shouted. “Cover my spot in the wall!”

“Two against one?” Treyin called cautiously, but I glanced over my shoulder and saw her twin katars had sped up to flash impossibly fast as she intercepted both Star Spears at once.

My opponent was a dead man, but he was still standing, and the Dax behind him hadn’t yet stepped forward to fill the gap. I would have to be quick, but it was possible. I took a calculated risk and pulled on my mutation power to teleport away.

The woman who had killed my lightning elemental shouted as she broke through our defensive wall, but my atoms reassembled directly in front of her, and her mouth dropped open in horror and shock.

Yeah, it must’ve been terrifying to encounter a mutant like me on the battlefield.

“Surprise, bitch.” I bared my teeth as I swept my falchion across the woman’s neck. She wasn’t prepared for my sudden appearance, or my incredible speed gained from the death of my summoned creatures, so my sword cut a brutal cleft through her armor across the top of her shoulder, and then removed her neck and head from the rest of her body.

I was kind of in the middle of the Dax group, and the ones who could see me twisted around in surprise. I didn’t give them any time to act though, I was unbelievably fast now, and I was able to flip out my three Knives of the Storms and throw them into the crowd.

Then I activated their paralyzation runes and teleported back to Treyin’s side. She was incredibly good, but even she couldn’t last forever against two opponents, and my priority had to be protecting the wall.

“Finally!” the Slayer gasped as she batted away a sword and ducked under a spear. “Really, Nick, you shouldn’t spring a threesome on me so quickly. I’m simply not prepared.”

“I’ve got this bastard with the spear,” I told her as I caught the haft of his weapon on my falchion’s blade. “You’ve got sword man and slow woman.”

“Slow woman?” Treyin asked, and her gaze flickered to the Dax woman I had plunged my knives into. “Ah, you’ve paralyzed her.”

Treyin spun to engage the woman my Tempest Strike runes had paralyzed, and her katars moved like extensions of her graceful arms. The Dax woman moved to pull out one of my Knife of the Storms, but Treyin whipped out her katar in an arc and lopped off the woman’s arm at the elbow. Arterial blood sprayed from the wound, and the maimed Star Spear shrieked in pain.

Treyin’s other opponent moved to strike her with his sword, and I stepped aside to help her, but the man with the spear across from me blocked me from going further.

I activated the rune on my Voidgod’s Breastplate. As the Shadow Self rune kicked in, five duplicates of myself appeared in a wide line all across the tunnel. The Star Spears yelled in surprise, and Treyin’s opponent stopped his attack on her in order to engage my duplicate.

The spear-bearing man across from me stepped back in confusion as he tried to decide which version of me it was more important to attack.

Big mistake.

I slid my falchion through his lax guard and into his neck. My blade cut a jagged line through his spinal column, and then the Star Spear’s head fell off.

There was another one down.

Meanwhile, my Fenrir howled in triumph, and I caught a glimpse of it spattered in blood as it tore into a Star Spear. My Fenrir carved bloody lines through its enemy’s abdomen, and the white color of a rib bone poked through. The Dax man couldn’t survive that kind of attack, and he didn’t last on his feet much longer.

As he died, a woman in a skull half-mask leapt over his body and slammed a spiked mace into my Fenrir. The wolfman growled and backed away under the blow, but the Dax woman pursued. Her mace struck twice more, and both of my Fenrir’s arms cracked and broke under her blows. The wolfman whimpered, and his enemy drew a long dagger before she plunged it into his chest.

My Fenrir collapsed at the woman’s feet, and I felt another ten percent power increase as he died. The woman who killed him grinned and licked at the blood on her weapon as she turned toward me.

Well, that was fucking alarming.

She thrust her bloody dagger skyward, and a portal slammed open overhead near the ceiling of the tunnel. It glowed an awful blood-red, and the surrounding Dax erupted into cheers as they noticed it.

Then a carved bone totem descended from the portal’s opening to hover above the crowd of fighters.

The totem was maybe two feet tall, and the lower portion was carved with symbols in a language I couldn’t read. A strange, alien skull crowned the top of the totem, and it had curving horns, sharp teeth, and four eye sockets. The sight of it sent a shiver of dread down my spine, but the totem wasn’t purely for looks.

A blood-red aura pulsed outward from the grisly thing, and it washed over Treyin, me, and all of my summoned monsters. Immediately, my muscles stiffened and slowed, and my legs began to tremble with the mere effort of staying upright. The summoned totem was putting out some kind of weakening effect on us.

Beside me, Treyin stumbled and backed away from the fight. She didn’t have all the musculature enhancements I did from my rune, so she was in trouble. Worse, now both of us each had to fight two opponents, or the Dax would break through our line and surround us.

My remaining Bolt Fiend took to the air in an effort to get the edge on its opponent, but a throwing dagger from the back of the Dax crowd flickered out and sunk into my elemental’s chest.

It died, and my Allied Vengeance enhancement increased to eighty percent. However, now it was just Treyin and me, and even if I summoned another lightning elemental, there was no way we could hold the line much longer. There were always fresh Dax filing in to fill the gaps, but Treyin and I were getting more tired by the minute.

“Retreat to the tunnel mouth!” I shouted.

“We’re not going to last long,” Treyin called back, “not while that totem is here!”

We couldn’t fight here, we couldn’t give ground, and there was no sign of Moses and the other knights yet. I could probably grab Treyin and teleport us both out of here, if things were simply too desperate, but I didn’t want to give up just yet.

Moses had made it clear we couldn’t possibly defeat twenty Star Spears with only two Space Knights. Could I really accept that, though? If we left, the Star Spears would get into the city and slaughter the Montesh people without mercy. We were the last line of defense to keep this city from being overrun.

Well, did we really have to fight them all? Maybe there was another way, a way to stall until help arrived.

The only thing I could summon right now was a single Bolt Fiend, but maybe that wasn’t quite true.

I pulled my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental from my magnetons and slammed it down. Lightning arced, and the Dax stepped back to avoid getting shocked as my portal opened.

I clenched my fists, and I let the nanorunes within me get to work.

The one portal stretched into two, and sparks flew as the rifts reformed into two distinct parts. I gritted my teeth and fed my nanorunes again, and both portals stretched again and began to split.

I wasn’t done yet.

Treyin backed away from the fight as my portals engulfed the spot where we had once been standing. Four turned into eight, which turned into sixteen. I split them all one more time, and then I fell to my knees as I ran out of mutation power.

Thirty-two sparking portals whirled within the tunnel. They sent off sparks and flickered like bonfires with their blinding glow. All at once, the thirty-two portals brightened as blue-skinned lightning sprites emerged. The portals sealed shut, and the blinding glow faded.

I gritted my teeth and gave the sprites a single order to kill the Dax.

Inhuman screeches filled the air as my black-eyed sprites launched themselves at the remaining Star Spears.

“There’s no fucking way the Dax are getting through this,” I grunted with satisfaction.

Treyin and I watched as the horde of sprites clashed with the Dax, and foreign shouts and screams filled the air as the Star Spears launched their counterattack.

A single sprite on its own wasn’t too powerful, but an entire army of them could pack a real punch. I saw one short Dax man go down as six sprites launched at him, and blood flew as my creatures hit something vital with their needle-sharp teeth.

The rest of the Star Spears didn’t get so unlucky. An order got shouted above the commotion, and the floating totem above the fighters pulsed red once more. As it engulfed my sprites, they keened and dropped from the air. With their strength and speed brought down, the sprites stood no chance, and the Star Spears quickly slaughtered them with a variety of weapons.

My Pendant of Lesser Vengeance began to grow hot against my neck as thirty-two lightning sprites turned into a three-hundred and twenty percent power increase. I was now quadruple my original strength, speed, and agility.

“Treyin,” I asked, “can you use your empath powers to distract the Star Spears while I do something stupid?”

“If you’re quick about it,” she answered. “That’s over a dozen enemies on high alert already. Their minds are not malleable, so you have two or three seconds to get in and get out. Whatever you’re going to do, I recommend against it.”

Treyin actually looked concerned for my well being, and it put a smile on my face to see her care so much.

“Don’t worry,” I told the empath. “I’ll be really, really quick.”

I tapped out the pattern for my speed sequence into my prot-belt. Then I pressed my boots into the pavement and pushed off. Air whistled in my ears as I rushed toward the Dax, and I saw the shock on their faces as I raced toward them at blinding speed.

Right before I hit the Star Spears, I crouched and shoved off from the ground with as much strength as my exhausted limbs could muster.

But I was enhanced now with the runes, and the deaths of my summoned monsters, so I shot through the air in plain defiance of gravity and stretched out my arms just in time to connect with the Dax totem.

I shoved the fingers of one hand through the eyeholes on the skull portion of the totem so my grip would stay firm. The totem and I went up a little further as I reached the apex of my jump, and then I began to come down with it still in my grasp.

As I fell, I could see the shocked looks on the Daxs’ faces as if they were in slow motion. Their spears and swords raised to impale me as I came down, and my stomach lurched as it seemed like my string of luck was finally over.

Then, all at once, every Star Spear’s face went blank. Their weapons lowered, and I was in the clear once again. Treyin had come through with her empath powers, and a wild, grateful grin crossed my face.

I only had a few seconds, so I needed to make this count.

I nearly cleared the clump of Dax as I soared toward the ground, but I didn’t quite make it. My feet came down directly on top of one Star Spear’s skull-shaped helmet, and I felt the material crunch and buckle under my boots as I slammed into the ground with the full force of gravity.

The unfortunate Star Spear screamed and went down as I rode his skull and shoulders to the ground. I landed with a final crunch as I fractured something in his head, and I plunged my falchion through his eye for good measure.

One down and many more to go.

A giant of a man in spiky black Dax armor thrust his spear toward me, but he moved in slow motion, and I swung the bone totem in my left hand up to meet his stab. His spear crunched into the bone totem, and the thing crumbled to shards in my hand. I felt a surge of power go through me as the weakening effects of the bone totem disappeared, and I dropped what was left of the thing.

The spiky-armored Dax stabbed for me again, and I twisted out of the way with a speed that widened his eyes. My left hand flickered out to grasp his spear by its metal shaft, and then I wrenched back toward myself and pulled the weapon from his hands easily.

I almost felt like a god.

I twirled the spear in a half circle in my left hand, and the shaft flipped around before it crunched into the disarmed man’s visor. He howled and clutched his head as he tried to back away into safety, but I whipped the spear forward and plunged it straight through his gut. It went in deep, almost as if his armor and body were made out of butter, and I decided to leave the spear there while I turned to face the others.

The Star Spears were excellent at working together as a single attacking wall, but they weren’t prepared to turn and face an enemy behind them. Treyin’s empath abilities had them confused for a second longer before they began to come to their senses. But as the Dax regrouped, I drew my Scimitar of the Blizzard in my left hand to join the falchion in my right.

Then I whirled into battle.

I froze one woman’s sword arm with my scimitar while I sliced open a man’s abdomen with my falchion. I struck again, cutting deep slashes into their upper torsos, and then my third set of slashes mowed them both down.

I saw Treyin enter the fray from the opposite side, and the remaining Dax began to panic as they realized their careful formation was no longer viable. Treyin and I swept through in a pincer maneuver as we trapped enemies between us.

Two slayer-type Star Spears came at me with twin blades in each of their fists. It looked like a tough fight, but far behind them there was a burly man with a shield who wasn’t paying attention to me at all.

I put on a burst of speed and veered left toward the tunnel wall. I hopped up and took two steps off the stone wall, and dirt sprayed under my boots as I flipped off the surface and landed behind the man with the shield.

The Dax woman beside him cried out, but the shield-carrying Star Spear wasn’t fast enough to keep up with my quadrupled agility. As he turned, I slid inside his guard and shoved my falchion upwards into his soft neck. Arterial blood spattered the front of my armor as I stepped away from the dead man, and then I turned toward the woman. She shrieked with anger as she raised her spear and stabbed toward me with impressive speed, but I easily dodged sideways, and her weapon struck the rock wall of the tunnel.

A katar burst through the woman’s chest from behind. The skewered Dax collapsed, and Treyin was revealed behind her.

“Don’t say I didn’t pull my weight in this battle,” Treyin told me with a sultry smile.

My heart raced, and I couldn’t tell if it was from the fight or from the tantalizing look on her face.

“Behind you!” I shouted as the pair of dual-wielding slayers lunged toward Treyin.

She engaged one of them, and I stepped in beside her as I caught the other pair of swords on my own.

Our enemies fought with a skill and speed matched only by some of the quickest Space Knights I knew, but as fast as they were, they didn’t have the advantage that I had with my new runes.

I dodged around the slashing blades and deflected strikes with the barest fraction of my strength. I would have never imagined fighting at such a speed before, but now I seemed to be able to look with clarity as I perceived every movement in slow-motion.

Treyin’s slayer nearly landed a hit on her with his right sword, but I swung my foot out and kicked him full in the stomach before he could lay down a single scratch. The breath wooshed out of his lungs in one painful gasp, and I felt ribs crunch before his body flew backward.

My own slayer moved forward and slashed at me furiously, but he paid no attention to Treyin at all, so she took advantage of his lapse and slid her katar through his left leg while I parried his attacks. The Star Spear’s limb dangled uselessly, and I slammed my scimitar through his chest and left him for dead.

Treyin and I whirled back into the fight, and the rest of it sped by in a strange blur. I had fallen into the perfect rhythm of the battle, and my weapons sang as I cut through my enemies. I vaguely registered another death as I killed the Star Spear who had summoned the totem, but it was as if the fight was already finished. All there was left to do was go through with the actions.

I turned to kill the next Star Spear, but my blades met nothing but air. Treyin stood alone amongst a swathe of corpses. Blood was spattered across her silvery armor, and her arms dripped with viscera.

“Is it over?” I mumbled.

The surplus of energy inside me begged for me to run, fight, kill, and take action. The world seemed dull and slow without death to dole out.

“It’s over,” Treyin told me as she slowly let her katars fall.

For a while, we just stood there and gasped as our senses gradually came back to us. Two Space Knights against twenty Dax Star Spears, and somehow, we had actually won. I couldn’t tell whether we were the luckiest people in the universe or if I had somehow overestimated the Dax.

“Nicholas,” Treyin said in awe, “I have never seen anybody fight like that. By the stars, I could hardly keep up.”

“I got lucky,” I responded numbly.

From behind us, shouts suddenly rose up. The words were angry, but I didn’t know the language.

Treyin and I both turned to see a horde of Montesh guards running straight for us.
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Chapter 8

As it turned out, the Montesh guards were accompanied by none other than Moses, Neville, Nathan, and Richard. Our fellow knights waved as they jogged up to greet us, and I took the time to snag my Knives of the Storms from the various Dax corpses.

When our team arrived with the Montesh fighters in tow, I couldn’t tell whether the guards were more relieved or more horrified to see how many Dax we had killed. Treyin and I pointed out the fallen guards who had died at the beginning of the battle, and the Montesh men and women got to work on carrying all the bodies away.

“Wait, wait!” Richard burst out with a wild wave of his arms as he ran toward the guards. “You can’t take those yet, we have to get our loot!”

The Montesh guards looked confused, but they got the hint and obediently set the Star Spear corpses down again.

“Our loot?” Treyin drawled with a raise of her eyebrows. “I hardly think you can claim anything when Nick and I killed every single Star Spear by ourselves.”

Her withering look nearly melted Richard on the spot, and he took a few steps back to stand next to Nathan.

“Don’t look at me,” Nathan whispered to his twin. “She could break us both in half if she wanted to.”

I grinned as I stepped forward to stand between Treyin and the twins. I would have to learn that glare from the empath, but there was no real reason to use it here.

“It’s alright, Treyin,” I cut in with a smile. “I’m sure after we check over the loot, there will be plenty more to go around. We should share it with everybody, since Space Knights should value their team above money.”

“Really, Nick?” Neville asked with a huge smile. “You don’t have to do that, honestly.”

“I think it’s better to share,” I insisted. “I just want other people to have everything they need. There is going to be stuff in here neither Treyin or I want, and while dust or Kingdom Points are fine, I’d rather make sure you all are working with the best gear you can get.”

At that moment, Moses turned around to listen to me fully, and his eyes shone with pride.

“Nick, that’s exactly the attitude you should have,” the huge man said happily as he came up to pat me on the back. “You’re thinking like a Shield Knight already! It’s only a matter of time before you specialize formally, so we’ll be true brothers in arms in no time.”

I smiled tightly as the shield knight’s hands nearly knocked me off balance.

“Well, uh,” I fumbled, “maybe. That sounds wonderful, at least.”

If Moses noticed my non-committal attitude toward being a Shield Knight, he definitely didn’t acknowledge it. I swore he nearly had tears of happiness in his eyes as he brushed my shoulders off, and then he turned his attention to the other ex-squires.

“Alright, you three,” Moses commanded. “Nick has been extremely nice to you, so you should all help him gather the loot for sorting. That sounds fair, aye?”

“Absolutely!” Nathan exclaimed, and all three of my friends leapt to the task of gathering up the loot.

Treyin and I helped as well, and Moses picked up a few toward the end of the gathering process. Somehow, we managed to stuff every item onto our spare magneton slots, and the Star Spears were left with only basic equipment.

“Go on,” Moses said as he gestured the Montesh guards forward, and they went back to the task of clearing up the carnage.

As the guards carted off bodies, I took a moment to examine their reactions. Several of the younger men and women had tears in their eyes as they cleaned up the fallen, and the mood was somber. Death was a hard lesson to learn when your city wasn’t used to war, and I reminded myself to make sure the dead Montesh guards got the honor they deserved for sacrificing their lives to the cause.

Still, I was glad to see the calm, collected way in which the guards carried out their duties. It was a good sign for the war ahead of them, and I nodded to myself with satisfaction as I watched.

“Fucking shit, Nick,” Richard exclaimed as the twins and Neville backed away from the pile of armored bodies. “Most of these bodies don’t have katar wounds. How the hell did you pull this one off?”

“Did you summon a giant Fenrir?” Nathan wondered, and he shifted a pile of loot in his arms to point at me with one accusing finger.

“Did you blow them up?” Richard asked.

“Did quantum physics unmake them through overwhelming coincidence?” Nathan added cheekily.

“Hush,” Neville insisted, “we can’t hear him answer if you two idiots are always talking.”

“It, well … ” I tried to explain, “it just sort of happened. They couldn’t exactly counter my teleportation ability.”

“Now that’s badass,” Richard said with an impressed whistle.

I sighed, but a weary, proud feeling filled my chest. I hadn’t set out to win against the scouts, but Treyin and I had damn sure done it.

“Nick,” Moses called as he came over to me. “You’ve done fantastically, by the stars. I would chew you out, but I can’t bring myself to criticize you for saving so many lives.”

“Don’t forget Treyin,” I reminded Moses.

“Of course, I already thanked her,” he replied as he nodded to the beautiful woman.

Treyin put a hand to her chest in mock humility, and a coy smile crossed her face.

“Only Nick understands how necessary it is to thank a lady twice,” she sighed. “Or three or ten times. Since men can only be thanked once but women can be thanked over, and over, and ov--

“Now,” Moses decided to cut in, “the loot can wait until we’re back at Ush’s mansion. Nick and Treyin, can you show me where the Dax skiff landed?”

Treyin and I led the rest of our team beyond the runeforming dome and toward the sleek black shape of the Dax skiff.

We couldn’t figure out how to enter the vessel at first, but Moses kicked the side of the craft with one armor-covered foot. The skiff groaned, and the door popped open slightly.

“There’s an emergency feature that’s designed to let out people so they won’t be trapped inside a damaged craft,” Moses explained. “Only on Space Knight stuff, usually, but I figured even the Dax would have safety concerns.”

Moses clambered into the skiff, and Treyin followed after him. I came next, and the twins brought up the rear with Neville.

The vessel interior was just as dark and sleek as the exterior, and I wondered how the Star Spears could stand being around that much seriousness and gloom all the time. One of the best things about being on the Stalwart was all the fun we got up to in between the fighting, but the Dax didn’t seem to have much use for personal touches on the skiff.

We reached the control panel at the front of the ship, but all the writing was in the Dax language. It was far beyond my ability to translate, but Treyin stepped forward readily to take a look.

“The nearest Dax fleet has been sent a message about Shess’s portals,” Treyin translated easily. “The fleet will come and claim the planet for the Dax empire. A … strike team is being sent, and they might be in the solar system already.”

“Phew,” I huffed out. “It seems like they don’t realize the Seraphic portal is going to open here.”

“They’re just pursuing all portals anywhere,” Moses sighed. “Maybe they know of the portals?”

“I think this one has been pursuing us instead,” Treyin clarified. “I believe the Dax skiff may be from the space battle we encountered. Not many surviving vessels could have escaped undetected, and this skiff appears to be alone.”

Moses nodded and sucked a little air in through his teeth.

“Let me make sure I translated everything correctly,” Treyin requested as she leaned in closer to examine the control panel.

Foreign writing scrolled past on a main screen, and Treyin scanned it carefully with her sharp gaze.

“Anything?” Moses asked.

“I can’t tell when the fleet will arrive, or how seriously they’re taking the report,” Treyin responded. “We could be in trouble tomorrow, or perhaps in several weeks.”

The news made my heart sink. Somehow, I doubted the Dax would leave Montesh alone for three weeks, but I desperately wanted these people to be safe.

“Don’t look too grim, Nick,” Moses told me cheerily as he clapped a hand onto my shoulder. “With our protection, these people aren’t in any danger from the Dax. You proved that today with Treyin.”

“You think we can prepare the town in time?” I asked hopefully.

“I know we can,” Moses responded. “Just you wait and see. However, the first thing we have to do is bring this news to the council of Montesh so they can decide how to face the Dax best.”

Moses’ calm approach eased my worries, and I nodded happily along to his words. We would tell the council, prepare the city, and fight off the Dax.

It was that simple.

With lighter hearts, we left the Dax skiff and wound our way back into Montesh. It took a good twenty-five minutes to walk through the streets, since we didn’t want to alarm anybody by running. I wondered at how quickly the walk had seemed when Treyin and I had gone to train, but I suppose I had a great distraction in watching her walk.

“Will we have to call the council to assemble?” I asked as the council office building loomed into sight.

“I expect so,” Treyin sighed. “At the very least, we’ll have to ask somebody to announce us far in advance.”

“We can ask Ush’s butler to send the necessary message,” Moses suggested. “In the meantime, I’m sure the younger knights here are eager to go over the earnings of the day.”

“It’s been too long since we’ve gotten some good loot,” Neville observed with a pleased smile.

“I can’t wait to see what all those Star Spears were carrying,” Richard added. “They’re practically Space Knights, y’know?”

“They might be skilled,” Nathan corrected, “but they’re no Stalwart fighters. I bet Nick and Treyin made them eat dirt before they could even blink.”

He jabbed at me playfully with his elbow, but I shook my head as I fended off his arm.

“Honestly,” I admitted, “they were really hard to put down. There was even a summoner with some kind of crazy totem creature that slowed both Treyin and I down. If they were a little more prepared to fight us, we wouldn’t be here.”

“Listen to that,” Treyin purred happily as she placed a hand on my shoulder. “So humble. Nick just exudes chivalrous knighthood, doesn’t he?”

We were interrupted by our arrival at the front of Ush’s mansion. Moses strode through the rose bush-lined path and went to knock on the front door, but it opened before he could.

Councilwoman Ush stood in the doorway with an imperious look on her face, though I could see a partly-hidden undercurrent of genuine concern beneath that.

“Yes, yes,” she sighed before anybody could speak, “I heard about the attack. Don’t worry, I’ll go to set up your meeting with the council. For now, just sit in the guest room and don’t break anything. Honestly, you look like you’ve been butchering meat all day.”

Moses was fairly clean, but Treyin and I were more than a little blood-soaked after our battle with the Dax.

Then Ush waved a hand and swept through us along the garden path. We parted to let her by, and I watched as she turned quickly in the direction of the council building.

“Maybe we should clean up while the others sort our things,” I told Treyin with a chagrined smile.

“Good idea, Nicholas,” Treyin agreed, and her voice dropped into a sultry tone. “Of course, you’re implying we should clean up together … right?”

I fought the blush that threatened to travel up my neck at her words. Treyin’s offer was tempting, but I would never get showered in time to address the council if I took her up on it now. She would be far too distracting, to say the least.

The twins shot me winks as I followed them into Ush’s mansion, and we took the familiar route toward the guest rooms.

“Alright, load up this clean table,” Moses chuckled as he put the first dirty weapons on the metal surface.

I dropped off everything from my magnetons in a hurry, and Treyin did the same. Treyin and I parted ways toward our own rooms to take showers, and I rushed through mine in a matter of scant minutes. Then I gave my armor a quick scrub under the warm spray as I watched the blood run off it like rust.

Once I was satisfyingly clean, I suited up in clean clothes and put my armor back on. Within minutes, I was walking back to the guest room to see how the loot organizing was going.

“Where the hell do I put ‘blood witch’?” Neville bemoaned as he clutched a piece of metallic equipment. “I don’t know which Space Knight class that would ever fit into.”

“Let me see,” Moses requested, and he took the crownlike helm from Neville’s hands. “Ah, hm. It seems to be the sort of thing nobody can use, so Nick and Treyin can scrap it. It’s incompatible with our specialization system, and the visor would also malfunction with any prot-belt.”

After a moment, I recognized the helm from the totem-summoning Star Spear we had fought. It was too bad the armor was so incompatible with Space Knight equipment, since I suspected it was the piece that allowed her to summon the totem.

“Anything from the summoner or other relevant classes?” I asked as I ran a hand through my wet hair.

I had nearly asked if there was any lich equipment, but it seemed like the wrong time to spell out my specialization wishes so clearly.

“We’ve got a whole pile of stuff you might love,” Neville announced with a proud smile. “Come check it out.”

I nodded and walked over to see what my teammates had selected. The first item I picked up was called Victor’s Hammering Chestplate, and it granted a small boost in bludgeoning damage every time the user made a kill. Unfortunately, the boost didn’t stack multiple times, so a twenty-percent bludgeoning damage increase was the maximum benefit to the item. Furthermore, my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental was the only bludgeoning weapon I used with regularity.

I discarded the Victor’s Hammering Chestplate to the center of the table, so anybody who wanted it would get a chance to pick it up.

The next item I picked up was a ring called Extended Clip Band, and it gave the user a double recharge rate for rune effects on projectile weapons like guns, darts, and throwing knives. It was a great item, but I couldn’t see myself using it in combat effectively. So, I handed the Extended Clip Band over to Neville, who I suspected had put the ring in my pile just to double-check that I didn’t want it.

“All yours,” I promised with a smile.

The aspiring marksman smiled and took the ring from my hand, and then he slid it over one of the empty fingers on his left hand.

“It’s going to be really helpful with my Percussive Plasma Gun,” Neville admitted with an excited look on his face. “Thanks, Nick.”

“No problem, buddy.” I handed out a couple more pieces, and Moses was surprised when I gave him a piece called Pauldrons of Prot-field Extension.

“This is a very rare rune,” Moses exclaimed with wide eyes. “Of course, I suppose something like this is to be expected from a group of Star Spears. Are you sure you want to just give this to me? I could buy it from you for some KP.”

“No, just take it,” I assured Moses. “As long as Treyin agreed, I think you should have it for free.”

“I have no input,” Treyin remarked simply. “Nick put down more Dax than I did.”

Moses grinned, and his face lit up with pride.

“You and Nathan are going to be my best Shield Knight students ever,” he boomed happily.

“You betcha!” Nathan shot back as he waved a rusty dagger in Moses’ direction. “Nick told me he wants a tower shield just like yours.”

“Nathan … “ I grumbled, but the damage was already done.

Moses put a hand to his chest, and he looked at me with watery eyes.

“Nick, you’re too good,” he said. “Here, don’t let me hold you back. You should look at your last pieces.”

I went through the rest of my pile, and I was surprised when I found two nice items near the bottom of it. They had clearly been sorted first with my current gear build in mind, and I was touched to see how much the others paid attention to what would suit me best.

I picked up the first piece of armor, which was a set of spaulders colored black as night. Red streaks ran through them like arteries of blood, and the whole effect was a little unsettling. I scanned the spaulders with my prot-belt before I read the results.

Armor Type: Spaulders of Bloodbeast Sigil

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Star Spear (Knight)

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Raise Bloodbeast Sigil

Rune class: Bloodspear (Unidentified Knight Specialty)

Rune effects: Upon activation, ground beneath user is marked with a sigil. Any living creature that dies within the sigil marking returns as a bloodbeast under the user’s control.

Warning: Identification and registration are required before the runes on this armor piece can be used.

A huge grin spread across my face as I read the stats. Unless I was mistaken, these spaulders were perfectly suited to my lich and summoner combination. I suspected the Star Spear with the totems had owned this item, though she didn’t get the chance to activate it before I slew her.

Before I got too excited, I turned to the second item to see what it did. These were a pair of bracers just as black as the spaulders, though they were unaccented apart from the pointed, slightly vicious shape of them.

Armor Type: Deathtouch Bracers

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Star Spear (Knight)

Armor effect: +10% void defense

Runes inscribed: Deathtouch

Rune class: Slicer (Unidentified Knight Specialty)

Rune effects: After killing 10 enemies, these bracers will glow to signal that Deathtouch is active. Then the user can discharge the Deathtouch into any enemy he contacts, which marks them. When the marked enemy dies, a magical discharge results in an area-of-effect explosion.

Warning: Identification and registration are required before the runes on this armor piece can be used.

Now, that was a very interesting rune. I had never seen anything like it, and I wondered what the equivalent Space Knight class would be for this Dax ‘Slicer’ class. Slayer was my best guess, though maybe they weren’t as close as they sounded.

Maybe they were Lich equivalents also?

The Deathtouch Bracers weren’t quite as powerful as the Spaulders of Bloodbeast Sigil, but both would be fantastic replacements for the simple strength-enhanced shoulder and arm pieces I had on now.

“Anything good?” Treyin asked with a sharp smile. “I’ve got a Dagger of Unending Bleeding that lets me drain an enemy dry. Too bad I’ll need to register it with our point clerk before I can use the runes.”

“I’m going to keep both of these,” I answered as I held up the bracers and the spaulders. “I think I got lucky with the enemies we fought, since both of these will synchronize really well once I can register and use them.”

“For another day, perhaps,” Treyin reassured me.

Suddenly, the door opened, and we all turned to look as Ush’s butler entered the room. The man’s face paled as he stared at the bloody table, but he gestured stiffly toward the entrance hall.

“I guess this is our call to speak to the council,” Moses said as he put his new pauldrons on his magnetons. “Let’s go, team.”

We filed in behind Moses, and the butler dipped low as he waved us onward. He didn’t follow, but we didn’t need his guidance anyway.

“What do you think the council will do once they hear the news?” Neville asked.

“They already know,” Treyin sighed, “they simply want some reassurance from the people who killed the Dax intruders.”

“I suspect they’re already squabbling about how to deal with the skiff and with us,” Moses answered. “Treyin’s right about them already knowing. When we took a chunk of the guard force to come deal with the Dax at the tunnel, one of them ran to tell the council what was going on.”

We left Ush’s mansion and turned on to the street to head for the council building.

“Ugh,” Richard sighed after we had walked for a few minutes, “politics.”

“It’ll be fine,” Neville insisted. “These people are perfectly rational. They’ll understand what to do.”

Just then, we burst through the outer doors into the council office building. The long, graceful hallway greeted our eyes, and Moses immediately led us back toward the meeting room.

As we neared it, raised voices echoed through the chamber.

“Sounds very calm and relaxed,” Nathan said doubtfully. “What did you say about how rational the council is?”

They sounded more like bickering schoolchildren than rulers of a major city, but I reserved my judgement until Moses flung open the final door to the meeting room.

Utter chaos greeted us. The entire council was bickering wholeheartedly about what to do, where to evacuate, and who to trust. They hardly even noticed our presence at the door.

“Hey!” Moses boomed in his best battlefield tone.

The room fell silent in seconds as every face turned to regard the enormous shield knight.

“We bring news from the Dax skiff,” Moses informed them loudly. “Two of our Space Knights managed to take down the entire scout force, but that doesn’t stop the Dax from knowing you have portals. They sent a message out before we killed them. Sometime soon, a Dax fleet will arrive to take your city under their control.”

The silence that had arrived during the shield knight’s speech now dissolved once more into terrified bickering.

“For fuck’s sake,” Neville groaned.

Treyin stepped forward this time, but instead of calling out, she was completely silent. She hopped onto a chair seat, and then she leapt onto the meeting table so she stood above all the council members. She waited there like an avenging goddess looking over her subjects with displeasure.

Within a few seconds, the councilmembers quieted down. Terrified anticipation silenced them as they gazed at Treyin, and they waited for her to speak with bated breath.

“This is no time to argue,” Treyin warned them. “Nicholas and I didn’t risk our lives for you to bicker. Six brave guards didn’t sacrifice themselves for you to act like schoolchildren.”

I hadn’t even noticed the mousy translator at one side of the room, but she quickly began to repeat Treyin’s words in Shessian. The council members’ faces turned guilty, angry, or grief-filled as Treyin’s words hit them.

Councilman Setess spoke first, and the translator rushed to tell us his words.

“We can put up the orbital shield,” she announced. “It will keep us safe from bombardment and heavy weapons. There’s no reason for the Caledonians to risk their lives for us. They should leave us to deal with this alone. If the Dax see Caledonians here, conflict will be inevitable.”

It was a polite phrasing, but it didn’t change the fact Setess was telling us to get off the planet entirely.

Councilwoman Ush rolled her eyes and unfurled her fan as she stood up. She said her point first in Shessian, and then she began to repeat it in Caledonian.

“An orbital shield doesn’t protect us from a fleet landing at the edge of Montesh and marching in to destroy our city,” Ush pointed out. “Dax is not to be trifled with when it comes to firepower. We need Caledonia’s help. Can you knights message for help? If a Caledonian fleet came to our rescue, we would find an appropriate way to show our gratitude.”

There was some angry muttering among some of the council members at this proclamation.

“Unfortunately,” Moses admitted, “the nearest Caledonian rune beacon is too far away. We could fly there in the skiff, but it would take a long time. Our absence could open the city up to attack while we’re away.”

Councilman Purns spat out an angry retort to that.

“How can six Space Knights keep us safe from an entire army of Dax?” the translator repeated.

“You’ve seen what only two of our members can do,” Moses said grandly as he gestured to Treyin and me, “but that’s besides the point. Our knights can help Montesh organize so you can stand up to the Star Spears largely on your own.”

“We know how to organize our own city,” Councilwoman Ush retorted with some irritation.

“I believe you do,” Moses replied sincerely. “However, you haven’t fought the Dax before. We have. The Royal Trident Forces are no friends of the Dax, I can tell you that.”

There was a pause as the council mulled over Moses’ words.

Then councilman Setess shook his head and began to speak. Fear filled his quivering voice as he talked, and one hand smoothed nervously over his layers of expensive robes.

“It’s foolish to even be considering fighting the Dax,” the mousy woman translated. “Since when are we warmongers? We have always solved our issues through robust trade and peace agreements. Let the Dax come, and I say we welcome them in. We can be allies.”

Purns spoke his agreement, and DuShana nodded along to Setess’ words. I didn’t even need the translation to know they wanted to follow Councilman Setess’ plan.

I clenched my jaw as I fought to not argue with them. The mere suggestion of allying with the Dax filled me with rage, but I knew I wouldn’t have the right words to convince them otherwise.

Treyin laid a comforting hand on my shoulder, and I turned to give her a grateful smile. I wasn’t sure how she knew my feelings so well with the implant in, but her expression was reassuring before she turned back to the council.

“With the Dax, there is no such thing as alliance,” Treyin cut in. “You may think you can bargain with them, but we have encountered civilizations that tried the exact same thing and failed. Do you know what my own planet of Ecoma tried to do against the Dax threat? They slaughtered us, but we capitulated, we made nice, and eventually they were forced to give us temporary freedom. It scarcely lasted before the Dax invaded to make us slaves once more. They might accept your surrender, but they won’t let you remain uncontrolled forever. They wait for their prey to grow weak, and then they destroy it.”

An uncomfortable tension filled the room, and the council members couldn’t argue against Treyin’s words. Whispering travelled around the table, but they didn’t break into arguments again.

Treyin took note of the calmer atmosphere and stepped down off the table. There was a bloody shoeprint where she had stood, like a reminder of the ever-present threat.

“Why this happening to us?” Councilwoman Moolish broke in sadly. “We live peace for so long.”

She looked at us with hope in her eyes, and I felt a flash of gratitude for how well she had always treated us. Moolish probably wasn’t the most cunning or the most powerful of the councilmembers, but she seemed to have the most kindness and humility. Even her clothing wasn’t as rich and sumptuous as that of the other councilmembers.

“You didn’t have anything worth the Dax’s attention before now,” Moses rumbled. “Portals are highly sought after as sources of weaponry and money.”

Councilman Purns spoke up with suspicion in his voice.

“There weren’t any portals until you showed up,” the translator recited Purns’ words.

“There were signs your city was going to start getting Grendel attacks,” Treyin explained. “That’s the only reason we’re here. I’m sure the Dax followed those same signs.”

In reality, it was far more likely the Dax skiff had just followed us here. In a way, it was our fault Shess was going to face the threat of Dax enslavement so soon. On the bright side, I knew the Dax would have shown up eventually anyway, so it was far better they would make their attack while Montesh had Caledonian protectors.

“So, what exactly is your proposal to help us?” Councilwoman Ush asked haughtily. “Are we to trade Dax enslavement for Caledonian enslavement?”

“Of course not,” Moses answered firmly. “For now, our knights can help militarize Montesh to protect it from the incoming fleet. If your council so desires, you can decide to become a satellite planet in the Caledonian Kingdom, and we can offer you long term protection. I promise there are no strings attached for our help, however. Regardless of what you decide, the six of us knights will defend you from the Dax fleet when it arrives.”

Councilman Setess suddenly spoke up in a trembling, panicked voice. He sounded a little unhinged, and Councilwoman Ush glared at him as he spoke.

“This was your plan all along,” the translator repeated for Setess. “You came here to offer us this false choice to either avoid death or accept Caledonian rule. I’m not buying it for one second. I think you rotting knights have allied with the Dax, and both of you are conspiring to take Shess down for your own greed.”

The other council members looked a little doubtful. Even Purns and DuShana didn’t throw their support behind Setess.

“In case you haven’t been listening,” Moses said calmly, “the Royal Trident Forces are firmly in conflict with the Dax. We aren’t quite in outright war, but every member of our spaceship has killed their fair share of Dax.”

This seemed to reassure the council members more than a little bit. They looked at us with gratitude written on their faces, and a quick whisper traveled through the group. We waited patiently, and Ush finally looked up at us with a pleased expression.

“It’s not unanimous, but we have decided to accept your knights’ offer of protection,” Ush told us. “We’ll wait to decide on Caledonian citizenship until this immediate threat is dealt with.”

Beside me, the twins released simultaneous exhales of relief. Neville, Moses, and Treyin also seemed to relax at the good news.

“And vault,” Moolish added excitedly.

“That’s right.” Councilwoman Ush nodded. “Councilwoman Moolish is the curator of our vault in the catacombs beneath Montesh. Her job doesn’t usually entail much, but she has urged us to let your knights pick from the special items within the catacombs. We have agreed with her request. If you so desire, she can lead you there now.”

It was a little ridiculous just how derisive Councilwoman Ush sounded while she described Moolish’s specialty, but the round-faced woman didn’t seem to mind at all.

Moolish looked at us with plain adoration and excitement in her eyes, and Moses gave her a warm smile in return.

“We can’t thank you enough for this offer,” the shield knight told her. “We can go now if you want to.”

“Yes, yes!” Moolish responded. “Of course. I am happy for you to be defending our city, so you deserve reward to help. Nicholas Knight, Treyin Knight, you have even done protecting already.”

Councilwoman Moolish curtsied gratefully, and pride fluttered in my chest to see my actions making such an impact.

“It was the right thing to do, that’s all,” I told the round-faced councilwoman. “I’m really glad to be seeing this vault, though. It sounds amazing.”

Even though I’d gotten a shower in, my muscles were starting to ache from the battle. Still, that sure as hell wasn’t going to stop me from taking a look at this catacomb treasure trove. My interest had been piqued ever since Moolish first mentioned it, and the intrigue was enough to make my mind race.

“Wonderful!” Moolish exclaimed as she clapped her hands together. “Follow me. Entrance is under building here.”

We still had to say our goodbyes to the other council members, but Moolish wasn’t waiting around for anything. She trotted from the room, and we made a few hasty bows as we followed in her footsteps.

We emerged back into the grand hall, and Councilwoman Moolish led us to the far end of it. Next to the wall, a series of beautiful marble statues depicted common people in simple situations. An old woman carried a basket of fruit to market, and lifelike wrinkles of effort were carved into her face. The second statue was a muscled man in his thirties, hard at work as he swung a stone-cutter’s hammer at some unseen mountain. In the third statue, a young girl skipped over a holo-rope in the midst of a joyful game.

“The three stages of life,” Moolish explained as she approached the statues. “Youth, adulthood, and oldness. This is so we do not forget our purpose on council.”

Moolish pressed her thumb against the base of the youth statue, and then she moved to do the same to the other two in order. Something clicked and began to rumble, and a door swung open against the wall. It had been entirely invisible before, but now the secret passageway was clear as day.

The interior lit up with electric lights, and they revealed a staircase leading down from the doorway.

“So cool,” Nathan breathed.

Moolish led us to the doorway, and then she began to walk down the long staircase.

“What exactly do you think is down there?” Richard asked.

“I bet it’s a bunch of women,” Nathan proposed.

That got a chuckle out of me at the sheer ridiculousness of the idea, and I shook my head at him.

“Didn’t they imply we were going to look at weapons and armor?” I pointed out.

“It’s probably just some outdated technology,” Neville asserted. “This city doesn’t seem likely to have anything we could use. Remember the state of their robots?”

“It probably contains a dark secret,” Treyin said naturally.

Of course she would think that, since Treyin had covered up more than a few dark secrets of her own.

“Don’t speak too soon, all of you,” Moses insisted. “You might be surprised by what Montesh has in store for us.”

We quieted down, and I saw curious looks on everybody’s faces. I speculated to myself about what sort of surprise we could encounter, but I just hoped it would be useful to Montesh’s defense.

An illuminated room appeared at the end of the staircase, and anticipation leapt within me as we walked down and emerged into a large, oval-shaped room. Gray brick walls and a dusty stone floor characterized the room, and I was disappointed there wasn’t really anything to look at.

There was, however, a plain wooden door at the end of the oval room. Moolish went over and opened the door before she led us through it, and my jaw dropped as we walked into the next space.

Display tables, shelves, glass cases, and wall hooks were full of every kind of weapon, shield, armor, or jewelry imaginable. The items glittered and gleamed with Arcane Dust, and the patterns of enchantments lit up like powdered gold under the electric chandelier above.

“I cannot give all things,” Moolish said disappointedly, “but council agreed to give one for each knight. Pick whichever you want, as long as it is only one.”

I could scarcely believe that I was seeing a collection like this, let alone getting to pick from it. Nathan and Richard were both slack-jawed beside me, and Neville looked like he was about to spontaneously combust with disbelief.

“Where did all of this come from?” Treyin asked in shock. “I thought your planet was peaceful.”

“It is,” Moolish explained. “Most of this are from old kingdoms, now dissolved or just lost. Items are more than three-hundred years old, in least.”

“Some of this used to belong to the RTF,” Neville realized as he wandered among the display tables. “It’s gotta be from before Justinian’s reign.”

“Many old things from different places,” Moolish agreed. “We don’t have use for them. They are here to sell if Montesh needs emergency money.”

“If they’re RTF weapons and armor,” Nathan exclaimed, “we won’t even need a point clerk to use the runes.”

Now, that was extremely exciting. If the items were ready for use with a prot-belt, we probably wouldn’t even need an enchanter to modify them into less powerful versions.

This was a goldmine for equipment.

“What are you all waiting for?” Moses asked with a chuckle. “Go pick something out.”

We didn’t have to be told twice, so the four of us dispersed to look through the items as Treyin and Moses trailed behind. The quality of the armor and weapons seemed to fill us all with a new sense of decorum, and I even saw the twins politely examining an axe while barely touching it.

Each item I looked at seemed impossibly gorgeous and powerful, as if it was unmatched among its kind. There was a compound bow with an enchantment that made the arrows hone in on their targets. To the right of the bow was a dagger with a rune that induced hypnotism in anyone scratched by it. I saw a pair of boots that could grant thirty seconds of complete gravity nullification and a belt that could create a prot-shield large enough to cover an entire skiff or a small house.

My prot-belt had complete stats on almost everything, and it was clear a lot of this gear had somehow gotten misplaced from the RTF. Shess was an inconsequential planet, but they did a lot of trading, and I had no doubt some of these pieces were the result of that.

The next item I reached made me stop in my tracks. It was a lance, that much was clear, but it was the most beautiful and finely-crafted lance I’d ever seen. The shaft was a complex, twirled design that almost seemed to grow organically into the blade of the weapon. The entire thing was colored in metallic yellow, but I knew the material had to be far stronger and more durable than any gold.

I touched the lance and brought up its stats with my prot-belt.

Weapon Type: Holy Lance of Vanquishment

Additional damage: Light (50%)

Power class: Knight (Lancer)

Weapon effect: Undead Slayer - weapon does 150% damage to undead enemies.

Runes inscribed: Mounted Glory (+3)

Rune effects: Activated each time the user kills an enemy while mounted on a summoned creature. User’s strength is increased by 25%. Mount’s strength is increased by 25%.

By the Queen, but this was a good weapon. Frankly, I’d never seen anything close to its caliber, and I couldn’t imagine the money it would usually cost to purchase something like this. Even better, it was exactly the kind of lancer specialty item that would kickstart my path as a Lance Knight.

Reluctantly, though, I let go of the lance and focused myself once more. It was a great weapon, but I hadn’t seen everything in the vault yet. Despite the amazing stats, I didn’t even have a mount to ride, nor did I usually find myself fighting any undead. I needed to gear for the challenges I currently faced. What could the lance do in a fight against the Dax?

I moved on and examined some of the armor items in search of something that could give me an edge in battle.

I passed over some spaulders and pauldrons better than my current equipment, but they wouldn’t help me noticeably more in battle. I wandered back over to another group of weapons and began to read their stats idly in search of something interesting.

Suddenly, I found myself standing in front of a weapon the color of a moonless night. A long black handle swept into a curved blade just as black, though a white sheen shone along its sharp edge.

It was a scythe, and I found myself enraptured by its incongruous nature. The weapon was obviously adapted from the simple farming implement some poor planets still used to cut wheat, but here I could see only the finest craftsmanship and the best materials I’d ever seen.

The handle thinned in the middle and thickened toward the base in an aesthetic sweep of black metal which would allow the best grip with little material wasted. Along the back of the blade, an organic twist of metal seemed to suggest thorny growths or bony vertebrae, and a short, wickedly-sharp spike protruded from the top of the shaft like a gnarled finger. The look of it sent shivers up my spine, but I tore my gaze away and looked at how to hold it properly.

A fine section of silver chain was attached to the middle of the scythe’s shaft, and it extended out just a few inches. The user could put one hand on the chain and one on the end of the handle for better control, which would allow the wielder to swing it in wide, easy arcs.

I picked it up with one hand on the chain and one hand on the base of the scythe, and it felt perfectly balanced in my hands. The scythe was light, incredibly light, as if the smith that made it had somehow worked in some gravity runes without leaving a trace. Then I tipped it forward in a swinging motion, and somehow it carried an incredible weight and momentum once the blade was in position. I took one good swing, and the scythe whistled through the air in a deadly, heavy arc. To my disbelief, this weapon had the best of both worlds in its balanced construction. I could find no flaw or detriment, and it seemed almost otherworldly.

I tamped down on my excitement quickly. Even the most beautiful meal meant nothing if the flavor wasn’t good, and I would have to see if the enchantments on this scythe were worth the dust used to inscribe them.

I scanned the scythe with my prot-belt, and my eyes widened as I read the results.

Weapon Type: Necroscythe of Resurrection

Additional damage: Void (50%)

Power class: Knight (Lich)

Weapon effect: Sharpness increases by 5% for each enemy killed

Runes inscribed: Necro Summoner (goblin)

Rune effects: When the weapon touches any corpse, a number of bone goblins are summoned from that corpse. Each bone goblin degenerates at a speed of 10 minutes plus 100% degeneration for each additional bone goblin. Only 10 bone goblins may be summoned per hour.

An awestruck smile spread across my face as the pieces fell into place. The synergistic components of my gear were absolutely perfect for this weapon. I had a number of fantastic lich items and summoner items, and here was the perfect combination of both of those classes. Plus, my mutation made summoning runes like this one much more potent. My newfound ability to split as well as upgrade portals meant I had a wide range of options available to me if I chose the scythe.

Still, I paused with the scythe in my hand as I considered the Holy Lance of Vanquishment across the room. The lance was an incredible weapon as well, and anybody who had been told lancer class was perfect for them would be wise to choose it. I would probably never find a better opportunity to step into the path of Lance Knight like Captain Cross wanted me to.

I admired Captain Cross greatly, but I loved Queen Catrina dearly, and she’d given me special dispensation to become a Lich Knight. Wouldn’t it be a waste if I ignored lich items anyway? Besides, the lance was amazing, but I didn’t have the right set of gear to put it to its best use.

Also, I felt a strange pull toward the necroscythe in my hands. The captain and the commander had done their test on me and determined that I was to be a lancer, but something hadn’t sat quite right with me about the results. Besides, I hadn’t gotten anywhere over the past few years by doing what was expected of me.

My mother didn’t want me to join the RTF, but I went anyway. Nobody expected an Outsider like me to succeed at the academy’s testing, yet I still did so. When it came time to choose a vessel, I picked the Stalwart against everybody’s advisement. Sorcerer Polgar had manipulated me once I got there, but I defied his expectations and saved the Stalwart anyway. Plus, every time I used my mutation, I went completely against the law and what it meant to be normal.

If I’d followed the paths set out for me by others, I wouldn’t be here.

The lich scythe felt inviting in my hand, and I held it like it had always been there. I could imagine myself swinging the necroscythe in battle, and I knew I would be prepared for the Dax when they came.

“I pick this,” I announced with a broad grin.
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Chapter 9

Once I announced my decision to take the scythe, I turned around to see a full array of confused frowns on every face. The only one who didn’t look concerned was Treyin, and she examined me with heated interest in her eyes. The empath was always more focused on results than the way to get there, so I wasn’t surprised she didn’t care which class I was pursuing.

“What specialty is that for?” Moses asked with an affected calm as he stared at the necroscythe.

“Well, it’s great for summoning,” I hedged.

“So, it’s for a Summoner Knight?” Nathan asked.

“My prot-belt says it’s for a Lich Knight,” I admitted.

“Oh, Nick,” Moses sighed.

“It will be fine,” I argued. “I think there could be some synergy with my summon--”

“Well, I suppose I can’t stop you,” my big friend said as he forced a grin to his face. “I can’t say Matthias will be happy, though.”

“There’s no reason to worry,” I told him confidently.

“In a sense, yes,” Moses agreed carefully. “You’re an adult, and a tremendous knight in your own right. Just promise me you’ll be careful with how you use that weapon. There was a reason Lichs were once outlawed, and I know the Queen is allowing you to do it, but she is also young and--”

“I’m sorry,” I sighed. “I don’t want you to worry about me.”

“Well,” the man chuckled. “That’s kind of my job as the crew’s Shield Knight. I worry about everyone.”

I felt bad for worrying Moses, since he was such a gentle, inviting knight, but I knew I was choosing the right thing.

“Of course,” I assured him. “Now, enough about me. What’s everybody else picking out?”

Immediately, the twins started a whirlwind conversation as they tried to answer overtop each other. I could tell my fellow knights’ concern hadn’t gone away, but it was easily outweighed by excitement over their own new equipment.

Richard had picked a pair of red boots called Berserking Striders that gave him extra cleaving damage according to the amount of blood he stepped in. It was a gruesome item, almost as gruesome as my scythe, but it made perfect sense for the traveling, axe-wielding combat of a berserker.

Nathan selected a heater shield that came to an elegant point toward the bottom. It was called the Last Reversal Shield, with lots of prot-field buffs and a special ability to reflect two-hundred percent of an attack’s damage back at an enemy, though it could only be used once every ten minutes.

Treyin took a ring called Silent Kill which gave her a thirty-minute ability to quiet everything her skin touched, including her own armor and that of her enemies. I imagined it would let the empath drop bodies on stealth missions without fear of being discovered. It wasn’t the kind of item I would ever think to pick, not with so many fantastic weapons and armor pieces in this vault, but I imagined Treyin already had a near-perfect gear setup she didn’t want to disrupt.

Moses chose a pair of shoulder guards over everything else, though the decision made sense once he showed me his pick. His new Whipcrack Pauldrons gleamed turquoise in color, and they gave his prot-field a percussive sound wave to toss back enemies once every ten minutes. It was a great item for crowd control, and Moses certainly did enough fighting against big hordes of enemies.

Neville took the longest to pick out of anybody, but he eventually settled on a matching set of five leaf-shaped throwing knives, each with a special elemental effect. The Elemental Ruin Darts covered ice, fire, lightning, poison, and gravity. The last one was interesting to me, since the gravity effect would greatly increase the weight of an enemy’s armor where it struck. Together, the set made an excellent, versatile choice for a marksman.

“Yes, knights!” Moolish announced warmly as she observed us with our choices. “Good things to pick. I be so happy in you! Now, what next step?”

“Now,” Moses replied, “we start to train the Montesh guard how to fight. Six knights can’t win a war against the Dax, and it’s vital your people don’t go down without a fight.”

“To die for a fight … “ Councilwoman Moolish mused sadly. “Our people are not used to this. Maybe defense robots are better?”

“Your robots might make a great distraction,” Moses conceded, “but they won’t do much good fighting against anybody of skill. I’m sorry to break the news to you so bluntly, but you need to know the hard truth.”

Moolish nodded, and her expression deepened into something far more serious.

“Right,” the councilwoman agreed. “In morning, I will take you to train guards. For now, sleep.”

We agreed, and it was finally the end of our day. I had made nice with politicians, defeated robots, fought Grendels, added a new rune to my fighting style, sparred with Treyin, killed Dax Star Spears, and picked from the Shessian vault. It was a lot to take in, for certain, and my whole body ached from all the activity.

The six of us wandered back to Ush’s mansion in the dark night, though the city had regular streetlamps to guide us. Overhead, one large moon was orbited by a smaller sphere, and both shone yellow on the ground below. The moons cast the city in a strange light, one where everything seemed nostalgic and peaceful. It was hard to think about breaking that calm, but it was necessary if we wanted to keep Montesh safe for generations to come.

The butler greeted us again at Ush’s mansion door, and he showed us to our bedrooms and the bathroom. Then he led us back to the dining room for a last, very late dinner before he left without saying a single word.

We all sat down at the dinner table and dug into the food offered with ferocity. There was no alcohol this time, but that was fine, considering we wouldn’t want hangovers in the morning.

“If only you could be as quiet as the butler,” Nathan sighed as he winked at his brother.

“Bro, if I were that quiet, we’d never get to have fun,” Richard responded. “Have you really looked at that guy? He’s got a face like a sour apple.”

Nathan snickered, and Richard laughed along.

“I’m starving,” Neville muttered to cut them off. “I don’t know about you, but I’m thanking the stars the butler remembered to get us something to eat.”

Neville shoved a spoonful of blue pastry into his mouth and closed his eyes in contentment.

“Fair enough,” Richard agreed.

“How are we going to train the guards tomorrow?” I asked to change the subject.

Moses chewed thoughtfully as he considered my question.

“Well,” he began, “we’re not going to give them the same specialty training we gave you four before the knight exams. I think the best thing to do is to check their defense structures and systems and set them up with a specific game plan on what to do and when. If the Dax start to land, what then? If they make it to the council office, which course of action is next?”

“Huh,” Richard replied. “I didn’t think about that.”

“Space Knights are used to thinking on their feet,” Moses replied, “and that’s fine, since most of us are really good at it, but these guards aren’t going to fare so well if they aren’t given plans to follow. I’m guessing you and Treyin saw that first-hand during your fight with the Dax.”

“That’s true,” I admitted. “As soon as bullets started to fly, they charged the Star Spears in a panic. It was brave, but not the smartest thing to do.”

“It’s dangerous to fight around panicking fighters,” Treyin added. “We’ll have to make sure they are trained and don’t succumb to terror during the battle.”

“Exactly,” Moses said. “The only thing worse than an untrained fighter is one who compromises the larger plan. First, we teach them when to fight and move, and then we teach them the finer points of combat. I’m sure even a little sparring against each other will help to loosen them up.”

We continued talking about our new equipment, our plans to help Montesh prepare, and how to fight the Dax Star Spears until the food was mostly gone. We’d stuffed ourselves, and we slowly went off to bed one-by-one. Moses and Neville left first. Treyin and I held a moment of lingering eye-contact, but eventually we split from the table and went into our separate rooms. I could hear the twins get up to leave behind us, and I wondered what might have happened if Treyin and I had been the last ones at the table.

No matter. Nothing was going to happen between us anyway, and while I cleaned my armor before going to bed, my thoughts drifted to the three women I’d left back on the Stalwart.

Morning came too quickly, but with it came the promise of preparing Montesh for war. After we’d all gathered in the common room, Moses explained what we would be doing first.

“We’re going to stick together for now and learn about what Montesh has for defense. Don’t rush too much when it comes to teaching the Montesh guards anything. If I’m right about the timelines, the Dax fleet won’t arrive for at least five or six more days. That’s enough time to do some serious preparation, so slow down and think about what we’re teaching the guards and civilians here.”

“Got it,” I said, and a chorus of agreement came from the other knights.

“Alright,” Moses decided with a grin. “Let’s go find Councilwoman Ush and ask her to show us around.”

“Also, breakfast,” Richard suggested.

“That too,” Moses chuckled.

We went out to the hall to look for Ush, but her butler spotted us first. Treyin repeated Ush’s name a few times to drive the point home of who we were looking for, but the butler simply scowled and ushered us back into the dining room.

“Last time he did this, he did show up with the councilwoman,” I pointed out. “Ush is probably coming along.”

“Hmph,” Treyin said as she crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “I dislike being shepherded around instead of being given what I want.”

It was a little funny to see her so irritated by the same behavior she’d showed us on Ecoma, but I held my tongue and merely smiled as we all took our seats at the breakfast table.

Sure enough, food came, and Councilwoman Ush showed up as well. This time, she was wearing a slim, fire-red dress with white frilly accents that made her look like a frosted dessert, and her hair was coiled into a series of braids in a large dome around the top of her head. The styles on Shess were a little strange, but I felt as if Councilwoman Ush took them to a whole new level of weird.

“Let us eat together,” the councilwoman said smartly. “It’s important to spend time with guests in your home.”

“Of course,” Moses agreed congenially.

Breakfast was terribly awkward. Councilwoman Ush asked us pointed, digging questions about the other council members and what we thought of them, and Moses steadfastly refused to give any real answers. It was clear Ush wanted some drama and some reassurance that she was our favorite councilwoman, but Treyin and Moses didn’t give her an inch. Richard, Neville, Nathan, and I also smartly kept quiet to avoid stirring the pot.

I scarfed down my food as quickly as possible to avoid lingering for any longer than we had to. Luckily, everybody else did the same, and soon we were free from Ush’s digging small talk.

“Let us go, then,” Ush decided once we seemed finished with our meal. “There is much to show you of the city’s defenses. Usually, Councilman Purns is solely in charge of fighting, but he cannot speak Caledonian, so I will accompany you.”

Ush kept good on her word, and she brought us to the front of the council office building. Councilman Purns waited with a wide-eyed and overwhelmed expression, and I felt a little bad for him. Purns’ wrinkled jaws were clenched so tightly that his bushy mustache quivered like a leaf in the wind. It must have been hard to be in charge of something seemingly trivial that suddenly became the most important duty in the entire city.

Moses seemed to realize the same thing, because he spoke to Purns with a calm, gentle voice to avoid pressuring the man.

“Councilman Purns,” Moses greeted. “I’ve seen a few hints of stationary defense systems around the city. Could you show me these first?”

Purns nodded and began to speak in Shessian.

“He says of course,” Councilwoman Ush translated. “There are some explosives which can be dropped by skiffs onto large groups of enemies. Those are kept along the outer edges of the city. There are also zones that can disable enchanted equipment, but these zones only cover about three-quarters of the city. When Montesh expanded in population and size, a portion of the zone was lost. The Blasting Towers are the final line of defense for Montesh, since the city doesn’t really have an army. We’ll visit a tower now.”

“Thank you,” Moses replied, and we began to follow Purns through the populated streets.

Councilman Purns brought us to a tall, thin building made of white stone. Black and brown shapes formed geometric patterns across each level of the building, and four delicately defined pillars marked each corner of the rectangular tower. At the top, openings in each direction allowed a view under the protection of the roof.

“Don’t worry,” Councilwoman Ush assured us. “There are eight stories of stairs, but we’ve installed elevators in these buildings.”

When we stepped inside, I noticed the state of the tower was more than a little neglected. It was empty of all furniture or decoration, and the floor was coated in a thick layer of dust. The air felt stale and old, and the elevator squeaked as the doors opened for us.

Purns and Ush took us up to the top floor, where an enormous weapon dominated most of the room. It looked somewhat like a large crossbow, though it clearly operated on more complex forces than strings and arrows.

The entire crossbow was set in front of a black chair, and both were on a grooved circle of floor. Purns gave us a quick demonstration by putting his hand on the crossbow and pushing. The crossbow and the chair rotated around easily, which meant the weapon setup could move when necessary to aim at different parts of the city below.

“Nice action,” Richard complimented.

“What does it fire?” Moses asked.

Councilwoman Ush relayed the question, and Purns gave a quick answer.

“He says it can fire plasma quarrels or flyblasts,” Ush answered.

“Flyblasts?” I asked in confusion.

The two council members engaged in a quick discussion.

“Like … short bits of laser fired with precision,” Ush explained stiltedly.

“I guess they’re like regular laser pips,” Neville commented with a shrug. “That’s good for picking off individual enemies. We don’t want to fire plasma quarrels into a crowd.”

“How difficult is it to operate?” Nathan asked doubtfully. “Richard couldn’t hit a horse with a tracking missile.”

“Nathan couldn’t hit an elephant with a fusion bomb,” Richard quipped.

“Quite easy,” Ush replied. “Purns says to try it for yourselves. Don’t shoot anything, just test out the aiming mechanism.”

“Neville, you can go first,” Moses decided. “Get a feel for it and make sure we’ll be able to use it.”

Neville went and sat at the crossbow seat. He put a finger on the black viewscreen in the center of the weapon, and it flickered to life with a real-time display of the target. Neville grasped two handles on each side of the crossbow, and he rotated himself around to point out one of the tower windows.

“Seems perfectly functional,” Neville complimented. “Pretty intuitive design.”

“Excellent,” Moses said.

Neville tapped his fingers on the viewscreen, and the crossbow adjusted slightly.

“Looks like the weapon selection works fine,” Neville added. “Even the twins could use something like this without blowing anybody up.”

“Now, that’s the kind of news I wanted to hear,” Moses said with a grin. “Alright, Neville, your job is going to be to teach the Montesh guards how to use the tower defense systems.”

“I hardly know how they work,” Neville protested.

“Then you get to figure it out,” Moses informed him pleasantly.

“I’ll need a map of the city and its towers,” Neville argued. “Without one, I can’t organize shooting teams.”

“I will ask Purns for one,” Ush cut in.

She and Councilman Purns spoke for a bit, and he agreed to procure a map as soon as possible.

“Sir,” I asked, but then I corrected myself. “Moses, if Neville is in charge of the towers, what should the rest of us be doing?”

“I’m glad you asked,” Moses said with a grin. “Richard and Nathan are going to be in charge of teaching formations. Nathan knows how to organize defensively, and Richard knows how to organize offensively. You two remember your Academy training, don’t you?”

“Uh, sure,” Richard agreed.

“Couldn’t be clearer,” Nathan answered confidently.

“Good,” Moses said. “Treyin and Nick are going to be teaching the finer points of combat. They’ve both had practice with slaying, which means they have a good grasp on how to put an enemy down quickly using technique and finesse. I’ll divide the guards into groups of thirty, which should be a manageable amount to teach at one time. If any Montesh citizens volunteer to fight, you’ll be responsible for training them as well. If you see sloppy guards, fix those. If you see bad footwork, show them how to do it right. Got it?”

“Got it,” I responded.

“If they’re not good enough,” Treyin asked with a dark smile, “what should I do with them?”

Moses blinked and raised his eyebrows as he shook his head.

“Teach them,” the shield knight replied. “I don’t have to tell you not to dismember their hands, right?”

“Right,” Treyin agreed in a tight voice that withheld violence.

“Nick,” Moses sighed, “please make sure she stays within the realm of helping instead of punishing. We want a working army, not a tiny force of terrified elites.”

Needless to say, there wouldn’t be many soldiers left if Treyin was given free reign.

“I’ll keep an eye on her,” I agreed with determination.

“It’s true,” Treyin said slyly. “You can trust Nick to keep eyeing me.”

“Not what I said,” I sighed.

“It’s what you’ll do,” she murmured with an amused glint in her eyes.

“Sounds like you’re coming up with some good teamwork already,” Moses complimented mildly. “I’m sure you both will figure out all sorts of interesting strategies.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, and he smiled back.

He was pretty good at hiding his dry humor, but I knew even Moses had a bit of sarcasm lurking in there.

“What will you be doing?” Neville asked the shield knight.

“Purns and I will be organizing the overall battle plan,” Moses responded, and he gave a smile to the councilman. “There’s a lot for us to decide in order to allow the rest of you to do good work on your own tasks. If you have any issues or ideas for city defense, please come to me in the council office and let me know about them. We’ll be doing some construction work to make the city more defensible, so nothing is out of the question until you run it past me.”

“If you cannot find Moses, find me,” Treyin added. “I can ask around to locate him.”

“I think that’s it,” Moses announced. “Alright, I’m going to assign you all to places and tasks today. Listen carefully, and be nice to the guards who show up to learn.”

Treyin and I were asked to return to the field behind the retaining wall, in a spot just outside the town limits at the base of the mountain. Neville was to remain in the tower training people until his map arrived, and then he could inspect the other towers. Nathan and Richard were asked to train formations outside of town in the opposite direction, near where we’d first landed in our skiff.

With everything decided, most of us filed back down from the tower and emerged into the daylight again.

“Good luck,” the twins wished me in unison.

“You too,” I said warmly. “I hope none of us will need it.”

The twins waved before they left in the opposite direction, and Treyin and I both watched their retreating forms.

“Luck is always useful,” Treyin mused, “even when things are going well.”

“I can’t say I disagree,” I told her with a nod.

Treyin and I set off for the field just outside Montesh’s retaining wall. It was easy to see why the Dax had set their skiff down there, since the area had very light traffic without many guards. Warehouses and a few manufacturing plants dominated this side of Montesh, so even though it was the only walled part of the city, it had less of a defense than other parts. I didn’t see any crossbow towers near the wall, so the Star Spears probably expected to just waltz on in.

Well, that wasn’t going to happen on our watch.

Treyin and I stepped outside the runeforming dome and selected a spot of flat, grassy ground that would act as a good practice area. We began to clear out stray branches and rocks to keep guards from tripping and hurting themselves, though Treyin seemed to think this was a little overkill.

“If they get hurt by a pebble, do we really want them fighting with us?” she questioned.

“It’s a little self-defeating if we pit them against obstacles before teaching them how to avoid obstacles,” I pointed out. “If the Dax really do take a week to get here, we might have time to cover the finer points of footwork.”

“Maybe, but maybe not,” Treyin replied doubtfully. “This city has about nine-hundred guards in its employ. If we’re training them in groups of thirty, we should cover about five groups in a day. We can expect to give each group just two hours to learn and practice everything.”

“That’s … “ I murmured, and I ran the numbers through my head.

Sure enough, even if we worked long days, there wasn’t enough time to give each group even three hours.

“It’ll be tight timing,” Treyin said as she noted the realization on my face.

“We spent entire years at the Academy learning how to fight simulations before we moved on to the real thing,” I pointed out. “How can a few hours get close to that?”

“Hm,” Treyin hummed, and challenge sparked in her eyes. “You think you can’t do a better teaching job than those bureaucratic fools at the Academy?”

I narrowed my eyes at her, and a smile worked its way onto my face.

“Of course I can,” I said. “Do you think you’re up to the challenge, too?”

“I’m just worried about wiping the floor with you,” the empath replied cheekily.

“Right,” I shot back, “keep telling yourself that.”

Treyin and I continued to trade quips for a while as we finished setting up the field, but she eventually stopped and looked up at something behind my shoulder.

I turned to watch our first batch of guards as they arrived. Besides the men and women in formal Montesh green, there were also three uncomfortable citizens in tow, for a total of thirty-three students. Right behind them came the mousy translator, and she shoved her glasses up to the bridge of her nose as she rushed to keep up.

The whole crowd came through the retaining wall tunnel and assembled before us quietly. The Montesh guards acted as if they’d come straight from a funeral, and their expressions were uncomfortable and downcast.

“Somber, aren’t they?” Treyin pointed out.

“They probably don’t think they can win against an entire Dax army,” I told her with a shrug.

To be honest, I didn’t blame them, even though I had no real doubts of my own. I knew how powerful the Stalwart’s knights were, and the Star Spears would have one hell of a fight on their hands if they went toe-to-toe with us or the army we were training.

Treyin raised her voice and stepped forward to shout to the assembled soldiers.

“Alright, did you bring practice weapons?” she called out.

The translator squeaked out a translation, and the soldiers murmured and nodded.

“Set them down and forget about them,” Treyin ordered. “We’re going to be paying attention to our bodies, not some arbitrary tools.”

“Arbitrary?” I asked quietly.

“Well, it’s easier to add weapons on later,” Treyin explained, and she raised her voice to talk to the soldiers again. “Alright, footwork and shoulder positions, watch me carefully.”

Treyin demonstrated basic drill motions, and I copied her in perfect sync like a living shadow. Treyin may have learned to fight in different circumstances than I did, but the RTF basics never really changed. I could intuit her movements easily, and we both flowed through several jabs and shuffles in a kind of coordinated dance.

Slowly, the Montesh guards began to copy us, and I had more to focus on than my own movements. We each needed to watch at least sixteen people at a time just to try to pick out their tiny flaws or any mistakes in their stances. Treyin and I stared at the practicing soldiers with a kind of feverish, detail-oriented attention.

The translator wasn’t very helpful for this sort of work, so I quickly devolved into simply moving arms or legs of our students into the correct positions. One guard flinched as I bent his knees for him, and I realized just how incredibly powerful the Space Knights seemed to these citizens. We were the stuff of legend, and Space Knights were the kind of people I used to regard with hero worship. We were stronger, faster, and tougher than even the most hardened of warriors most planets had to offer, and our training and rune branding meant we were close to demi-gods.

That wasn’t even to mention how good it felt to get closer to my father, and I hoped he would’ve been proud to see me like this.

Treyin and I met eyes, and she made a small, beckoning gesture with one finger.

I jogged over to meet her and frowned at the concern in her face.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“They’re just not adapting to this like I wanted them to,” the empath explained. “It’s not about the techniques, not really, it’s about their emotions.”

I looked back across the uniformed guards and the three volunteers who had come with them. I could see what Treyin meant, for certain. At least half of the guards still looked as despairing and rundown as before. These people had never seen war, and the mere idea of it was wearing on them.

An idea occurred to me, and anticipation burned in my chest like a flame fanned by a breeze.

“I’ve got this,” I told Treyin distractedly. “Don’t worry about it. Just have the translator stand next to me.”

The empath’s gray brows raised, but she fetched the mousy woman in just a few seconds.

“Looks like they’re ready to pay attention,” Treyin noted, and she stepped back to give me the ground to speak.

“Listen,” I shouted to the assembled mass of fighters, and their fidgeting slowed to a halt. “You’re probably afraid. You probably don’t feel up to this task. You probably think the Dax are going to run you over without remorse, and you would probably be right.”

“How is this helping?” Treyin hissed quietly, but she didn’t move to stop me.

Regardless of her concerns, Treyin trusted me, and that trust filled me with the confidence to tell the soldiers what they needed to hear.

“That’s not the case anymore,” I continued at a shout. “You’re learning with Space Knights now, but even that means nothing next to your true strengths. You’re fighting on your home ground, in the city you know best, and you’re fighting to protect the people you love.”

I looked across the crowd as I waited for the translator to repeat my words. The despair began to lift from peoples’ faces, but I knew I needed to say more.

“The Dax are going to think this fight will be easy, but that’s where they’re wrong!” I bellowed. “We might be teaching you, but you’re the ones who are going to wrest victory from the Dax! You’re the ones who will tear the helms from their skulls and rip the badges from their chests! You’re the ones who will show them Montesh will never lay down and die!”

My words echoed across the field, and I dropped my voice to a lull.

“A terrible fate awaits those who try to steal Montesh land and enslave its people,” I growled. “You’re the avengers who will enact a justice the Dax will never forget. When you win the day, the fields will be bloody, yet your people will prevail, and peace will return for generations to come. Be afraid, but be hopeful as well, and you will not lose.”

The translator finished off my speech, and even her uncertain delivery began to fill with confidence and boldness. The woman’s posture straightened as the last words left her mouth, and the guards erupted into a roar of approval.

By the shouting, I never would have guessed this group was around thirty members in size. Each screamed their rage, fear, and hope to the sky above, and the despair that once hung around their shoulders vanished at once.

Treyin took in a deep, quick breath, and she stepped closer to me.

“I wish you could feel this emotion,” the empath said with awe. “By the stars, if you do this with every group, I might get drunk off the emotional feedback alone.”

“You think I should keep doing it?” I wondered as I surveyed the cheering guards.

“Why would you ever think to stop?” Treyin asked in bemusement. “This has given them a better fighting chance than three weeks of training, let alone three hours. From now on, your job is to give a speech like this for every group.”

I grinned and shook my head.

“You can’t kick me off posture correction duty that easily,” I told her. “I know you want to hog it all to yourself. Nothing gets you happier than the chance to command people according to your whims.”

Treyin’s eyes sparked with amusement, and a genuine smile spread across her otherworldly face. The sight took me by surprise, and I nearly forgot to breathe as I watched her.

“One group down,” she told me, “and just thirty to go.”

I chuckled ruefully.

“C’mon,” I told her, “we’ll barely even notice them go by. It’ll get easier as we go.”

“So you say,” she sighed. “Six more days of training to go.”

I was used to working hard, and we could go a week or so without sleep or food, but after six days of training troops and giving pep talks, though, I could definitely say it didn’t get any easier.

I tried to keep up a level of pep and cheer just to prove to the Montesh trainees that we had everything under control, but it was difficult to put on a false smile for very long, and every night Treyin and I slumped into our chairs at dinner in complete exhaustion. At least the butler had gotten used to providing us with drinks, so we had a nice relaxing round of honey-colored alcohol to go along with the food.

Neville, Richard, and Nathan were faring no better in their exhaustion, and even Moses seemed to have been run ragged by the demands of preparing an entire city for a war they were never supposed to fight.

Still, we were Space Knights of the RTF, so we made progress without complaint.

“How are the Montesh fighters?” Moses asked with a yawn as we sat down to yet another Shessian dinner at Ush’s mansion.

“Very good,” Treyin admitted. “I didn’t think they could pull it off, but the improvement has seen vast strides. Apparently, the soldiers have been teaching each other and sparring on their off time just to make our jobs easier.”

“With every group,” I added, “we see fewer flaws and more eagerness. I think Montesh is close to being prepared for this fight.”

“They’re progressing well,” Neville agreed. “We’re lucky the towers are easy to use, but all the right soldiers are prepared.”

“Same here,” Nathan explained, “but I think Nick’s weird speeches have been having some kind of effect. At first, I doubted we could teach even two good formations.”

“But then, soldiers started coming in ready to learn,” Richard continued, and he poked his spoon toward me. “I don’t know what the fuck Nick did to them, but they seem weirdly energetic now.”

“It’s super helpful,” Nathan finished, “just a little freaky.”

“No offense, of course,” Richard told me. “We’re fine with you being a mutant freak.”

I tried to stifle my laughter, but it broke through anyway. Neville, the twins, and Moses joined in too, while Treyin just smiled in her usual, near-imperceptible way.

“You sound like knights already,” Moses complimented us all with a chuckle. “It’s good to hear. Sometimes, I feel like the RTF is becoming less and less of a brotherhood with every passing decade …”

The shield knight trailed off as he stared into his drink.

“Decade?” I asked, and I leaned in curiously. “Where were you before you were on the Stalwart?”

“Ah, well …” Moses said, and he reached up to run a hand uncomfortably through his dreadlocks. “I was on another ship called the Persistent for two years, and then Captain Cross picked me up.”

“So,” I rushed to say, “you were with the Persistent for two years, then the Stalwart for three. That’s five years.”

“Not to jump to conclusions, Moses,” Nathan added, “but you don’t act like you just got knighted five years ago.”

“Plus,” Neville asked sharply, “how could you have watched the RTF for decades if you’ve only been part of it for less than a decade?”

Moses stopped and blinked at the four of us, and his bemused expression melted into pride.

“You four don’t miss a thing, do you?” the shield knight asked with a smile.

Treyin let out a short, amused noise, and she leaned back in her chair.

“Afraid not, sir--Moses,” I admitted to him.

“Ahh,” the big shield knight groaned as he leaned back into his chair. “I don’t even know how to tell you everything. Believe me, this whole timing thing is as tangled as a bird’s nest. Suffice it to say the Stalwart has been around for a while, but it’s not the same … uhhhh … timeline everybody else is experiencing.”

“Timeline,” I repeated to myself, and I frowned at Moses. “What exactly do you mean by that?”

“What Moses means is--” Treyin cleared her throat, but before she could continue, the door to the dining room opened right at that moment and Ush appeared in the entrance. She wore a bulbous, rounded dress, and she looked much like a cherry perched on top of a pile of whipped cream.

“Moses, dear,” she began with a flounce of her skirt, “Purns has just gotten those new maps in. Would you be a darling and come check which ones we should start pinning for what?”

“Oh, of course,” Moses agreed, and he gave our group a last, lingering look. “Sorry, looks like that’s it for tonight. Hope I didn’t confuse anybody.”

Ush and Moses left together, and the four of us new knights were left to stare after them with a feeling of bereftness.

“What were you about to say?” I asked Treyin.

“Stories about the past are exciting, aren’t they?” Treyin said as she fluttered her eyelashes at me.

“You could tell us what happened,” Richard pressed. “I’m pretty sure you know what the deal is with the Stalwart, right?”

“Of course,” Treyin responded, and she took a sip of her drink. “I’m also not going to tell you.”

“Aw, c’mon,” Richard complained, and he sunk lower in his seat. “You would be the cool knight if you did.”

“I’m afraid I don’t care,” Treyin replied pleasantly. “This secret belongs to Captain Cross. Well, all of us really, but we swore to him, and it’s his responsibility to tell you all the truth when he wants to. I’ve been on that man’s bad side enough times to know when to keep my business to myself. In fact, maybe I’ll go take a walk.”

Treyin stood and gave us a knowing glance before she turned and strolled out the door. That just left the four of us with no clues and tons of curiosity.

“I feel like we were about to learn something?” Nathan sighed.

We sat back reluctantly, but I could tell the others were thinking it over just as hard as I was.

Based on the way Moses talked about timelines, I somehow doubted the answer was an elixir of youth. However, if the Stalwart dealt with time in an unusual fashion, why hadn’t I noticed it? As far as I knew, all of our journeys had taken exactly as long as they were supposed to.

“I bet it’s some kind of Arcane Dust enchantment to keep them all alive longer,” Neville decided.

“Dust? Naw,” Richard argued. “I think they’re all secretly machinas, like Matthias, but really high tech. That’s how they live so long.”

“Why wouldn’t Matthias get upgraded to look just as realistically human?” I pointed out.

“Matthias is kinda weird, if you hadn’t noticed,” Richard mumbled. “Maybe it’s like a fashion choice for him.”

“They could be aliens,” Nathan pointed out. “If we’re going for absurd ideas, why not assume they’re both organic and inhuman?”

“I bet Captain Cross eats peoples’ souls,” Richard chuckled, “and that’s why he always wants to fight instead of flee. He needs the violence to stay alive.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Nathan snorted.

“Even if we take it seriously, it seems more than a little far-fetched,” I pointed out. “The whole Stalwart has taken nice long breaks when the action dies down. I don’t see much of a need for violence, not beyond Olav and Leith enjoying the action.”

I watched as my friends considered my words thoughtfully.

“Damn,” Neville sighed, “I really want to know this secret. I hate not being told about stuff like this.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I agreed.

There was nothing to be done for it. The secret was still beyond us, even though Moses had let slip some tantalizing information.

If he’d been with the Stalwart for multiple decades, had the rest of the knights been there just as long? Maybe they’d been there even longer?

Sure, maybe Moses looked younger than he was, but nobody could look young when they were centuries old. Not without some kind of outlandish technology.

It didn’t make much sense to me.

When I listened to Flanagan, it seemed like he was referencing things from centuries ago, but how could that possibly be? During our knight test, the Herald had quickly proven he could get information about almost anyone by only having a few conversations, but he hadn’t known any of the current nobles. The abilities of the man just didn’t add up.

But then again, none of the Space Knights on the Stalwart had abilities fitting of an old beat up ship tasked with humanitarian missions. Each of them was incredibly powerful.

“I’m going for a walk to clear my head,” I told the rest of the knights, as I stood to stretch out my back.

Several pops emanated from my spine, and Neville made a face.

“By all means, please leave and don’t make us hear that again,” he pleaded.

I grinned and gave Neville a mock salute, but I took his advice and left. I didn’t have any idea where I wanted to go, but a simple wander around the city would be more comforting than sitting in my bedroom and stewing.

The planet of Shess had a slightly longer day and night schedule than was usual. On the Stalwart, we operated by a twenty-four hour clock, just like the rest of the RTF did. Here, they had around twenty-eight hours in the day, and it gave them more sunlight time than I was used to.

I wandered the streets, and the sounds of the bustling, thriving city filled my ears. Construction on a nearby house buzzed with power tools and pneumatic pops, and a robot-voiced advertisement spoke about fresh baked goods inside one of the pastry shops.

In the plaza, there was a pale-haired woman singing in the street for coin. A short man playing on a strange flute accompanied her, and their sounds blended into an odd, whispering tune with a haunting beauty. Unlike in many places I’d been to, neither musician seemed desperate and hungry, but I still appreciated their sounds.

I’d managed to rack up an odd assortment of Shessian coinage while I was here, so I came closer and tossed a few of those into the brimmed hat at the woman’s feet.

She nodded and smiled at me without breaking her song. I smiled back, and then I wandered away from the plaza.

My feet took me down a more secluded street, and my thoughts wandered as I did. Treyin had been boosting the soldiers’ hope and confidence at every opportunity, and her subtle manipulation had been improving their fighting without them even noticing. Sometimes, she even pushed them into changing their postures with her empath powers, and they moved into better stances without realizing the empath had done a thing.

We’d made amazing progress, we really had. Despite that, I knew a lot of our success hinged on just how many Dax ships arrived with this fleet. If it was a few, we could take them on with equal odds. If it was more than that, we might not have much of a chance to save Montesh.

My somber thoughts were interrupted by the sound of laughter, and I could hear the sounds of children playing up ahead. It put a smile on my face to hear them still enjoying themselves, and I picked up my pace to go see what they were doing.

To my surprise, a familiar female voice rose above the noises of the children.

“See,” she explained patiently, “you draw circles like this with the chalk. Large enough to keep your feet in, but not much bigger. Then the challenge is to see who can make it down the street in only the circles. If you step outside one, you’re eliminated, but if you leap far and use fewer circles, you might tie or win.”

“What if--um, what if a tie?” a quiet boy asked.

I moved past the corner of a house, and Treyin came into view. She was crouched in front of a rag-tag group of a dozen children as she taught them how to play her game. I was surprised the little boy knew Caladonian, but it meant he could translate the empath’s words for the rest of the kids.

“If there’s a tie,” Treyin explained patiently, “the people who used the fewest circles face off and go through the circle path again.”

“Ohhh,” the little boy replied. “Okay, I’ll tell them how to do it.”

He started his explanation to the rest of the kids in Shessian, and they grew visibly excited by the rules of it.

Treyin stood and smiled down at them. Then she offered two pieces of chalk to the children, and they moved in a gaggle to begin drawing circles on the sidewalk. She held a third piece of chalk, but she seemed content to watch them for now.

An enormous grin broke over my face. I felt like I’d never seen anything cuter than watching Treyin be kind to the kids.

“Need some help?” I asked loudly.

Treyin whipped around to face me, and her eyes widened with surprise.

“Nick,” the empath realized, and she relaxed again. “Well, to be honest, I do need to fix some of these circles. You know what they should look like, right?”

The kids were definitely taking quickly to the idea of drawing circles, though their wobbly shapes of varying sizes weren’t quite up to standard.

“I heard your explanation at least,” I agreed. “Sure, let’s make this game work.”

The empath split her chalk into two small pieces, and she handed one to me.

Treyin and I got down on our hands and knees, and we began to mark out a chalk path for the kids to go down. I felt a little guilty when I had to erase a few of the kids’ circles to make the challenge of the path a little harder, but they didn’t seem to notice or mind.

Treyin and I worked closely together, and I took the opportunity to glance at her when she was busy drawing circles. It was strange to see the Slayer commit so fully to this peaceful pastime, but an ache grew in my chest whenever I looked at how happy she was.

We stood when the path was completed, and the children squealed with excitement. With very little order or purpose, they began to hop over the circles like little acrobats. It was fun to see a small girl treat a one-foot gap like it was a mighty chasm, and I chuckled to myself.

“Wait, wait!” the tiny boy said, and he raced up to us again. “Give the chalk, pretty lady alien. We’re gonna go make one of these on Sissline Street ‘cause it’s really smooth and long.”

“I’m not quite an alien,” Treyin corrected gently, but she handed over her chalk. “But I am very pretty, so I like you.”

I gave mine to the boy as well, and the kids raced off with screams and shouts of joy as they ran off to Sissline Street.

I laughed, and I was shocked to hear a giggle from Treyin as well. I hadn’t realized how little she let her feelings show, but she seemed to be loosening up on Shess.

“Hopefully, their parents won’t be mad we provided them with graffiti material,” I joked.

“It’ll wash off,” Treyin assured me. “It took me forever to find the right kind of chalk in the stores around here, so hopefully they don’t use it up too quickly.”

“You went shopping around just for the chalk?” I asked in surprise.

“Of course,” Treyin stipulated. “Not even Space Knights can spend all their time fighting, training, and planning for war. It’s important to spend a few minutes or hours on more peaceful pursuits, even when it seems like a strange time for it. Waiting for a good opportunity to come along would be like waiting for a hurricane in the desert. It’s best to grab your own peace while you can, or you’ll be fighting forever.”
I stared at Treyin, and my emotions roiled within me. In the fading light of the day, her skin seemed to glow with warmth. Her blue blood filled the shadows of her face with purple light, and her hair was like a cascade of various colors.

She was beautiful, both on the inside and the outside.

While I stared at Treyin, she stared back at me. Our eyes caught for a long, honey-slow moment, and I felt a pull toward her once more.

This time, I didn’t think I would ignore that pull. I’d really grown to like the Slayer empath over this past week, and her true colors seemed to shine through. Perhaps this was what my girlfriends had seen in Treyin when they suggested I should take her up on her offer.

Well, if they didn’t mind it, and I didn’t mind it, there wasn’t much to stop me anymore. My worry faded, and I relaxed as I made up my mind on the matter.

“I think I like the look you are giving me,” she purred.

“I like how you played with the children,” I admitted.

“Oh?” she snickered. “So, all I had to do was play with kids this whole time?”

“You didn’t do it to impress me,” I pointed out. “You had no idea I’d be here.”

“No,” she laughed. “I did it because I like kids, I like cities, I like people.”

“You are more complicated than I first thought,” I said as my eyes drifted to her full lips.

“I’m just a woman,” she whispered as she stepped closer to me. “Or have you forgotten?”

“It’s impossible to forget that you are a woman,” I snorted.

“Then… Would you like to spend some time in my chambers?” Treyin asked quietly. “I can show you things both complicated and simple about me.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” I said.

“Why?” she asked as she bit her lip. “From the looks you are giving me, it seems that--”

“Look, Treyin,” I sighed. “I’m already involved with three women, and I don’t want to cheat on them--”

“It is not cheating,” she chuckled. “Didn’t you already speak with Elle and Casey in the mess hall? I saw you talking with them while they glanced over at me and laughed.”

“How did you know about tha--”

“I already spoke with them,” Treyin explained with a gesture of her hand. “Also Natali. They seemed fine with it.”

“You did?” I asked.

“Of course,” she snickered. “I think of all the angles, Nick. I want you, but you are already dating three beautiful women. I heard rumors of the competition they have over you, so I figured my best chance was to throw my metaphorical hat in the ring. They were skeptical at first, but then I framed the conversation as if they were worried I might steal you from all of them, since they might not have confidence in their own abilities.”

“You are crafty,” I snickered as I replayed the conversation I had with Elle and Casey in the mess hall. They had been both plain and convoluted with their choice of words, but now it made sense.

Well, as much sense as women could make to a man.

“Of course I am crafty,” she purred. “I am looking forward to showing you all the ways. Trust me, your women don’t mind. Sooooooo, shall we put aside all these games and adjourn to my room?”

“I would like that very much,” I agreed.

“In that case,” Treyin said, and a sly smile crept over her face, “you should remove your implant first at the city’s hospital.”

I chuckled and shook my head, but I leaned closer to Treyin.

“Just you wait,” I assured her. “I’m leaving the implant in, but I’m game to remove everything else.”

A wave of Treyin’s spicy, delicious smell washed over me, and she reached out to take me by the hand.

As the sun began to set over the city, the empath led me toward Ush’s mansion once more.
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Chapter 10

I’d never before realized just how beautiful the color gray was. Treyin’s skin gleamed silver, and gray in the soft light of the lamp beside her bed, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away. She was otherworldly in every way, and the curves of her body were just as perfect as they were stunning.

Her beauty reminded me of summer storms, in a way. Her skin was the color of an overcast sky, and her hair was like a cascade of silvered rain down her back. Strange as she seemed, she was perfectly suited to her evolved form, and I wouldn’t have her any other way.

“You did say you’d take everything else off,” Treyin reminded me in a sultry tone.

She trailed one hand down the front of my shirt, which I’d stopped unbuttoning halfway down when I’d gotten distracted.

“Right, right,” I murmured to myself, and I resumed taking my shirt off.

Treyin had wasted no time, and her white sheathe of a dress was already piled on the floor in a heap beside the bed. I could smell the pheromones pouring off her skin in a delicious, woodsy scent, and the spice of it lured me closer to her and to the bed.

This time, I didn’t resist her pheromones, and instead I let her scent wash over me. It was intoxicating, and I felt myself drawn closer, inch by inch, until our bodies touched. Her skin was almost freezing, so cold it raised the hairs on my arms and made me shiver.

“You feel hot enough to burn,” Treyin murmured. “If there’s a fire living inside you, I’m happy to throw myself into the flames.”

“You always have a good line, don’t you?” I hummed. “Even if it’s awfully cheesy.”

She smiled slyly, and she pressed her long-fingered hand over my trousers to fondle me through the fabric. I let out a gasp as her cool fingers found their mark, and a throbbing heat settled in me to combat the cold.

“You’ve never been with a woman like me,” Treyin told me with a wink. “I hope you’re ready to be shown a thing or two.”

“Or vice versa,” I breathed.

“I just love your confidence,” she mumbled.

Despite her sexy words, the temperature difference between us alone was more than enough to turn me on. As she trailed her cool hands across my body, I shivered with desire in the wake of every traced line.

Treyin pulled at my trousers, and I helped her drop them to the floor. Soon, I was completely nude, and Treyin’s eyes fixed on my naked body.

Blue blood rose to the surface of her cheeks as she stared at me, and her eyes grew hungry with passion. A trail of a cerulean flush traveled down her taut stomach, and it painted her with gorgeous, otherworldly color.

I drew my hands down that blue flush, and Treyin pulled me over to the bed. I fell on top of her, and our mouths met in a kiss that mixed ice with fire in one tingling, simmering feeling.

Treyin’s expression grew sultry, and she flipped us over so her long limbs pinned mine to the bed below.

I grinned with expectation, and another wave of her pheromones made me throb with desire.

“Normally I like a nice build up,” she muttered as her fingers reached down to the base of my hardened shaft, “but we’ve been building up for a few months, haven’t we?”

“Yessss,” I gasped when her fingers squeezed around me.

“Now you’ll see what you’ve been missing,” Treyin breathed. “I’m so ready for you, Nick.”

And then she led me into her, and our bodies were joined.

Both of our mouths opened as I slid deep into her velvety tunnel, and then my full length was inside of her, and she let out a soft whine of pleasured agony.

We stayed in that position, neither one of us moving, for a minute or so. Her body was becoming warmer with mine, and I could feel her wetness pool inside of her where her lips firmly grasped and sealed the base of my cock.

“You … are … very … hard,” she muttered slowly as she finally closed her eyes and shifted a bit. “It feels exquisite. My body is conforming to you like a sheath to a sword.”

“Glad you like me inside of you,” I whispered as my fingers traced lines down from the sides of her breasts, down her narrow waist, and then over the bones of her hips.

“I do,” she moaned again, “and we haven’t really started fucking yet, have we, Nick?”

She moved up and down with alien grace, and our moans mixed as her warmth encompassed me. I thought Treyin would be as ruthless of a lover as she was a fighter, but her soft, vulnerable side showed through once more. She twisted and sighed as pleasure hit her, and the soft expression on her face made my breath catch in my chest. Each gasp and moan seemed to take her off her guard, and her eyes widened each time she lifted off my shaft and then slid back down so I was deep inside of her.

As our bodies moved in unison, I could feel the shape of her warm entrance tremble around me. The texture seemed different, somehow, as if her evolved body had changed this as well. She was wet enough to drip in rivulets down her legs onto the bedspread below, and the friction between us felt equal parts slick and tight.

While I pumped in and out of her, I almost imagined a cool tingle making its way across my skin toward my thighs. It sent delightful shivers through my body, and I marveled at the power of Treyin’s pheromones. Her body held some kind of power over me, and I gave into it as our muscular bodies struggled to pleasure each other.

Treyin’s thighs pressed against the sides of my stomach as she moved, and I met her rhythm with equal hunger. We sped up as our climaxes neared, and the friction of her body on mine was like a drug to urge my movements.

I pressed my hands beneath her, and she gasped when I found the right spot. Every jolting motion of her body brought her down onto me, and soon Treyin began to pant with exertion and desire.

“More, more,” she gasped as her composure came undone.

Her hands roved across my legs and stomach, and icy trails were left in the wake of her fingers. Goosebumps raised on my arms, and I shivered with a mixture of overwhelming pleasure and cool comfort.

I moved my hands around her full, perfect ass, and I could feel her muscles tensing as she worked herself on top of me. Then I moved my hands to grip her by the hips, and I pounded into her as I reached deep past her entrance.

Treyin gasped as I picked up my pace, and she began to pant and gasp even more than before.

Her body squirmed as I hit the spot she liked over and over, and the empath’s eyes fixed on my face with a desperate cry to keep going. I could feel my pleasure mounting as I pushed inside her with long, fast strokes, and Treyin began to moan louder as my movements pushed her to the edge.

Suddenly, her thighs tensed, and she peaked on top of me with a moan that vibrated through both of our bodies. Her tunnel tightened around my shaft as she angled her hips so my tip pressed against her cervix.

“Spill your seed into me,” she demanded with a growl in her voice. “I need it. I want your warmth.”

I’d already gotten the hint from the way she impaled her body on me, so her words were more than enough to push me over the edge of bliss. My body released its hold, and I hissed with mixed pain and pleasure as my orgasm took control over my body.

“Ohhhhh,” Treyin gasped as my legs clenched, and my cream poured into her womb.

“Ohhhh,” she gasped again as her body began to shake and thrash with another climax.

“Ohhhh, Nick!” she screamed when I grabbed her hips and forced her down harder onto me so not a single drop of my seed escaped from her womb.

Her tunnel clenched and grasped against me for what felt like a minute, but my orgasm lasted just as long. Then we were both over our peaks, and she collapsed against my chest with a sigh of sweet agony.

“I told you to spill your seed in me,” she whispered in my ear.

“I did as you asked,” I replied as I turned and kissed the line of her jaw.

“No,” she snickered. “You were like an avalanche coming down a mountain. It feels warm and wonderful inside of me.”

Her words drove me wild, and my erection tensed and flexed inside of her flooded tunnel. We both gasped with the movement, and then our lips met with a passionate purpose.

“You can go again?” she whispered as her hips began to roll against me.

“Can you?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.

“Pleasssseeeee,” she purred, and then both of our movements became another committed dance.

We took our time for the second round, and the path to our climaxes was a slow exploration of each other’s bodies instead of the earlier sprint.

Our climaxes were just as powerful though, and we fell into each other’s arms afterwards as we let out soft sighs and shared laughter of pleasure.

As the spell of hazy bliss wore off, we moved apart and settled onto the bed with our arms around each other. Treyin’s pheromone scent suffused the room with a feeling of warmth and comfort, and I sighed against the cool skin of her shoulder as we laid together.

“Maybe I don’t have as much to teach you as I thought I did,” Treyin murmured, but she sounded pleased instead of disappointed.

“I’m sure you’ll find something new to show me,” I assured her with a chuckle.

“We’ll have plenty of time to find out,” Treyin agreed quietly.

The warm glow of sex surrounded us as we drifted off to sleep, and I knew I had made the right decision when I finally accepted Treyin’s advances. She was astounding, and our love making was more wonderful than I could have ever hoped for. I was attracted to every part of her body and mind with a fierceness that almost surprised me.

Maybe I’d gotten to know Treyin better over the past week, but I also believed she’d made strides to better herself. Where she was once cold and hard, now she showed a softness inside and a depth of kindness I’d never seen before. Her time among the knights of the Stalwart had changed her for the better, just as it had done for me and so many others.

As my thoughts trailed into unconsciousness, my satisfaction filled me with optimism for the day ahead.

Treyin and I awoke together the next day. Luckily, we were early, and the dining room was empty when we made our way to breakfast side by side. I didn’t mind if anybody learned we’d spent the night together, but I was happy to avoid the twins’ ribbing for now.

“I don’t know if you realized it, but we’re ahead of schedule,” Treyin noted with a warm, lingering smile. “We’ll be doing extra training with sixty to eighty Montesh guards at a time now.”

“Sounds fun,” I joked. “Sure, why not double the number of soldiers we’re fixing?”

“Come, now,” Treyin chided. “You ought to live up to the nickname they’ve given you.”

“Nickname?” I asked in confusion.

“Of course,” she teased knowingly. “They call me the Ice Knight, and you’re known as General Hope.”

Treyin’s face was completely serious, but I knew just how well she could fake a reaction if she wanted to. Ice Knight was a silly name already, but I didn’t know how General Hope could possibly be something they actually called me.

“I’m not even a general,” I protested. “There’s no way that’s real. You’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?”

“Hmm,” Treyin snickered. “Who’s to say?”

She wouldn’t budge on the matter any further, and I couldn’t figure out if the Montesh guards were really calling me General Hope or not. If they were, it meant my speeches had made a larger impression than I’d intended.

The day started in the usual manner, and I found myself examining the first two groups of soldiers we’d trained in the basics on day one. That meant there were about seventy men and women to watch while they ran through the drills, but it was far easier to make corrections now that they’d spent six days practicing.

“Incredible,” Treyin commented behind me, and I turned to see her examining the soldiers with an impressed expression.

“They’ve really come along,” I agreed. “If I didn’t know any better, I wouldn’t even recognize these guards and citizens from a week ago.”

The volunteer citizens had been outfitted with guard uniforms, and everybody had advanced enough to use swords, axes, hammers, spears, and other weapons in these drills. The motions they’d once practiced with bare hands now flowed perfectly with the added weapons.

According to Moses, the enchantment-draining zones had been expanded slightly, more explosives had been readied at the outskirts of the city, and the crossbow towers were also armed and ready at all times. Beyond that, the power afforded to the atmospheric defenses was increased, so no orbital weapons would be breaking through to bomb the city.

In addition, communications with other cities on Shess had resulted in a planet-wide lockdown. If any vessels tried to land on the planet, automatic defense systems would rip them to shreds. Essentially the only way the Dax could get onto the surface of Shess was by using jump portals.

The people of Montesh had created a fortress and an army in record time, and I was confident we would be prepared when the Star Spears came. The Dax fleet could be huge, with thousands of soldiers or more, but they would have to fight on foot without the aid of bombs, enchanted explosives, or plasma quarrels.

I shook free of my thoughts as I noticed one soldier with a slight flaw in his attacking form. He rotated off balance by moving his shoulders too much, and it made his sword slashes slow and easy to counter.

“Hold on,” I told him unnecessarily as I stepped in to fix his shoulders.

I put my hands on each of his shoulders and held them still while he ran through the drill slowly. Instead of a wide, ungainly attack, his next sword strike was quick and precise. I stepped away and watched him do it again without my help, and his form was far better than before.

The guard said something in Shessian and nodded his head in thanks to me with a smile.

“No problem,” I assured him.

He couldn’t know the words I was saying, but something of the meaning got through regardless. Pride filled me as I stepped back to watch the Montesh army cut down their imaginary enemies. With just a few more days of training, we could double check all of the soldiers’ training exercises. It would feel good to have the reassurance of seeing everybody’s progress.

Suddenly, though, a screeching alarm cut through the air. Guards stopped and stared back at the city in shock, and the siren’s pitch rose and fell in undulating tones that could mean only one thing.

The Dax had arrived.

“Shit,” I muttered as I went to activate my comms through my prot-belt.

“Team, this is it,” Moses barked through the comms. “We’re not fighting quite yet, but the Dax are approaching orbit around the planet of Shess.”

“Copy that,” Neville replied over the comms. “They’re going to have trouble sending more than a few skiffs through at a time, but when they do, we’ll be ready to shoot them down.”

“Excellent,” Moses approved. “Neville, once you see skiffs start to land, I want you out of the towers and on the ground with the rest of us. You’re a remarkable defense shooter, but you’re an even better close-combat fighter.”

“Got it,” Neville agreed. “I’ll come find you guys once the carnage starts.”

Treyin approached beside me, and we exchanged loaded glances with each other.

“You think the bolstered defense systems will hold?” I asked her in a raised voice over the alarms. “Moses seems confident Shess and Montesh got everything running, but we’re just relying on reports from Councilman Purns that we got everything done.”

Treyin gave me a speculative look as she considered my words.

“You’re worried about the competence of the council members?” she questioned with curiosity.

“Well … “ I hedged, “I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I keep expecting something to go wrong.”

“I would reassure you by saying you’ve spent too much time in desperate situations,” Treyin answered with narrowed eyes, “but I think you may be onto something. Frankly, I’ve had my own suspicions that certain council members’ intentions are muddled.”

The existence of muddled intentions didn’t sound damning coming from anybody else’s mouth, but Treyin made it seem as weighty as the sentencing of a judge.

The alarms continued to blare, and the guards began to move back into the city in a quick, jogging march. They knew exactly where everybody was to be stationed from Moses’s efforts, so Treyin and I had little to do for them now.

All seemed according to plan, but that strange sense of foreboding still filled me. Treyin and I hurried along behind the guards, and we entered through the retaining wall tunnel together.

In the close space of the tunnel, the soldiers’ footsteps echoed in a rhythmic pounding against the stone below. Once we emerged, the sounds of the city washed over us, and I stopped in my tracks.

A warning blared over the city’s speaker system, but it was impossible for me to understand the Shessian words. I caught a glimpse of the mousy translator rushing past me, and I reached out and caught her shoulder.

She squeaked and whirled around.

“Wh-what is it?” she asked.

“What is the announcement saying?” I demanded.

“It says not to be alarmed,” the translator responded nervously. “That’s all.”

“That’s all?” I asked, almost in disbelief.

It made no sense for the alarms to come in conjunction with that type of message. Were we under attack or not? Without Moses’ confirmation, I would be completely confused.

All of a sudden, the alarms shut off, and their absence left my ears ringing. Then a new message started up, and the translator frowned.

“Now the announcement says all defenders should leave the towers,” she explained. “There is no threat, so everybody should go home.”

Something was very wrong.

“No threat?” I questioned out loud. “That’s not possible. My higher-up reported the Dax are here, and I’m pretty damn sure he’s not the one who’s wrong.”

“Um,” the translator squeaked with wide eyes, “what does that mean, then?”

I shook my head and reorganized my thoughts.

“Get home,” I ordered her. “Take shelter wherever it’s safest, alright? You’re no soldier.”

“Oh-okay,” she responded, and then the mousy woman rushed off.

I turned to find Treyin, and the gray-skinned empath rushed over to me. Her eyes were fixed to the sky above, and shock crossed her face.

“Nick, look!” Treyin called as she gestured upward.

The sound of large machinery churned in the sky overhead, and an enormous Dax ship lit up the atmosphere with fire and heat as it breached into the planet’s sky. Two more ships followed it, and my heart clenched in my chest as I watched in shock.

“The atmospheric defense isn’t working,” Treyin hissed.

“How did it get taken down?” I asked in horror. “The Dax couldn’t have possibly overridden it with just weaponry and ships. Even if they could, they wouldn’t have been able to do it this quickly.”

“This doesn’t bode well,” Treyin gritted out.

“I think there’s some kind of disruption inside the city,” I told the empath. “There’s conflicting information on the speaker system. I hate to say it, but there might be sabotage.”

Treyin’s eyes narrowed in rage, and she clenched her jaw as she glared at the Dax ships above.

“We have to tell Moses,” Treyin decided, and she flipped on her prot-belt comms.

“Moses, we have a situation,” the beautiful Slayer growled. “The atmospheric defense is down over Montesh city. It looks like the system isn’t even switched on. We suspect internal personnel issues.”

Well, that was one way to phrase a possible betrayal.

We waited a few heart-pounding seconds before the comms clicked to life.

“Got it,” Moses responded. “Something is wrong in the control room. The people in charge there aren’t responding. I need you two to rush the control center and turn the atmospheric defense back on manually, or we’ll be fighting a losing battle.”

“Of course,” I agreed as I checked over my weapons. “Where do we need to go?”

“Coordinates six-seven-zero-three, zero-two-nine-five, seven-seven-one-eight,” Moses recited. “There’ll be a biometric code lock on the door, but the override password is six-five-six-four-six. Got it?”

My fingers flew over my prot-belt as I noted down the numbers. Then I flipped my visor down over my face, and the HUD lit up with directional instructions to reach the coordinates I inputted.

“Got it,” I said firmly. “We’ll bring that system up, don’t you worry.”

“I don’t doubt it,” the shield knight responded warmly, and the comms clicked off once more.

“Let’s go,” Treyin urged.

I didn’t have to be told twice. I activated my speed sequence on my prot-belt, and then I leaned forward to shoot off at a run. Treyin’s footsteps pounded behind me as I picked up speed, and once again I was in awe of the evolved and enhanced abilities of her race.

The streets flashed past me as I sprinted, and the two of us dodged groups of confused soldiers as we ran.

“Man the defense towers!” I shouted as we passed them. “Get to your ground positions and prepare to engage!”

I couldn’t possibly give orders to every soldier, but I hoped at least a few would listen to me. The city was in utter chaos right now, with untrained citizens fleeing through the streets and soldiers caught between deciding to take the threat seriously or not.

We’d prepared Montesh so carefully for invasion with evacuation plans and even a few drills, but those weren’t the same as the real thing. Especially considering the confusing input from the speaker system, nobody knew where to go. Pandemonium raged through the streets in a wildfire of panic, but Treyin and I had no time to stop it.

My visor HUD blinked and beeped as we arrived at the coordinates indicated, and I looked up at the building we stood in front of. It was four floors tall, and an official-looking metal door blocked Treyin and me from going any further.

I raced up to the door, and immediately I noticed the small scanner panel input into the wall. An attached keypad with Caledonian-style numerals allowed me to type in the manual passcode Moses had given me. Treyin panted by my side, and I could feel her warm breath on my shoulder as she waited for the door.

The input panel flashed with green light, and the door cracked open. I didn’t wait before I shoved my way inside and raced into the interior.

A white marble lobby greeted me, but it looked nothing like a control room. Twin metal elevator doors loomed in front of us, but I didn’t trust the city’s tech to function at the moment, so I turned to the left and sprinted for the stairwell with Treyin close on my heels.

“He didn’t say which floor it’s on,” I panted to her as we rounded the first flight.

“If I were making a city defense room,” Treyin responded, “I would put it on the top floor. Important things should always be at the top.”

“Good enough logic for me,” I grunted as we rounded the second flight of stairs.

So far, the control center had been empty, suspiciously so. It was as if every living soul had simply vanished from the premises the moment the Dax ships began to breach the atmosphere.

Of course, I knew better than that. The only reason this control center was so empty was because it had been left that way deliberately. Somebody had taken the defense system down, and then they’d left the moment their task was done.

The whole thing reeked of a betrayal and a coverup.

We reached the fourth floor, and my speed sequence began to fail just in time. Treyin was hot on my heels as I dashed down the hallway.

I slammed open the first door I came to, but it was just a storage closet. The second door revealed only a bathroom, and the third was some kind of conference hall.

The fourth door was locked.

“I’d bet my left arm this is it,” Treyin snarled. “Step aside, I’m going to open it up.”

I moved obligingly out of the way, and Treyin pressed a hand to her right bracer. I expected a katar to slide out as per usual, but this time, it was a small blaster. The sleek black shape of it fit perfectly in her hand as she pointed the weapon at the doorknob.

“I didn’t realize you were packing heat these days,” I commented warily as I stood back from the locked door.

“A woman can never be too prepared,” she responded, and she pulled the blaster’s trigger.

A sizzling shot of laser-fueled heat seared a charred hole through the door. Half of the doorknob melted and sagged slightly, and embers glowed at the edges of the doorframe.

Treyin kicked out one boot and planted her foot on the door. It cracked and shattered open with a splintering sound.

The easiest way to unlock a door was just to obliterate the lock, apparently.

The lights had been left on in the room in front of us. Rows of viewing screens dominated one side of the wall, and a complex machine covered in control panels sat squatly in front of those screens. Three black swivel-action chairs were left unoccupied at the control panel, like the ghosts of whoever had last been here.

“I guess you get to keep your left arm,” I told Treyin grimly.

“Good, now I can breathe freely,” she responded blandly.

This was the control room, alright, but the people who should have been manning it were conspicuously absent. Either a higher-up had ordered them all to leave, or every single person in this building had decided to leave their posts all at once.

“How do we turn the defense system back on?” I asked Treyin as I approached the control panels.

A multitude of lights and unreadable text blinked back at me. It was very impressive to look at, but the lack of Caledonian made it nearly useless.

“Unfortunately,” Treyin replied grimly, “it seems everybody who could have told us is now gone.”

Red lights flashed along the top of the console, and an unreadable strip of red text pulsed on the lowest viewscreen. I didn’t know exactly what that meant, but I could hazard a guess the systems were turned off.

I flicked on my comms once more.

“Moses?” I asked hurriedly. “We’re at the control center. We need to know which button turns the systems back on.”

A few heartbeats later, the shield knight’s voice came over the comms.

“I don’t know,” Moses muttered. “I can’t seem to get ahold of anybody who knows that room.”

“Was there an order to evacuate the control center?” I asked.

“No, wait,” the shield knight cut in suddenly. “They did give Neville a tour of the place.”

The comm crackled with noise, and a new voice spoke.

“I remember a large blue button with a white circle painted on it,” Neville told us in between gasps for air. “Or maybe a white square, actually. Find that and try it.”

I wondered if Neville was fighting or running somewhere, but there was no time to think about that. My eyes flickered over the hundreds of buttons and dials as I tried to locate the one he meant.

“Here,” Treyin hissed, and she slammed her hand down on a large blue button at the end of the console.

The console made a buzzing noise, and then we stood back to see what had happened. I scanned the view screens, but none of them seemed to be pointing at the patch of sky we’d seen the Dax ships in.

“Back outside,” I told Treyin, and I turned to leave.

We sprinted into the hall and down the four flights of stairs. My heart pounded in my chest, and I wondered if we were making the right call by only trying one button. What if that wasn’t the correct one? What if the systems weren’t merely turned off, but instead they were disabled in some vital way?

I gritted my teeth and sprinted down into the lobby. We’d have to guess just from a few glances at the sky overhead.

Suddenly, the outside door flew open, and I stopped in my tracks. My hand flew to the weapons on my back. If this was somebody from the control center who had come back to sabotage the systems, Treyin and I would interrogate them to get the answers we needed.

“Ah, just go, bro!” a familiar voice urged in the doorway.

To my surprise, Neville, Richard, and Nathan careened through the heavy steel door and stopped inside the lobby. They were in full armor with their visors down, and a relieved grin spread across my face.

“By the Queen,” I gasped as I took my hand away from my swords. “If you’re going to show up somewhere unexpectedly, at least say that over the comms.”

“We were too busy running,” Nathan panted.

“These idiots wanted to bust into the control room like heroes,” Neville explained.

“The look of relief on your face would have been priceless!” Richard insisted.

“Great warriors always arrive at the last minute and save the day,” Nathan added as he wiggled his eyebrows.

“Wonderful,” Treyin interrupted. “Now, be quiet or tell us how many ships have breached the atmosphere? We turned the system back on.”

“Oh,” Neville answered with a sheepish expression. “We weren’t exactly looking at the sky.”

“C’mon,” I urged, and I led us back out the steel door into the pandemonium outside.

The five of us filed out and stopped with our necks craned up to watch the sky above.

Those first three Dax ships were through the atmosphere now. Their ships were simply black dots high above the city, but they no longer flared with the light and heat of atmospheric entry.

As I watched, another group of Dax ships suddenly flared up into light and heat as they hit the atmosphere. I counted four, no, five more ships as they burned through the upper reaches of the planet’s air.

“Shit,” Nathan groaned. “Are we sure the systems are really on?”

Suddenly, the five pinpricks of fiery ships flared up and exploded into flashes of light and dark plumes of smoke. The Dax ships disintegrated into bits of falling debris, and chunks of ship burnt up with flashes of white flame as the remains fell through the defense system.

“Fuck, yeah!” Richard exclaimed as he pumped his fist into the air.

“Looks like we got that system up and running, after all,” Treyin said smugly.

“Those first three ships already got past the defense system,” I said as I pointed at them. “We’ve got a breach.”

“I’ll tell Moses,” Neville decided quickly, and he tapped on the side of his visor as he started the comms up.

“Ask him to inform the council,” I told Neville. “This changes the whole plan, but maybe they can prepare some kind of emergency weapon.”

In truth, I knew there was no such emergency weapon stored in Montesh. This city had seen so many years of peace, it was a miracle we’d gotten any real defenses up at all.

“We have to tell the council,” Neville finished as he gave Moses the news.

“I’m not with them right now,” Moses responded heavily. “I’m at the unguarded north side helping to erect extra barricades. You will have to tell the council in my place.”

“Got it,” I replied. “We’ll do that. Stay safe, Moses.”

“You too,” he grunted, and I could hear the sounds of men and women shouting in the background. “Once the council knows, get to the unguarded front. Always stay with at least one partner for safety.”

Then Moses’ side of the conversation clicked off, and we were left alone with nothing but our mission and our thoughts.

I looked around to orient myself, but all I saw were crying citizens and confused guards. The street was littered with debris from people dropping what they were doing during the day. A spill of fruit had been crushed underfoot, and the pulpy blue remains glistened across the wet street.

The Dax ships were moving toward Montesh, and there was no way we would be able to defeat all three. The city maybe could have handled a single ship loaded with weapons and soldiers, but three was unthinkable.

Surely, the defense of Montesh was impossible now that the Dax could assault the city with aircraft-mounted weapons. We hadn’t prepared for this situation simply because we knew if it occured, there would be no real hope for Montesh.

Still, I stuffed down my doubts and worries as I squared my shoulders.

“Alright, team,” I commanded. “Let’s move out.”
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Chapter 11

The sounds of panic, despair, and confusion greeted us in the council room as soon as we burst through the double doors, and we all skidded to a stop on the marble floors as we tried to assess the situation.

Council members wailed and bickered left and right, and chaos reigned over the room. They hardly even noticed us come in, and their arguments didn’t quiet for a second.

“Hey!” I took a page from Treyin’s book and leapt onto the meeting table. The wood shuddered under my feet, and seven pairs of eyes moved to stare at me as their voices cut to silence.

“The atmospheric defense systems were down,” I announced. “We’ve brought them back up, but three Dax ships have entered the planet’s skies, and we can expect them to arrive in Montesh soon.”

I heard Councilwoman Ush’s quick, confident voice as she translated my words for the rest of them, but once she finished, the panic started up again, and the councilmembers began their feverish yelling once again.

“Quiet!” I shouted, and I stomped forward on the table to loom over Setess and Purns. “Something went wrong in that control room, and I need to know what it was. We were sabotaged deliberately, and we need to know where this breach is.”

“We already know,” Ush snapped back, though her anger didn’t seem to be directed at me. “Councilman Setess has gotten a report in. Apparently, one of the Dax soldiers from the original skiff managed to survive the assault and sneak away. He sabotaged the atmospheric defense system before we caught him.”

I frowned slightly at Ush’s explanation, but I quickly stilled my face into a mask of blank emotion. I didn’t understand how a Dax soldier could have gotten away from me and Treyin, much less how he could have interfered so thoroughly with the atmospheric defense system. Besides, what was going on with the mixed-up orders over the speaker system? A mixture of emotions boiled up inside me, but I tamped down on them before they could affect my reaction. We had to get back to the fight, and there was no time to lose bickering over this while people lost their lives.

“Good,” I said sternly. “If we know who was responsible, and we have them in custody, there’s no reason for the five of us to be here. Thank you for hearing us out.”

“One last question,” Treyin added as she strode forward to join me. “Do you have any emergency measures we can take to defend Montesh against armed ships?”

Silence filled the room with a smothering presence as if a heavy blanket had been pulled over the council. Despair pulled their faces into tight, unhappy expressions.

“There’s nothing,” Ush finally replied with a tightly clenched jaw. “We have no defense for this.”

“Thank you for your help,” Treyin responded in a low voice, but she sounded less than thankful. “If you’ll excuse us, we’re going to go and defend the city.”

I stepped down off the table, and our group left as one. Behind us, the council resumed its bickering, but the noise faded with every step we took.

“Useless,” Treyin spat. “If Councilwoman Ush ran the whole operation, maybe they’d get something done, but they’re all but worthless now.”

“Moolish isn’t bad either,” Neville added, “but I know what you mean.”

“Where are we going to go?” Nathan asked.

“What are we gonna do?” Richard continued.

“We’re going to the front,” Treyin explained. “We’re going to find Moses and join him. We’ll leave a lot of the undefended entrances open by gathering in a single spot, but Space Knights are far more effective in groups. Frankly, we can’t afford to risk our lives by spreading out. The trained Montesh army will have to take care of that.”

In a grim way, I knew exactly what Treyin was suggesting. Unlike us, the Montesh soldiers were practically expendable. If three of them died, it was far better than if three of us died. A clot of dying Montesh soldiers could prop up the undefended side of the city while we fought in the north. Their lives would buy us some time if we managed to seal up the northern side.

As we sprinted into the streets and turned north, I could think of only one thing: The ground would soak with Dax blood if I had anything to say about it.

I wanted to rip them apart and spread their entrails across the streets. I wanted to crush their limbs and watch them crawl. I wanted to flay their comrades and scatter their remains like refuse. They would beg for mercy before I was done with them. They dared to threaten innocent people for their own greed, but they weren’t prepared for what the Space Knights had in store for them.

They weren’t prepared for the crew of the Stalwart.

“Look,” Neville shouted as we ran, and I followed his gesture to the sky above.

Overhead, the dark shapes of three Dax skull ships loomed larger than ever. They’d begun to look like real threats instead of distant birds, and I knew we wouldn’t have much time before they arrived at Montesh’s perimeter.

“Fifteen minutes, I’d guess,” Neville decided.

“We’re so fucked,” Nathan panted between ragged breaths.

“Yeah, but it’ll be fun,” Richard shot back with a crazed berserker grin.

“We’re not losing,” Treyin hissed, and her eyes gleamed with dark delight. “We’re going to show them their mistakes, aren’t we, boys?”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” I replied between my grunts for air, and the two of us exchanged a look of shared bloodthirst.

Our feet pounded along the pavement, and my legs tingled with the force of my strides. The residential neighborhood around us slowly gave way to shops and storefronts, and the unmistakable sounds of combat rose as we drew closer.

Shouts, screams, clanging metal, and explosions melded into an auditory portrait of the unseen battle. The fight sounded fast and desperate, and my anger surged at the thought of the Dax slaughtering the men and women I had helped to train.

We reached the medical setup before we hit the fighting, and I got a quick impression of Montesh guards lined up in rows as doctors toiled over them. Makeshift blanket mats were stained red with blood, and the cries of the wounded overwhelmed all other sounds.

We ran past them and onward into the fighting.

Confused soldiers milled around us as they either moved toward the medical station or regrouped and went back into the fight. Orders were yelled above the din in Shessian, but I couldn’t tell what they were about. The closer we got to the front line, the more solid the formations became, and soon I was looking at organized platoons in the Academy style.

“You trained them well,” I shouted to Nathan and Richard.

“What?” Richard yelled back.

I shook my head and let the matter drop. There was just too much noise and chaos to carry on a conversation any longer.

The three Dax ships now loomed even larger in the sky than the sun did, and I knew they would set down soon. We’d gotten to the front lines just in time, but we still didn’t know where to find Moses.

I considered calling him through the comms, but I could hardly hear myself think above the noise. He probably wouldn’t hear it, and I didn’t want him to be distracted in the middle of a fight if he did.

We shouldered our way even closer to the front lines, and I got my first look at the Dax. I caught glimpses of black armor and totems as the fighters engaged each other. I recognized the thick, expensive gear of the Star Spears as well as the lighter outfits of the grunts. It seemed as if every group of grunts was led by a cadre of two or three Star Spears. Where the Star Spears mainly used melee weapons like swords and spears, their less powerful infantry focused on guns.

Lasers and plasma shots zipped over and across the field, and Montesh guards fell injured around us. One laser blast grazed my left arm, and I felt my prot-field take the hit for me.

Prot-field: 94%

Not bad, not bad at all. Now that I was a full-fledged knight, even my prot-field had seen a massive jump in how much gunfire it could absorb before it went down. I missed my Longsword of Propulsion, but I would have to wait until it was upgraded to knight class for the weapon to be worth using again.

Or maybe I’d just use my two-handed scythe from now on. The weapon was amazing, and I couldn’t wait to coat its blade with Dax blood.

Still, the Montesh guards didn’t have prot-fields at all. It only took one unlucky hit, and the poor soldiers went down. In a crowd like this, it was almost impossible for the Dax to miss their targets.

“We shouldn’t be fighting on the outskirts of the city like this,” I realized suddenly. “We need to get into the streets where the Dax can’t move so freely.”

“What did you say?” Treyin yelled, and she leaned closer to me.

“Let’s find Moses!” I shouted back.

I could explain my idea to the shield knight and see what he thought. It felt wrong to let the Dax into the city, and I didn’t want to put the citizens in harm’s way, but we weren’t going to last without a change in strategy.

“I know how to find him!” Nathan called over the noise. “We have to find where the line is strongest, and he’ll be there.”

“Got it!” I shouted back.

It was a great plan, even if it was easier said than done. We stepped back from the fray and ran along the side of the combat line as we searched for where the Montesh were doing particularly well.

Sure enough, the line suddenly curved forward in a massive arc where the Montesh had gained ground on the Dax. I could see flashes of a prot-field taking blows up ahead, and the clumps of Montesh soldiers looked healthy and invigorated.

“He’s there,” Neville called, “I see him!”

Neville led us in a weaving path through the clumps of Montesh guards, and a man wearing an enormous set of plate armor appeared in the fray. His golden tabard gleamed, and his naginata swished in practiced arcs as he cut down the men and women on the Dax side.

“Moses!” I shouted, and the five of us ran up to join him in battle.

The shield knight stared in surprise at us for a moment, and then he resumed his attacks on the Dax. We threw ourselves at our enemies with ferocity. There wasn’t quite enough room for me to get my new scythe into play, since my companions were fighting right next to me, so I pulled my Shade’s Avenging Falchion off my back and slammed it into a Dax grunt’s face. He screamed for half a moment as my blade tore his skull and brain in half, and then I yanked the sword free and sprayed blood and gray matter all over his companions.

That ruined their morale a bit.

I cut down four more Dax grunts before there was a lull in the fighting. Then the five of us gathered closer to Moses, and Treyin jerked her head in an indication to step back from the line for a moment.

Moses obliged, and we regrouped behind the line as Montesh soldiers filled the gap we had left.

“I’m glad you got here so quickly,” Moses told us as he wiped sweat from his brow. “I didn’t expect you for another ten minutes or so.”

“We ran,” I explained shortly. “Listen, I think the Montesh side should retreat. The Dax have the upper hand in an open space like this, and the tight streets of Montesh can help us.”

Moses shook his head firmly.

“We’re not giving up ground for a slight advantage,” he argued.

“It’s not a slight advantage,” I pressed. “Listen, we can hardly use the defense towers while the Dax are so far out in the field. I know you mentioned that Montesh owns a few mobile shielding stations as well. If we set some of those up in the streets and use the towers, we can slow the Dax to a crawl. Isn’t it what a shield knight would do? Use the natural defenses afforded to him?”

Moses looked uncertain, but his expression grew more considering with each passing second.

“That could be a good idea,” he conceded, and he smiled brightly. “You’ve been paying attention, haven’t you?”

“Of course,” I responded with a grin. “I know the plan you and the council settled on was pretty brilliant, but these three Dax ships are going to change things. Look, they’re going to be landing soon.”

The three Dax ships hummed as they began to slow for a landing. Up close, the skull crafts’ size seemed almost impossible to fathom, and they dominated the skyline as they lowered toward the ground below.

“I’ve got a direct line to the person who does the speaker system,” Moses explained, and he began to tap at his prot-belt. “I’ll tell them the new orders.”

The shield knight spoke carefully and calmly through his comms as he explained the change of plan to the person on the other end of the line. I wondered who exactly was in charge of the speaker systems, since the announcements had been so conflicting before.

I wondered how the lone Dax soldier had possibly messed with the message system as well as the defenses, but there wasn’t any other cause for it that I could think of.

“Alright,” Moses exhaled heavily as he turned back to us, “I know we were going to stick together as a single group, but I’ve been rethinking some things now that the plans are changing. We’ll be close enough to the city to make use of the towers, and I’m also having the portable shield stations brought back to a few key street points. That means I want Neville and Richard manning two of the towers while Nathan and I operate shield stations on the ground.”

“Hell yeah, big guns,” Richard chortled gleefully. “I’m gonna blow these Dax to pieces.”

“I’m happy to man a tower,” Neville stated, “but why aren’t we fighting on the ground? It seems like most Montesh guards could shoot just as well as me and Richard.”

Moses grimaced, and a reluctant look crossed his face.

“To be honest,” he admitted, “I’m almost glad those towers have been evacuated and locked down so far. We were sabotaged once at the control center, and I don’t want those towers to be used on our own army.”

“You’re worried some of the guards will betray their city?” Neville asked in alarm.

“The council said it was just a single Dax perpetrator,” Nathan added. “The threat has been taken care of.”

I understood why my friends were confused, but in truth, I felt the same way as Moses.

If a single Dax Star Spear was responsible for turning off the atmospheric defense system, then why was the entire control center empty? Where did all those people go? How was the Star Spear even captured, and why did nobody realize the defense system needed to be turned back on?

There were too many questions with vague and muddy answers. One inconsistency didn’t mean much on its own, but this many in a row started to indicate some hidden truths.

By the look on Treyin’s suspicious face, she was thinking the same things I was.

“There are only two towers in range?” the empath asked.

“Just two,” Moses confirmed. “Richard and Neville will be enough.”

“What will Treyin and I be doing?” I asked.

“I hate to say it,” Moses replied frankly, “but your combination on the ground at the retaining wall worked incredibly well. If you two could replicate that on the streets of Montesh, you could hold an entire corridor by yourselves. What do you think?”

Just two Space Knights against the press of an entire army? I hesitated for a moment as I considered whether it was possible.

My mutation combined with my summoner gear had a great synergy already, but the Allied Vengeance rune on my pendant could make me a nearly-unstoppable force if I timed things right.

Even better, I now had the necroscythe to use on the corpses of my enemies. Every bone goblin I raised would give me a larger fighting force, and every goblin that died would increase my power. It seemed like the kind of strategy that would either win me the battle or end in my own destruction by overdoing things.

At the end of the day, I was the one who proposed the plan to retreat into the streets of Montesh. If I didn’t have enough faith in my strategy to stake my life on it, then I shouldn’t have suggested it in the first place.

“I can do it if Treyin can,” I told Moses firmly. “We’ll protect the people of Montesh no matter what. No Dax are getting through us.”

Moses smiled warmly, and he adjusted his tower shield in his left hand.

“Now you sound just like a shield knight,” the big man told me with fondness in his voice. “I know you were feeling guilty for pursuing the lich and summoner classes instead of following something more traditional, but I’m proud of you, Nick. Others may disapprove, but I can tell you’re really connecting with your reasons for fighting.”

“Thank you,” I managed to say through the tight joy in my chest.

“You may not be a shield knight, a slayer, a berserker, or a herald,” Moses continued, “but I can see every quality of those classes in your heart. Just remember that, alright? All of the Stalwart is proud of you beyond measure. I’m sure if your dad could see you, he would be proud of you, too.”

“Thanks, Moses,” I cleared my throat and blinked away the threat of tears as I reached out my hand.

“Don’t thank me.” Moses took it in his firm grip, and we shook hands as equals. “We are all here to serve the queen. She gives us this power. I know you’ll do all of us proud.”

“I won’t let you down,” I swore to the shield knight.

“Go get the bastards,” Moses demanded with uncharacteristic steel.

Nathan, Richard, and Neville all cheered, and Treyin’s face curled into a satisfied expression. I wished everybody good luck, and then we parted ways to move on to our stations.

As Treyin and I moved back toward the city streets, the speakers crackled to life with ear-splitting volume. Then a Shessian voice explained a new set of instructions over the din of the army.

“The orders to retreat, it would seem,” Treyin observed with a glance behind us.

Sure enough, the Montesh army was beginning to fall back. It was a slow retreat, almost slow enough to make it seem like the Dax forces were overpowering our entire army.

Well, maybe that wasn’t entirely false. With just under a thousand Montesh soldiers, the city was going to be outnumbered almost five-to-one if I was right about the numbers on those three ships. Worse, at least a portion of the Dax force would be comprised of professionally trained Star Spears, whereas the Montesh side only had six tired Space Knights.

Yeah, this was going to be a tough fight for Treyin and me. It was enough to get my blood pumping in my ears.

“Are you excited?” Treyin asked as we moved back into the city.

“Excited?” I asked incredulously. I was about to deny her question altogether, but a quick evaluation of my feelings brought me up short. “Yeah, I guess I kind of am excited. This is war, though. People are dying, and we’re … “

“We’re helping to keep them alive,” Treyin suggested. “Survivor’s guilt is worthless. Always remember that.”

“I guess,” I responded, but Treyin was more correct than she had any right to be.

As we jogged, we reached the section of the city where the streets began to narrow enough to become good barricades. The first street we went down was already being set up with a portable shielding station, so we moved on to the next one.

This street merely had a group of about fifteen Montesh guards, but I didn’t think we were going to find an unoccupied spot at this rate.

“Go,” I told the guards, and I waved my hands in a gesture for them to leave. “Get out of here, we have this one.”

The Montesh guards exchanged a few doubtful glances, as if they were concerned about our ability to hold this avenue alone.

“Too slow,” Treyin muttered.

Suddenly, their doubtful expressions melted away into blank faces. Then the guards filed up and began to walk away from the street without a pause. They split into two equal groups to move in either direction, and I assumed they would reinforce occupied streets from there.

“That doesn’t ever get less creepy,” I observed.

“Hm, you usually hardly even notice when I use it on people,” Treyin pointed out. “I’ve pushed the council one way or another, and the guards have gotten plenty of emotional corrections so your speeches have the best effect.”

Yeah, that was a little worrisome to hear.

Treyin and I stationed ourselves in the street, and I took a moment to observe my surroundings.

The two buildings on either side of us looked sturdy, since both were made of large stone slabs the color of bleached paper. They seemed to be nice office buildings of some kind, though their architecture blended in with the rest of the city.

The street we were on was paved with smooth stone, and the space was about two and a half meters across from one building to the next. The streets were only large enough for walking, since all the driving was done in the air above the level of the buildings. This area was slightly tighter than the retaining wall tunnel had been, and that meant our advantage was even better in the small space.

“How soon do you think the Dax will start to arrive?” I asked Treyin as I pulled my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental from the magnetons on my back and then pulled my rune repair tool from my pouch.

“Any time,” she said. “You going to repair that now?”

“Yeah,” I sighed as I hastily began to re-trace the runes. “It will break soon. I just need a few--”

As if on cue, a sleek black skiff whipped overhead and shot toward the city behind us.

“--seconds,” I finished.

“Nick, we can’t do anything about the skiffs,” Treyin explained, and she laid a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll focus on the foot soldiers.”

“Those skiffs are going to bite us in the ass later,” I warned Treyin as I finished repairing the runes. “They’re mounted with weapons we’re not prepared for.”

“Let the towers handle the skiffs,” the empath suggested, but I wasn’t about to let another skiff through. “Let’s get a move on.”

“Just a few more seconds,” I said, even though it took me another thirty or so to finish my repairs. Then I  slammed the end of my hammer into the ground. Lightning arced through the air, and a portal peeled open in the street in front of us.

I pulled on my nanorunes, and the portal wavered and split into two parts with a few popping sparks of energy. The rifts were stacked awkwardly close behind one another, but they still served their purpose.

Two lighting elementals stepped out of the portals. They weren’t quite as wicked or large as the regular Bolt Fiends since I’d split the portal, but they would do the trick.

“What are you doing?” Treyin asked, and she raised her eyebrows.

“Taking care of those skiffs,” I answered with a grin.

I saw a black shape approach from down the street, and I gave my elementals the command to give chase. My two horned creatures exploded from the ground and launched into the air just in time to intercept another skiff, and I turned my head up to watch the results of their attack.

The lightning elementals latched onto the skiff’s sides with an animal ferocity, and electricity crackled around them as they tried to tear into the Dax craft. The skiff’s trajectory wavered under the attack, but my elementals couldn’t get through.

I asked them to use more electricity, and twin bolts of lightning arced across the sky toward the Dax craft. The sleek skiff took the hits and began to whine and groan. Then it pitched downward as its control system malfunctioned, and my elementals sprang away from the skiff as it slammed into the street behind us.

Parts broke off and scattered across the street as the skiff hit the ground. A plume of fire and smoke burst from the craft, and a horrible noise exploded from it as its flammable components lit up. I waited and watched for any Dax to leave the skiff, but it looked like whoever was inside had died or gotten trapped.

“Not bad,” Treyin snickered. “I should have known you’d do something just because someone told you not to do it.”

“Yeah,” I snickered. “I guess that’s how I behave.”

“I should have just told you that you weren’t allowed to make fun of me, and then you would have fallen into my bed the first night we met.”

“Hey now,” I laughed, but before I could argue more, my comms clicked, and a voice spoke through my lowered visor.

“Quick update,” Moses announced. “There are a total of eleven street entrances that need defending. The rest have been barricaded with immobile material. Nathan and I are in different streets with shield stations, so ours are protected. Treyin and Nick are protecting a third, and the rest are being taken care of by Montesh guards. Some of those guards have shield stations, but they might not last.”

“What happens if the guards lose a street?” Nathan asked over the comms.

“It’s vital we don’t,” Moses answered. “Nick, Treyin, if you notice either of the streets going down next to you, please split up and cover them. There will be an announcement asking the guards to send up a smoker flare if they’re in trouble.”

“Got it,” I agreed. “We’ll keep an eye out for any issues.”

The comms disengaged once more, and a new announcement blared over the Montesh speakers. I was glad Moses had told us what the content of the announcement was, but the thought of splitting up and covering entire streets by ourselves was daunting, and I didn’t think I had the mental capacity to open up a bunch of portals and send my monsters out down each alley.

Shouts poured from the city ahead of us, and I caught sight of a group of black-clad soldiers marching down the street toward Treyin and me.

A tower laser suddenly sliced down from the sky above, and it hit the Dax group at full force. To my surprise, a glowing prot-field warped into view and blocked the shot in a shower of sparks. There must have been a Star Spear with an extendible prot-field in that group, just like our Shield Knights, and that explained why they had managed to come this far.

I appreciated Neville and Richard for their good shooting, but there were just some things the people on the ground would have to handle.

“Here they come,” Treyin hissed with a smile.

Then she activated her gauntlets, and her twin katars slid into her hands.

I commanded my lightning elementals to land and fight beside us, and the beasts formed a loose row by taking their places on the left of me and to the right of Treyin. Four fighters was all it took to essentially plug the street entirely, which meant I would have plenty of monsters to occupy the space before I even started to run out.

The black-clad figures resolved into a troop of over a dozen grunts led by a Star Spear. This Star Spear was dressed in a spiked, shiny black set of armor with iridescent undertones. His helmet was large, and the visor above his eyes was accentuated into two large domes. The bulging eyes and shiny armor gave him the appearance of large, black insect.

The Dax grunts began to shoot with their plasma rifles and laser guns, but the shots simply ricocheted off our protfields. My lightning elementals moved in behind us with inhuman speed, and not a single shot made a mark on us.

Prot-field: 89%

I loved being a knight. I could pretty much laugh off bullets, lasers, and plasma bolts now.

The Dax seemed to realize shooting was futile, because they broke into a run and came straight for us. My lightning elementals moved back into position, and we all braced for the onslaught.

Treyin and I shouted our rage to the oncoming Dax, and then our two sides met in battle.

The Star Spear must have decided Treyin was the biggest threat, so he went to disable her with his own power while the rest of the grunts focused on me and my lightning elementals.

They would learn the hard way that I was just as much of a threat as Treyin.

The first grunt came at me with two hand axes, and it seemed like he was mimicking a barbarian’s fighting style. He was too slow, and I slammed my Shade’s Avenging Falchion through his chest. The Dax grunt died with a gurgle, and then another enemy came at me.

This new grunt tried to keep her distance with a spear, but I lured her in by pretending my guard was sloppy. She came in to seize the bait I had left, and I lopped off her right arm with my falchion. The Dax woman screamed and threw herself at me as her arm sprayed blood, and I cut her torso in half easily. Then she flopped to the ground and piled on the first body, and I began to laugh as I turned toward the rest of the grunts.

Next, two grunts decided they could come at me simultaneously. They both had longswords, but they were dead wrong about the amount of room they needed to fight. The grunts were too tightly packed to dodge far, so when they slashed at me, I parried both attacks with my falchion, followed up with a quick counterattack, and cleaved through both bodies at once.

Blood sprayed across the wall, and I crushed their bodies under my boots as I stepped toward the remaining grunts.

“I think we trained our soldiers better,” I shouted to Treyin as the next grunt moved in to fight me.

“Comforting,” she grunted back, and she caught the insectoid Star Spear’s blade on her crossed katars. “Could you spare a hand?”

“Sure.” I had been waiting for the moment she would ask for my help, so I pulled out my Scimitar of the Blizzard with my left hand and leapt toward the Star Spear.

He managed to sidestep far enough so my scimitar only grazed him on his sword arm. My blow skittered off his hard armor, but frost crept up his arm. Icy crystals formed on the Star Spear’s armor, and his strikes slowed as my weapon’s strike took effect.

“Feeling chilly?” Treyin taunted, and she moved in a quick blur as she lopped the man’s sword hand completely off.

The lost hand fell along with the Dax’s sword, and he dove to scoop up his lost weapon. It was an incredible display of perseverance, and he snatched his sword up just in time to block Treyin’s next katar strike.

He wasn’t looking at me, however, and I slew the grunt in front of me with my scimitar while I simultaneously plunged my falchion into the Star Spear’s side.

My enemy froze, and he clawed at his helmet with his free hand in a moment of dying confusion. Then his hand stilled, and he fell to his knees before he slumped sideways in shock. He would die eventually, though the wound was a slow killing one.

More grunts came at me, but they might as well have been sheep lining up for the slaughter, and I stowed my scimitar and fought with just my falchion so I could grab some by the puppy scruff if I needed to push them around. Treyin’s katars carved through them with a grace and speed that was awesome to behold. Even my lightning elementals didn’t struggle against these soldiers, and soon we cut down every last one of them.

Then the street was empty again, apart from us and the mound of corpses we had created. I hadn’t even gotten the opportunity to power up from having my summons killed.

I pulled my necroscythe from my magnetons and held it for a moment as I considered the bodies in front of me.

“What’s your plan?” Treyin asked me.

“Bait,” I replied simply, and I touched the black blade of my necroscythe to four of the corpses around us.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then a skeletal hand reached out from the mouth of one of the grunts near me.

“Woooow.” Treyin startled slightly, and her eyes widened in awe as she watched bony fingers emerge from the mouths of all four grunts. It didn’t seem as if anything more could emerge from the corpses, but somehow four entire bone goblins pulled themselves free of the bodies. I blinked away the strange sight of entire goblins fitting through the mouths of the corpses, but I chalked it up to just another void creature oddity.

Each bone goblin had the appearance of a four-foot-tall humanoid. Scraps of green flesh clung to them in some places, but they were mostly skeletal and decayed. Yellowed bones were visible in their arms, skulls, and torsos. Red pinprick eyes glowed in the goblins’ sunken eye sockets, and deteriorating clothing draped limply over their thin bodies. Each goblin clutched a wicked, curved bone sword that looked more useful for hacking than slashing.

If my math was correct, these four bone goblins would last for ninety seconds. A minute and a half didn’t seem like very long, but it was plenty in a battle. Time counted for more when there was fighting going on.

“More Dax,” Treyin announced as she jerked her head down the street.

There were eight enemies this time, though they didn’t run together in a single group. These were all individual Star Spears who had managed to slip past the defense towers.

“Just in time,” I growled as I sent my bone goblins an order.

The four goblins charged down the street toward the oncoming Dax. Their bony feet clattered along the stones, and they brandished their curved swords in a display of fighting spirit.

The first Star Spear launched his attack immediately as he reached my little undead monsters. His long naginata blade crushed one goblin into a scattering of broken bones, and he whipped the haft around to kill a second one.

My final two goblins tried to strike the Star Spear, but he parried both blows easily. He killed the third goblin with another slash, and my fourth goblin slammed its sword into the Star Spear’s lower leg. The attack barely left a scratch, and the Star Spear murdered my fourth goblin with his next naginata strike.

Just as I expected.

“Well, that was a waste,” Treyin sighed.

“Not quite,” I replied with a grin. “I have my Allied Vengeance rune.”

Now, I was forty percent stronger, speedier, and more agile. The Star Spear had fallen for my bait perfectly, and now I would be ready to battle him with an advantage.

I wasn’t done yet, though. Next, I activated my Adept Serpent’s Coiled Prot-Belt, and the Writhing Plague rune opened a void portal in front of me.

I split the portal with a series of sparks, and then I split it again. I kept going until my knees were weak from using my nanorune ability.

“How many?” I gasped, and I split one more portal.

I hadn’t exhausted all of my mutation power, but I wanted to save some for later.

“Twelve,” Treyin responded with a grin.

“Good enough,” I agreed, and I let the snakes emerge.

To my delight, two small serpents slithered from each portal for a total of twenty-four beasts. They were small, and I doubted they could even strike above the ankle, but they would prove perfect for my needs.

The closest Star Spear was now only three meters away, but my horde of snakes met him before he could reach us.

Hissing filled the air as my snakes converged on the first Star Spear. His naginata made wide arcs as he cut through snakes left and right, but my tiny creatures lashed at his legs. Their fangs were small but powerful, and some of them managed to puncture all the way through.

To my surprise, the Star Spear cried out in pain and fell to his knees. As he did, more snakes struck at his torso and face. He tried to cut them away with his naginata, but the weapon wasn’t meant for such close combat.

Then the Star Spear screamed and collapsed under my writhing horde of serpents.

“Shit, I didn’t expect them to win,” I chuckled.

“Happy coincidence,” Treyin muttered as she flowed into her battle stance. “How do you feel?”

“Like a god,” I growled.

I could feel the energy hum through my veins as my defeated serpents added to my power. I tapped at my prot-belt to see my stats, and it brought up a display of the buffs I was currently taking advantage of.

Allied Vengeance:

Speed: +150%

Strength: +150%

Agility: +150%

I had around half of my snakes left, and I was already feeling an incredibly potent stat increase.

The next Star Spear waited for a moment, and he was quickly joined by his six compatriots. Apparently, they decided my snakes were worth taking on as a unified group.

The seven Star Spears charged the final distance to my serpent army, and they slaughtered the rest of the snakes with ease. Then the Star Spears turned to us next, but I was more than ready to meet them in battle.

I checked on my prot-belt stats once more.

Allied Vengeance:

Speed: +280%

Strength: +280%

Agility: +280%

“This ought to be criminal,” I breathed in awe as I looked at my stat readout. “I feel like I’m cheating.”

I hadn’t even used up all of my mutation power, so I knew I could probably double those stats if I went all out and summoned more monsters.

“I’m fine with you cheating,” Treyin commented, and she dropped deeper in her fighting stance. “We’re about to need a lot of help, here.”

The Star Spears charged in two rows down the street, and we lunged forward to meet them. My falchion clanged against another man’s spear, and I let the tip of his weapon pass over my shoulder as I dodged his first strike.

Immediately, the lightning elemental on my left was cut down by a woman with an enormous battleaxe. Blood flowed from the gash, and my elemental collapsed. The Dax woman turned to me next, and her huge battleaxe flew toward my neck.

I switched my falchion into my left hand with blurring speed, and I caught her battleaxe on my blade as if I was casually swatting a fly away from my face. I registered the woman’s look of shock as I drew a Knife of the Storm from my back, and then I flicked the knife toward her in an agility-enhanced throw.

The Knife of the Storm found the gap between her chest armor and her head, and it buried into her neck. It had been a lucky throw, and she collapsed without another gesture. I hadn’t even needed to use my other knives for paralyzation.

Bloodlust filled me as the power and speed of my Allied Vengeance rune pumped through my muscles. A wild thirst for violence burned through my chest, and I realized just how much I loved the battlefield. It felt like I was born for the killing, and no Star Spear could even come close.

The spear-wielding man made another jab at me, but I ducked under his swing and flung my hand up to grip the haft of his weapon. I pulled hard, and the Star Spear jerked forward as he tried to keep a hold on his spear.

He stumbled directly into my falchion as I thrust my weapon into his stomach and up through his ribcage. Viscera splattered to the ground below, and the man died with his hands still wrapped around his spear while he screamed.

With my free right hand, I pulled my necroscythe from my magnetons and spun it around my shoulders as I straightened up again. My movement caused the Star Spears to step away from me a bit, and I let the blade touch the body of the Star Spear I had just killed. Then I swung my scythe around to catch the next sword aimed my way as another one of my undead minions began to tear out of the corpse’s mouth.

On the right, I was dealing with a Star Spear who dual-wielded a pair of red cutlasses. On the left, there was a woman with a shortsword and a small, round shield dotted with spikes.

I needed to plug the gap left by my dead lightning elemental, and I had to do it quickly. So, I drew on the power in my Wolf’s Hour ring, and the Summon Fenrir rune went into effect.

My wolfman roared as he emerged from his portal, and he launched himself at the leftmost of the two Star Spears I was parrying. The sword and shield woman yelled as she engaged my Fenrir, and that left me to face the man with the cutlasses.

I switched my falchion and necroscythe to opposite hands. When the Star Spear struck again, I blocked his blow with my falchion. Then I slid my sword inside his guard and scored a gash across his armor, but I didn’t strike flesh.

I pulled back just as a cutlass whistled past my face. It was difficult to wield my necroscythe in close combat like this, and I wouldn’t be able to use it properly unless I put away my falchion, but I wasn’t willing to do that just yet.

“What are you waiting for?” I jeered at my opponent. “Come get me.”

The Star Spear struck again, but I dodged back away from his cutlass once more. He stepped forward to pursue me, and he leapt over the corpse of his comrade in the process.

That was when a bone goblin rose from the dead body behind him.

The goblin raised its wicked bone sword and buried it deep in the Star Spear’s back. A bloody gurgle of surprise left the man’s mouth, and then he slumped dead in front of me.

One of the remaining Dax swiftly beheaded my goblin with his halberd. This massive Star Spear was more like an ogre than a man, and his face was painted in red and white battle stripes.

I crouched and readied my falchion as he stomped toward me.

Then Treyin darted in and sunk her katar into the man’s neck up to the hilt. Arterial blood sprayed out and splattered onto Treyin’s armor like pouring rain, and she laughed as the dying Star Spear made a weak grab for her before he promptly crashed face-first to the ground.

And just like that, the last of the Dax Star Spears were dead. Treyin, the lightning elemental, the Fenrir, and I were the only ones left.

My Fenrir’s muzzle was covered in blood, and at some point he had seized a Dax sword from one of the corpses. It seemed as if my lightning elemental had survived through distraction and avoidance tactics alone, but it was still a useful ally.

“Sorry to spoil your kill,” Treyin told me as she flicked the blood off her katars.

“If he got taken down by surprise that easily, he wasn’t worth the bragging rights,” I replied with a shrug.

Treyin gave me a fierce smile in reply.

“Too bad there aren’t more to kill. It looks like Richard and Neville are doing their jobs well.”

A sharp popping sound caught my attention, and I looked to the right to see a flare shoot up from the street beside us. It twisted high into the sky as it flashed and trailed smoke.

“Shit,” I swore. “We’ve got to cover the street next to us.”

Treyin stared at the flare, and she sheathed her katars back into her gauntlets.

“We’ll be better off if we split up,” she decided. “Which side do you want?”

“I’ll go,” I decided quickly. “If I need to come back, I can just teleport since I know what it looks like here.”

“Good,” Treyin agreed. “Just stay safe.”

I ordered my Fenrir and my lightning elemental to stay close, and then I took off at a jog through the street. I could hear the war cries of the Dax as they marched through the city, and beams of energy shot overhead as the tower defenses combatted the incoming threat.

I reached an intersection and turned right twice to head down the street. The black forms of armored Dax fighters appeared ahead of me, and I sped up as my heart pounded in my chest.

The Dax didn’t notice me as I drew closer, and I realized they were mostly just grunt soldiers. I reattached my falchion to my magnetons and brandished my necroscythe as I charged the Dax.

At the last moment, one of them turned around and noticed me. His eyes bulged in fear as I ran at them, and he opened his mouth to warn the others.

My nanorunes shivered within me, and I teleported the last of the distance. In a heartbeat, I was on the Dax, and I swept my necroscythe like a farmer cutting down his wheat crop.

Dozens of Dax dropped before my scythe as I swung it back and forth across the crowd. A Star Spear could have stopped my momentum, but there were none here, just weak grunts that might as well have been children, and they quickly dropped dead at my feet.

Two injured Montesh guards huddled together against the wall of a building. One had a red beard and a broken arm, it seemed, and the other had suffered a bloody gash across his chest. They both stared at me with fear and awe as I stepped over to look at them.

Well, they mostly stared at the hulking form of my Fenrir and the horned visage of my lightning elemental.

“We thought we were dead,” whispered the guard with the red beard. “That it was it for us.”

“They killed Thesha,” cried the other as he wiped at his eyes.

Broken turret guns filled the street, and the bodies of dozens of Dax and Montesh guards were strewn among the debris.

“You’re going to be alright,” I reassured them as I scanned the bodies.

“There’s more!” wailed the crying guard, and he pointed a quivering hand down the alleyway.

A huge crowd of Dax grunts were rushing down the street. I gave them about two minutes before they got here, and I spun my scythe in my hands as I cracked the bones in my neck.

Suddenly, a flare shot up from the street on my right side.

“Ahh, shit,” I groaned.

The next group over needed my help, but Treyin probably had her hands full on the left-side street, and I didn’t want to leave any paths unguarded. I wasn’t sure what had happened to the tower gunfire, but suddenly far too many Dax were coming through.

If I wanted to stop them, I would somehow have to cover two streets at once. The only problem was, I couldn’t get over to the next one if this one was clogged up.

I bent and swept my necroscythe over the bodies on the ground. Four skeletal hands emerged from the mouths of the corpses around me, and the bone goblins began to climb out.

The injured guards wailed with fear at the sight of my undead creatures, but I didn’t have time to comfort them. My bone goblins and my Fenrir would do a decent job for the moment here, and I needed to figure out how to get to the next street over. Desperation filled me at the thought of trying to fight so many attackers at once, but I calmed myself and focused on the situation around me.

I could do this.

I needed to do this.

My lightning elemental could fly, so it could follow me if I moved over to the next street. However, the beast wasn’t strong enough to carry me, and I didn’t want to risk it getting shot out of the air even if it could fly me there.

Then I got it. The building next to me had a sloping roof clearly within view, and a clear view of my target was all I needed to make the teleport over there.

I focused on the jump as I felt my atoms dissolve and reform. The skyline greeted my eyes as I appeared on the building roof, and I turned to look into the street on my right.

The terracotta tiles under my armored boots cracked under the stress of my heavy armor, but I was able to walk to the edge of the roof and glance down at our enemies.

What I saw were dozens, no, hundreds of Dax grunts and Star Spears charging down the corridor of the street. The air was full of colorful gunfire as the Dax grunts shot their weapons. I caught a split-second glimpse of a single remaining Montesh guard, but a laser pip caught him through the chest. He collapsed, and the Dax surged forward unhindered.

If that enormous force of Dax reached the center of the city, all would be lost. They could loot and pillage to their hearts’ content or turn around to take the Montesh in the streets by surprise. Whatever they decided to do, the innocent people of Montesh would suffer.

The street on my left held two injured guards with a horde of Dax, and the street on my right held an even larger portion of the Dax army. Neither could be allowed to pass, but I could only be in one place at once. They were arriving almost simultaneously, so I couldn’t just switch back and forth to fight them as they came.

My bone goblins would decompose after a limited amount of time, and my Fenrir couldn’t hold the passage alone. Neither could a single lightning elemental. I needed at least eight monsters in total to keep the city safe, but I had no way to fill both streets with summoned creatures.

The smell of singed flesh rose to my nose as I stared at the mound of murdered Montesh guards below. My fury and my bloodlust rose again, and I knew exactly what I needed to do.

The only summon I could still make was a lightning elemental, but the cooldown meant I only had one shot at this. If I committed to fighting in one street or the other, then innocent lives would be lost.

I drew my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental and slammed it to the rooftop below. Terracotta shattered as a single portal formed on the roof beside me, and I focused my nanorunes on it with a fury and a will that seemed to pound within my very bones.

I swept my hands apart as I split the portal, and it sparked fitfully. I stared in shock as one half appeared in the street below on my left. The other half appeared in the street below on my right, and the Dax slowed in confusion to see the rift form without a Summoner Knight in sight.

“I did it,” I gasped in disbelief.

I panted, and a huge grin spread across my face. I’d almost believed it impossible, but I really had managed to direct my nanorunes to put the portals down in the right spots. This meant I could control my summoning positions with precision, and that precision could win me this very battle if I played my cards right.

I laughed as I began to split my portals, and I must have looked as mad as Olav as I waved my hands from the rooftop.

I stopped once I reached a total of forty portals. The strain sent me to my knees and made my head spin as if I was drunk from a keg of beer, but I held onto a trickle of nanorune power just in case I needed to teleport myself again. In exchange for creating so many portals without very much power, the rifts themselves glowed weakly. I knew they were low-level, but I didn’t need high-level rifts right now.

I needed the Dax to slaughter them.

Simplistic sprites scampered from the portals en masse. Their wings were stubby and unformed, and they chittered more like oversized rats rather than void beasts. They couldn’t even fly up to the roof to switch streets, but that was why I’d tried so hard to put my portals in the right spot.

The Dax clashed with my sprites, and a wild laugh burst from me. Despite the sprites’ weakness, they were brutal, and I saw more than a few Dax go down screaming as the sprites clawed and sparked at their enemies. My sprites began to die against the Dax’s guns and weapons, but each death sent another ten percent power increase to my body.

Then I sent my lightning elemental from earlier down into the right-hand street, and electricity shot from its hands as it dove into the fray. It looked comically like a mother avenging her children, and the enormous elemental raked its claws across the crowd as it sent out lightning bolts. Eventually a Star Spear took it out with an impressive javelin throw, and the corpse of my lightning elemental fell onto the Dax below.

My sprites were beginning to thin, so I checked my prot-belt for my stat info once more.

Allied Vengeance:

Speed: +410%

Strength: +410%

Agility: +410%

Now, I was ready to kick some serious ass.

It looked like the left-hand street would hold out for a while longer, so I veered toward the right corridor instead. I used my newfound agility to scamper along the roof’s edge like a cat, and then I pulled on my nanorunes to take me the rest of the way to the street below.

My atoms rearranged at ground level, and I immediately swept out with my necroscythe to behead the closest three Dax. Blood and spinal fluid dripped from my scythe as I brandished it, and I looked for the next man or woman to challenge me.

I caught a few horrified looks on the Dax’s faces as they realized just what manner of mutant fighter had landed among them.

I smiled to show my teeth, and then I began the slaughter.
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Chapter 12

I had to teleport back and forth between the streets five more times before all the Dax were dead. When I finished, my summoned beasts had already perished, and the only living people left besides me were the two injured Montesh guards.

I wanted to get a few moments of rest before I returned to the rooftop to watch over both streets simultaneously, so I wiped my bloody scythe on the cloak of a dead Dax man while I caught my breath.

“Why are you smiling?” asked the red-bearded guard in horror.

Had I been smiling? I could feel my lips pulled back across my teeth, and I quickly wiped the expression off my face.

“How do you two know Caledonian so well?” I returned.

“We’re brothers,” the red-bearded man told me as if that explained anything. “Triplets--well, twins, now that Thesha is dead.”

The crying man sobbed harder at the mention of Thesha’s name.

“So, Caledonian?” I pressed.

It was as much for my own curiosity as it was to take the mens’ minds off their loss.

“Our school did an experimental language program for a few years when we were smill--um, small, that is. We got to pick which of the Triumvirate languages we learned, and we three picked Caledonian. The program got discontinued pretty quickly, but we kept learning just so we’d have our own secret language.”

“Our parents never did learn how to speak it,” the crying man added.

Huh, so the school systems had been experimenting with Triumvirate languages. No wonder Caledonian was a popular language on this planet.

I was about to open my mouth to respond, but my comms unit clicked to life.

“This is Moses,” the shield knight started. “I’ve just heard a rumor the Dax might have infiltrated the council building. Is anybody free enough to go there?”

“The towers are busy,” Neville answered shortly.

“Same here,” Nathan added. “We’re holding the street, but it’s a slow fight.”

“I’m free,” Treyin said, and my heart leapt with joy to hear her voice. “Though, I’d rather go looking for Nick, since he crossed to a neighboring street.”

“I’m here,” I replied immediately. “I think I took care of both these streets for now. I can teleport there and back before the next wave comes.”

“Perfect,” Moses agreed. “Take Treyin, though, and trust your own eyes instead of any reports.”

“Got it,” I agreed, and I hung up on my end of the comms.

“Wait, you’re leaving?” the red-bearded man asked. “You can’t abandon us!”

“I’m not,” I told the man. “I think you two will be just fine. It looks like you’re paralyzed from the waist down, but your brother isn’t bleeding too badly. He can help you get back to medical aid.”

Then I pulled on my nanorune power and vanished before either guard could protest my idea.

My vision came back to the sight of Treyin standing among a sea of bodies in the middle of the street. I knew she would have to face a fair number of enemies by herself once I left, but I definitely didn’t anticipate this many.

“Wow,” I said as I glanced at the pile of bodies.

“Oh, relax,” Treyin teased. “Most of them weren’t Star Spears.”

“Still impressive.” I shrugged.

“Well, I am a Slayer,” she snickered. “C’mon, let’s get to the council building.”

I offered the empath my arm, and she took it with her slender hand. I found myself wishing I could feel the coolness of her fingers through my armor, but the mere sight of her face was enough for now. There would be time enough to feel her body later tonight.

As long as we were both still alive.

My mutation power twisted into action, and our atoms dissolved as we teleported.

A moment later, we found ourselves looking at the three statues of the child, the adult, and the elder in the council hall.

“I didn’t want to take us straight into the meeting room,” I murmured.

“It’s a good idea not to take any of these reports for granted,” Treyin agreed.

If what Moses had heard was true, I expected Dax to be swarming this building. Instead, I didn’t see a single person other than the two of us, but when I listened carefully, I could just barely make out the sounds of discussion from inside the council room.

We walked over on silent feet, and Treyin pressed her ear to the door to listen in.

“It’s the Dax,” she hissed. “They must have the council members pinned.”

“Should I teleport us inside?” I asked as my hand went to the weapons on my back.

“No, no,” Treyin decided. “Let’s go in peacefully. I have a feeling all is not as it seems.”

I let my hand fall away from my magnetons, and I followed Treyin as she opened the door slowly to enter the room.

The room was tense enough to feel physically oppressive, but nobody shot at us on sight, so I considered that a win. A large group of Dax Star Spears stood around the room, and they surrounded the group of council members. There must have been at least twelve Star Spears here, and from their armor and weapon quality, I guessed that they were tougher than the average lot.

I glanced over the council members and took stock of the situation.

Some expressions were afraid, some were angry, and some were calm. Everybody was present except for Councilwoman Moolish, who I saw no sign of in the room at all. Councilwoman Ush gave me an imploring look when our eyes met, and her fan hung limply in her hand as if she was too nervous to lift it. Councilman Purns was sweating enough to make even his mustache look damp.

Despite this, Councilman Setess was completely calm, and he spoke to the Dax in a clear voice using their own language. His bald head gleamed like a beacon, and he dominated the room as if he alone ruled Montesh.

I didn’t like this. It was clear Setess was in control of the situation, and he seemed disturbingly comfortable with the Dax occupation.

One of the Dax rolled his eyes and commented something in his own language. Treyin stiffened beside me, but I didn’t know what was being said. Several guns and swords were trained on us, but it didn’t look like we were about to be cut down.

“He says they’re in the middle of a parlay,” Treyin snarled, “and that we are not to interrupt.”

“Parlay?” I asked, and I couldn’t keep the incredulous anger out of my tone. “Why would we parlay when we’re still holding the city? Better yet, why would we parlay when we know what kind of rule the Dax show their subservients?”

I spat out the last word, and several Dax shifted around the room as if they were itching to put a blade through my skull. The council members seemed equally uncomfortable, but they just looked toward Setess to answer for them.

He did, and once more he spoke in the Dax language. Funny how this man knew his enemy’s tongue instead of his ally’s.

“He says they have exchanged knowledge for ceasefire,” Treyin growled.

Before Treyin could continue, Councilwoman Ush stepped forward and spoke.

“A Seraphic portal opened earlier today,” she explained with a tight expression. “We have exchanged its location with the Dax, and they have already sent a team of Star Spears to the portal zone. The rift will be cleared in a matter of hours, and that will be that.”

“You asshole,” I growled as my eyes widened in surprise, since we’d heard no such thing about a powerful portal opening. Our one criterion for being on this planet at all was being told when portals opened, yet the Montesh council had ignored us in favor of the Dax.

My fists clenched at my sides, and I fought to keep from glaring daggers at the room. If the council wanted to make this monumental mistake, my fury wasn’t going to change their minds.

Dax language flew back and forth as Setess conversed with the Dax. The attention on us slowly waned as the two struck deals and haggled on the parlay.

“What do we do?” I murmured under my breath to Treyin.

“I think we should kill all the Dax right now,” the Slayer hissed back.

I smiled at the thought, and I couldn’t help but feel immensely pleased that Treyin had suggested exactly what I was thinking. The empath was a master of subtle manipulation, but she never shied away from doling out death where it was most deserved.

I cast my gaze across the room as I tried to map out exactly how we could kill the Dax quickly. We risked getting the council members slaughtered if we didn’t do things correctly, so we would have to be quick. I still had most of my enhancements from my Allied Vengeance rune, so we could do some serious damage in a short amount of time.

I was about to try to communicate my plans to Treyin when one of the leading Dax suddenly stopped and put a hand to his visor. He spoke a few short words with somebody on the other end of his comms, and the discussion around the room stopped as everybody focused on him.

He ended the conversation and straightened up once more before uttering a single, short order.

“Fuck, it’s an execution,” Treyin snarled, and she launched into combat.

I pulled out my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental and slammed it into the ground. My portal opened as I locked weapons with a Star Spear, but there simply wasn’t enough time to reach the council members.

The Star Spears converged on the council, and blood sprayed as each and every member was slaughtered. DuShana and Purns were beheaded, while Ush took a spear through her shoulder. Setess had been so calm and smooth about betraying us, but now he shrieked in pain and terror as an axe took off his arm.

“Ush!” I shouted as I watched her stumble away from her attacker.

She was the only one who hadn’t suffered a fatal wound with the first blow. Still, she was losing blood heavily, and I thought for sure it was too late to save her. The Star Spear lunged to finish her off, but I found myself tugging on my nanorunes almost instinctively.

I appeared between Ush and the spearman just as his weapon jabbed forward. The weapon glinted as it slid toward my vitals at blurring speed, and my breath caught in my lungs.

I pushed on the haft just behind the blade of the weapon, and I managed to deflect the sharp point of it far enough that it missed both me and Ush.

The spearman stumbled forward in surprise, and I rammed my Shade’s Avenging Falchion through his chest. Blood bubbled from his mouth, and he collapsed limply as I spun to face the next enemy.

A Dax woman with a spiked chain whipped her weapon toward me, but I caught the twirling end of it around my falchion. With our weapons embedded together, the fight came down to kicks and punches. I took a blow to my abdomen, but my armor protected me from more than a vague aching pain.

Then I slammed my outstretched fingers into the soft divot between the Star Spear’s neck and her collarbone. She erupted into retching and coughing as my blow hit home, and I wrenched my falchion free while she was distracted. At the moment she began to recover, I plunged my falchion through her neck, and she gasped as her blood sprayed across my face.

I turned to check on Councilwoman Ush, but I found she’d slumped bonelessly to the floor. Blood ran from her shoulder as if from an open faucet, and her skin was waxy and pale in appearance.

She didn’t look like she was going to survive, but I didn’t have time to do first aid on her. The rest of the council members had been slaughtered while I was busy fighting off Ush’s attackers, and now the Star Spears were turning their full attention on Treyin and me.

I couldn’t even muster up an ounce of shock about the council members’ deaths. It seemed as if Ush and a few of the others had been coerced into following along, but Setess had been a fool to think he was doing the right thing. I was angry that any of them had fallen for such a trap, but the only thing I could do now was get vengeance, and then rush to the portal that I knew would hold one of the king’s pieces of armor.

I traded my falchion for my hammer, since I trusted it more while fighting multiple enemies at a time. The blunt end of it gleamed like a promise of death as I brandished my weapon toward the Star Spears.

My lightning elemental shrieked as it swooped through the room, and it latched its taloned hands onto a Dax’s helmet. With a twist, my beast broke the woman’s neck and dropped her limp body to the floor as it moved on to the next.

Beside me, Treyin’s katars whirled in a bloody dance as she carved into the Star Spears around her. Some of the Dax had armor so thick and powerful that Treyin’s katars barely scratched their surfaces. At first, I thought she was fighting a losing battle. Then, inevitably, her katar would strike the same exact spot three or four times, and the Star Spear’s armor would crack like an egg as the weak spot opened up under her surgical cuts.

Treyin’s slayer style meant a kind of precision that seemed practically inhuman. My chest filled with newfound awe, and I was glad to be fighting beside such an incredible woman. I knew she would have my back, so I switched to focusing on my own situation.

Plasma blasts and laser pips ping-ponged through the room as the Dax tried to gun us down, and I felt my prot-field take several hits as I traded blows with the Star Spears around me.

Prot-field: 74%

They were seriously willing to risk hitting their comrades just to fire a few shots at me?

Idiots.

As I fought the Star Spears who approached my corner, I realized their armor was on an entirely new caliber than most of the Star Spears I had fought before. It was thicker and constructed of a lighter material, and most of my hammer strikes didn’t even leave a dent.

I didn’t have Treyin’s slayer-practiced precision, so I would have to come up with another way to get through that thick armor.

I darted sideways and slid between two Dax in a blindingly-quick maneuver that left them spinning in confusion. Instead of tackling those two, I targeted a third with a gun. My left hand and hammer hit him across two pressure points in his arm, and the man let go of his plasma gun with a pained yelp as his arm shattered in half a dozen places.

Then I snatched the gun from the air with my left hand and turned it on the Dax around me.

Normally, a gun’s blast would never make it through a prot-field, and the Dax certainly were equipped with prot-fields. However, if a gunsman made the asinine decision to fire the weapon point blank into his enemies’ armor …

I spun and jammed the gun’s muzzle against the chest of a spear-wielding Dax. His eyes went wide, and I pulled the trigger before he could even start to dodge.

The gun kicked and whined in my hand as the muzzle flashed, and a fiery hole opened up in the Star Spear’s armor. He groaned and stumbled away with his mortal injury, and I bared my teeth at the next Star Spear to fill the gap.

She grinned right back at me and tossed her head so her dreadlocks swung aside from her face. This Star Spear held two curved daggers, but instead of coming at me, she made a strange gesture and slammed her bracers together.

Sparks flew between the bracers, and a portal opened between us. I backpedaled as a huge monster stepped out of the rift, and the beast snorted at me as its eyes rolled.

It stood on two legs, though its back ones were furred and hoofed like a cow’s. A man’s torso blended upward into muscular arms and a bull’s head complete with two white, curving horns. An enormous spiked club rested in its right hand, and then it levered the weapon back to take a swing at me.

“Minotaur?” I realized out loud as the blow approached, and I used my extra agility to dart out of the way. The club swished overhead, and I dashed in to hit the minotaur in the stomach with my hammer.

It was a good blow with lots of momentum, and I felt it strike home like a cannonball against the minotaur’s stomach. I expected the beast to stumble or fall, but instead it stood unaffected. The club came back again, and I ducked a second time to hear it swish over my head.

The minotaur snorted, and a plume of steam jetted from its nostrils as it swung the club once more. This time, it had learned, and the club was aimed low to catch me if I tried to duck.

I pulled on my agility and speed, and time seemed to slow as the club came at me. My feet left the ground with perfect timing, and I leapt clear over the minotaur’s weapon with feet to spare.

I used my momentum and height as I pivoted and kicked my right foot out. My boot connected with the minotaur’s bestial face, and the monster’s muzzle crunched as bones broke under my heel.

The minotaur bellowed and raged as blood poured from its nose, but I wasn’t done yet. I latched onto its shoulders as I fell, and I pulled myself around to cling against the minotaur’s back. Then I drew my falchion and slashed it over and over against the tough flesh of the monster, and blood spurted out as I hit an important artery in the beast’s neck.

Bright red blood arced through the air and painted the Dax around me, and the minotaur moaned as it dropped to its knees. Then I took the opportunity to slide off its back, and I used the extra momentum to carry me toward the woman who summoned it.

She looked shocked I had managed to defeat her creature, but she still managed to bring up her daggers in time to block my falchion.

I used the brute strength from my Allied Vengeance rune to hammer into her guard repeatedly. She blocked each blow as they landed, and I was momentarily impressed by her speed.

Then I heaved in a breath as I poured some extra strength into my hammer, and I brought my weapon down one more time. My hammer cracked against her crossed daggers, and I felt something in the woman’s arm give way. I had snapped her left arm, but she still yelled a war cry as she tried to tear at me with her daggers.

I pinned her left arm and snatched the dagger from her weak hand before I turned it on her. She fought back with a startling fury, but I just smiled at her as I slowly pushed her own weapon into her neck. Blood poured out around the wound, and I stepped away as she gurgled and flailed at her throat.

I turned to the next Star Spear, but Treyin’s katar got there first. She whirled through and dove low to slice him across the back of the knee. The man crumpled, and I gave his head a few extra blows with my hammer to ensure he would stay down. His visor crumpled, and I dodged away as two more Star Spears tried to grab me.

I was fast enough to evade those two, but I wasn’t so lucky when it came to the enormous mountain of a man behind me. Two heavy hands landed on my shoulders, and a burly arm folded around my throat as the Star Spear tried to choke me out.

I gasped and stumbled backward as he dragged me across the floor, and more Dax moved in with their weapons to finish me off.

I activated my nanorune power as I teleported into the air above the meeting table. The huge Dax man teleported with me, and both of us were airborne for a split second before gravity kicked in and brought us down.

We slammed into the wooden surface of the meeting table, and the Star Spear’s legs crumbled as he let out a surprised yell. His arms flailed free from my throat, and I crouched into a softer landing. It gave me the time to pull out my Shade’s Avenging Falchion, and I plunged the weapon into the huge man’s stomach where his chest plate ended.

The big Star Spear made a surprised noise, and I planted my boot on his chest as I wrenched my falchion free. If he stayed down, he would probably live through this wound, but I had other problems to turn my attention to.

My lightning elemental had died at some point, which didn’t surprise me, but I was grateful for the small boost it provided on top of my other stats.

A lithe, thinly armored Star Spear leapt onto the table before she slunk toward me. Her only weapons were a pair of clawed gauntlets, and she wore a bone-encrusted chest plate for protection. The tips of her armored, clawed fingers shone as if they were wet, and I saw a clear liquid drip from one before it fell to the tabletop.

Those claws were deadly poison, and I was sure a single scratch could spell the end of me. Her light armor made her quick, but I didn’t think she could match up with my Allied Vengeance speed.

The Star Spear lunged forward, and her claws almost touched me as she swung her hands. I nearly stepped off the edge of the table as I dodged away from her slashing strikes, but I twisted my weight back around and recovered my balance. I’d run out of room for dodging, so I had to think of something fast.

The clawed woman slashed out with her left hand, and I ducked down to avoid her claws as I swung my hammer overhead. My weapon connected with her arm, and it pushed her swing back towards her.

The Star Spear’s poison-tipped claws connected with her stomach, and her eyes widened in shock as she stumbled backwards. I didn’t see any visible damage, so I wasn’t sure if her hand had actually made any real contact or actually even penetrated her armor.

But then frothy saliva bubbled from her mouth, and her eyes rolled back as she sunk to her knees. Red blisters began to form across her face, but I realized she was already dead. She slumped over as pale, watery blood flowed from her mouth and dribbled to the tabletop below.

“Well, you were an idiot.” I shuddered to think of dying like that, but the Star Spear had overestimated just how good she was. I’d long ago learned to be alert to even the smallest, most inconsequential enemy. Grendel Grunts could kill a distracted man just as easily as a top-class warrior could, and all it took was a lack of focus.

Suddenly, Treyin leapt up onto the table beside me. A Dax Star Spear followed her, but she carved her katar through the soft junction of his arm and shoulder. Blood sprayed as his left arm fell off, and she kicked the Star Spear back down into the fray. The arm followed him and bumped off the helmets of the people below us.

“Gross,” I commented.

“I thought I’d give you a hand,” Treyin said smoothly, and she winked at me beneath the clear screen of her lowered visor.

My heart nearly stopped, and I thought for a moment I’d been scratched with the poison after all. But no, it was just another wave of attraction for the empath and her charms. Then I tore my gaze away from her as the Dax began to really swarm the table.

Men and women leapt up to fight us, but it was difficult for them to make that jump without being put off balance. I dispatched three in a row with my falchion and kicked the bodies clear of the tabletop to slow down the Dax below.

“Great place to make a stand!” Treyin shouted to me. “I approve!”

Her katars lopped off two arms at once, and the Star Spear screamed and toppled off the table backward as he waved his bloody stumps.

“I didn’t exactly pick it on purpose!” I yelled back as I beheaded a distracted Dax man.

Treyin moved like a dancer as she cut her way through the horde, and I found myself falling in step with her rhythm. My strength, speed, and agility began to flag slightly as we cut down our enemies, but I didn’t check my Allied Vengeance stats to know for sure. My focus was in the battle and in the pounding bloodlust that burned through my veins.

I narrowly missed a javelin as one Star Spear attempted to put it through my shoulder. He pulled back his weapon to try again, and he hopped onto the table as I put distance between us.

The Star Spear was tall and lanky, and a skull motif adorned his chest in dripping, messy paint. He gave me a gap-toothed, crazed smile as we faced each other, and then his javelin came forward again.

I let the tip of his weapon pass over my shoulder, and then I twisted to face the shaft more fully. Before he could react, I slammed my hammer down onto the haft at the exact same time as I brought my falchion up from below. The two weapons made a pincer attack on the hardwood of his weapon, and the force meant there was nowhere else for his javelin to go.

A satisfying crunch cracked across the room as his weapon snapped into two pieces, and magical dust illuminated the room. I didn’t even think I had the strength to break a magical weapon, but the bladed end clattered away and rolled off the table to disappear from view, and the Star Spear was left holding nothing more than a long piece of polished, splintered wood.

He made a panicky noise and tried to swing the short length of wood at me, but I batted it aside with my hammer as I sunk my falchion into his chest. Blood painted my blade as I pulled it away, and I turned to face my next victim.

The next one was a squat, wide man who practically rolled onto the table as he tossed himself up. He waddled to his feet with surprising speed, and I tried to take him out with a quick strike of my hammer.

To my surprise, the man moved his bulk away faster than I would have thought possible, and my hammer swished past him. He was closer to being fat than muscled, but it seemed he had some rune tricks up his sleeve when it came to agility.

He bore nothing more than a simple round shield and a cutlass, but the shield came toward me with a blurring quickness as he tried to strike me off my feet. I used my enhanced speed to dart away, but the shield still struck me hard enough in the chest to make my breath escape from my lungs for a moment.

The squat man ducked low and came at me in a rush to tackle me off my feet, but I jumped as he charged past below me. My increased strength made me shoot some three meters into the air, and I came down behind him.

He whirled in surprise and tried to slam me again with his shield, but he was too slow. My falchion cleaved through his shield arm, and the limb hung nearly-detached and useless as I backed away.

The Star Spear shrieked in pain, and he rushed me once more. I caught his cutlass on my falchion, and then I slammed my hammer into his helmet.

The metal crumpled, and so did the squat man. I gave his body a kick to roll him free of the table, and then I looked for more Dax to fight.

Men and women charged me and Treyin, but not enough of them could get onto the table at one time. We had the overwhelming high ground as they struggled to reach us, and it was easy to make short work of the Dax who weren’t fast enough to climb up.

Before I knew it, the horde of enemies was nearly gone. One final Dax leapt onto the table with a confident swagger, and Treyin and I faced him together.

I tested the weight of the hammer in my left hand and my falchion in my right hand. This Star Spear was clothed in smooth black armor with red streaks running through it, like rivulets of blood had been ingrained into the pieces. His helmet was spiked into two demonic horns, and his eyes were huge and crazed behind his visor.

“Taste death,” he bellowed in the Caledonian language, and he cackled as he raised his scimitar toward the ceiling.

I was curious whether that was the only Caledonian phrase he had bothered to learn, but I didn’t have time to ask the man.

A portal began to open overhead, and it swirled with red and purple colors. An ominous boom emanated from the rift, and a shadowy form began to descend from it.

“Too long,” Treyin muttered, and her arm swept out like a striking snake.

One katar flew end over end before it buried itself in the Star Spear’s chest. He made a gurgling sound as he dropped like a felled tree, and overhead, the portal collapsed into sparks and motes of light as it disappeared.

I blinked away my surprise and turned to Treyin.

“I was kind of looking forward to seeing what that void beast was,” I told her honestly.

“Too bad,” she said with a smug smile. “I’d much rather see what’s in that Seraphic portal, wouldn’t you?”

“We have to go quickly,” I urged her. “We can’t miss this portal. If the Dax get it--”

“I feel the same way. We won’t let the Dax get the king’s item, don’t worry, but do you want to check on the council members?”

“Yes,” I sighed as I looked over toward them. “But only for a few minutes. We are here to save the King’s armor, not men and women who would betray the agreement they made with our kingdom.”
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Chapter 13

“Are any of them still alive?” I asked as I walked over the bodies in the meeting room.

“The Dax were thorough,” Treyin sighed as she knelt down to hold her fingers against Councilwoman Ush’s pulse point.

She looked unequivocally dead, and her face was pale and slack underneath her makeup. The blood from her injured shoulder had stopped flowing as her body shut down, but a dark puddle of it pooled beneath her.

“Wait,” Treyin said with a frown as she pressed her fingers to the woman’s neck. “I think I feel something.”

Suddenly, Ush began to cough, and the rattling of her lungs shook her body harshly. Her eyes opened with a weak flutter, and she squinted up at Treyin overhead.

“The young one … “ she murmured, “that man with the silver eyes. He saved me.”

My mouth dropped open in surprise, and I came over quickly to see the councilwoman. The flow of her blood hadn’t stopped because of death, but rather because her wound had clotted up with the silk fabric of her thick burgundy dress.

“You’re alive,” I said in shock as I looked over the councilwoman’s body.

“Of course I’m alive,” she wheezed. “I’m not getting taken out by some blasted thug with a spear, of all things.”

Of course, maybe I should have known she wouldn’t accept a death like that. Ush wasn’t one for giving up, not even when mortal wounds were on the line.

“I’ll go find a medic to take care of her,” Treyin told me. “You should check the rest of the councilmembers to see if any others survived. Make sure Ush doesn’t move and reopen her wound.”

“Got it,” I agreed.

“Honestly, that woman is a miracle in and of herself,” Treyin remarked under her breath.

The empath shook her head and straightened up again before she jogged out the door to locate a doctor.

I went around checking the other councilmembers for their vital signs, but none had even a flicker of a pulse. Their cold bodies and glazed eyes were enough of a sign that we weren’t going to have any more miraculous recoveries.

Frustration welled up inside me. Part of me felt for the loss of the rulers, but I couldn’t act as though they were innocent in their deaths. Councilman Setess had clearly betrayed us for the Dax, and the rest of them followed his lead from cowardice or a misguided belief they were doing the smart thing.

“I’m back,” Treyin announced as she burst through the door.

A short medic lugged a heavy case full of supplies behind the Slayer, and three more nurses sprinted in after him. They quickly ran over to Ush and began their treatment, and we stepped away as the councilwoman entered safe hands.

“The flaw with the atmospheric defense system,” I realized out loud. “That wasn’t due to an escaped Dax soldier.”

“I knew we’d gotten all of them,” Treyin said with cold annoyance. “We didn’t leave a single Dax alive. Setess must have planned this from the start.”

“He was always lying through his teeth,” I added as I recalled the councilman’s simpering attempts to make us leave.

He’d truly thought himself smarter than the rest, but a willingness to stir the pot didn’t actually make him intelligent. All of Setess’ conniving ways had amounted to a monumentally stupid alliance with the Dax, and he’d paid the price for it.

“Here,” Treyin said with a wry smile as she handed me a glittering, ruby-encrusted ring. “One of the Star Spears had that. The stats are awful, but I bet you could sell it to Elle for some KP since Nobles love to pay for this kind of thing.”

“Thanks,” I replied warmly, and Treyin’s gift took me out of my frustrated thoughts. “I want to loot more, but we need to get going. We’ve got a Seraphic portal to catch.”

I took a moment to scan the ring with my prot-belt as we headed for the door.

Item Type: Ruby Ring of Excessive Punching

Runes Inscribed: Punching Barrage (+4)

Rune Class: Initiate (Squire)

Rune Effect: Ten bare-handed punches in a row result in a critical strike with 40% added strength.

I snorted with laughter at the title of the item, and I hooked it onto my magnetons where I could keep it until I sold the thing. In terms of ridiculous items, this was certainly one of the more worthless ones I’d seen.

Treyin and I emerged from the rear of council building into the light of day once more, and by a stroke of luck, there was a Dax skiff empty and ready for flight in the garden area. It made sense, since the Dax we’d killed inside surely landed it here before they went in, but Treyin and I hadn’t seen it because I’d teleported us in.

“Wow,” I remarked as we jogged over to the gleaming black ship. “We’re going to make a habit of stealing these, I see.”

“They even left it unlocked,” Treyin snickered as she opened up one of the wing doors. “The Dax are fools.”

She smiled like a bureaucrat finding a loophole in a legal document, and it was the sort of predatory expression that made delightful shivers go up my spine.

“How will we find the portal?” I asked.

“We won’t be finding anything until we have Moses, Richard, Nathan, and Neville with us,” Treyin replied.

“We don’t have time,” I insisted.

I felt my impatience rise as I thought of the Star Spears taking the Seraphic portal for themselves. If they got ahold of King Justinian’s armor, how could we face Queen Catrina with our failure? We would lose everything we’d been working so hard for.

“Listen,” Treyin said as we clambered into the skiff and took our seats at the front. “We’re both tired from fighting, and don’t tell me you’re still in perfect shape. That Allied Vengeance rune is wearing off, and I can tell.”

I grimaced at the words, but she was right. I checked my prot-belt to see where I was with my stats, and the readout confirmed what I already knew.

Allied Vengeance:

Speed: +30%

Strength: +30%

Agility: +30%

My enchantments were wearing off pretty quickly, and I didn’t have the summons left in my weapons to get them back up to a high level. Of course, all day I’d been fighting against the Dax and counting on not having to clear any portals. As for my mutation power, it was also low. I probably wouldn’t be splitting or upgrading any portals in the next ten minutes. It was wise of us to regroup and gather our comrades, even if it was just to give me time to recharge my energy.

“You’re right,” I decided. “We’re much better off picking everybody else up. Then we can worry about the portal.”

Realistically, some of the toughest Star Spears would be taking care of the Seraphic portal. Since they would be even harder to fight than the ones in the council room, we would be smart to go in with a full team. Treyin and I were damn good fighters, but we’d also gotten lucky in the council room. The Dax were half busy executing the councilmembers when we started fighting.

Still, it worried me that we were already at least a half an hour behind those first Dax who got sent out. I could only hope they found themselves totally outmatched by the Grendels they encountered.

“Ah, I see how to fly this now,” Treyin remarked, and she hit a few buttons on the complex panel in front of us.

The skiff’s engine roared to life, and Treyin cast me a triumphant smile.

“We’d be lost without your knowledge of the Dax language,” I told her seriously. “The captain was absolutely right to bring you on.”

“Of course, he was right,” Treyin sniffed. “Atticus is insufferably good at commanding. If I were in his place, I would have had me executed.”

I laughed at that, though I didn’t doubt Treyin would have done so. She was admirably single-minded in that sense. She didn’t forgive or forget easily, so I felt lucky to have seen her softer side.

I activated my comms with a few taps on my prot-belt.

“Hey, Treyin and I are alright,” I began. “If you see a Dax skiff heading north, please don’t shoot, we’re inside.”

“So, you’re saying I should definitely shoot every Dax skiff I see?” Richard teased.

“Very funny,” I replied. “Just don’t get trigger-happy.”

“What’s the update on the situation with the council?” Moses asked.

“They tried to ally with the Dax,” I explained, “but the Dax betrayed them. It didn’t end well, and I think only Moolish might be alive. Also, a group of Dax have left to close a Seraphic portal somewhere, though we don’t know where that is.”

I had to stop and clutch at my seat as Treyin jerked the skiff upward.

“While the Dax and the Montesh were talking, they seemed to imply the portal was somewhere you had to fly to,” Treyin added as she raised the skiff into the sky.

“So, it could be anywhere,” Nathan said over the comms.

“I don’t think so,” Treyin mused. “They kept saying they had ‘sent people up there.’ I’m betting the portal is in the mountains, and I don’t think we’re far behind the Dax that got sent out. Maybe fifteen or twenty minutes.”

“We’re coming to get everybody first,” I explained, “so get ready for us to pick you up. I’m still worried they’ll close the portal before we get there.”

“Got it,” Moses replied. “I’m in the northeast, and Nathan is a few streets over.”

“See you soon,” I finished as I shut off the comms.

The skiff banked, and Treyin brought us around to face the northern side of the city. The view screens showed us the sights from all six directions, though it made me dizzy to try and watch all of them at once.

As we drew closer, the forward view screen painted a view of the battlefield. The three hulking forms of the landed Dax starships dominated the space outside of the city limits, but no more soldiers poured out from them.

The tight streets were harder to see inside, but I saw remarkably few people left fighting. The ground was overwhelmingly littered with bodies from both sides of the fight, but I could still spot some movement where Montesh and Dax battled each other. I wondered where many of the skiffs I had seen earlier ended up, and it was difficult to tell what the Dax’s strategy was for this invasion.

Suddenly, a flash of light caught my eye, and I pointed at it on the viewscreen.

“Look,” I said, “that has to be a pretty good-sized prot-field. Do you think it’s Moses?”

“Only one way to find out,” Treyin responded, and she took us into a downward slant toward the streets below.

My stomach dropped, and I clutched at the seatback with white-knuckled hands.

“Are you sure you want to be driving?” I asked mildly.

“We haven’t crashed yet,” Treyin assured me with a wink.

My adrenaline didn’t quite agree with that assessment, but I could ask to switch once we landed.

If we survived that long, that was.

The skiff dove even more sharply, and I spotted a few terrified Montesh guards looking back up at us through the viewscreen. We careened toward the street, and I thought for sure that would be the end of us. The buildings below loomed up and threatened to smash us to pieces.

At the last moment, the skiff leveled off, and the view stabilized. My head swirled as I fought against my exhaustion combined with the motion sickness, and the sound of whining machinery filled my ears.

Yeah. I was getting close to my limit.

Treyin brought the skiff to a teeth-chattering halt, and I peeked at the viewscreens with my breath held as I tried to figure out if we’d murdered anybody with our landing. It looked clear, but I wasn’t positive.

“See, we’re fine,” Treyin dismissed, and I turned to her with a strained smile.

Treyin popped the door open, and I climbed out behind her just in time to see Moses approach us.

The shield knight looked weary, though I didn’t see a single living enemy soldier around. The piles of dead Dax were high, and I didn’t see many Montesh guards mixed in. The shield knight must have been slaughtering his enemies in droves, if I knew anything about Moses’ skills on the battlefield. As Moses walked toward us, a cadre of four Montesh guards trailed behind him with concerned expressions.

“You’re bleeding,” I noticed with surprise. As far as I could tell, the damage was across his palm, but it still looked painful.

Moses looked down at his bloody left hand before he smiled at me.

“Ah, don’t worry about that,” Moses assured me. “I just caught a Dax sword on the way down. It was certainly worth the life of one of these guards.”

I winced at the idea of so willingly taking an injury, but it was a pretty awe-inspiring move. Moses was the best protector I knew, and I only hoped I could someday be as good as he was at leading troops.

“How about I fly, since Moses hurt his hand?” I suggested with a wary glance at Treyin. “Let’s go pick up the others.”

“Right, we should hurry,” Moses agreed.

Treyin made a face at me as I took over the driver’s seat, but she pointed out the necessary buttons so I could start the skiff up again. I remembered a little from the last time I’d flown, and it quickly came back to me as I piloted the craft up and away.

From there, it was a race to find and pick up the rest of the team. Moses helped us locate Nathan in one of the nearby streets.

He looked nearly as battered and tired as Moses had been, but he too had a pair of Montesh guards still alive and well. Nathan gave them both grins and pats on the back before he clambered into our skiff.

“Good fighting,” Nathan sighed as he leaned back into his seat, “even though I feel like a sponge that’s been wrung out too many times.”

After that, we flew off to retrieve Richard from one of the closest defense towers. The sandy-haired twin met us at the bottom of the building, and he gave us a proud grin as our ship settled down.

“Nice ride,” Richard snarked after the door popped open. “You know, I heard black is slimming. It’s probably a good thing that Nathan is sitting in this ship and not the Stalwart’s skiff.”

“I’m the same size as you, idiot,” Nathan replied with a roll of his eyes.

“Don’t tell him,” Richard whispered conspiratorially to me. “He still thinks the reason people can tell us apart is because of our voices.”

“Oh yeah, it’s definitely your voices,” I agreed with an over-exaggerated tone.

Nathan and Richard got to bickering, and I flew the skiff to the second tower to pick up Neville. He was waiting at the base of his tower as well, and he wasted no time in getting in.

Neville’s eyes looked bloodshot and tired, and I figured he hadn’t stopped shooting for even a moment. He was that kind of dedicated, and I knew he didn’t like to rest until the job was done.

“How long has it been since you left the council?” Neville asked as he slid into one of the skiff’s seats.

“About fifteen minutes,” I guessed. “Not too long, so we should be fine.”

Still, I had to worry about the Seraphic portal. It would take us a few minutes to get there, so the Dax were likely forty minutes ahead of us in total.

“I hate the idea of them getting their hands on Justinian’s armor,” I muttered as I turned the skiff toward the mountains.

“It’ll be fine,” Richard commented. “The Star Spears are good, but they’re no Stalwart Space Knights. I bet they’re struggling with whatever came out of that portal.”

“I’ve seen more than a few Dax platoons turn tail to do something else,” Nathan suggested. “Maybe they’re going to go back up the Star Spears at the portal.”

“The battlefield is nearly empty,” Moses agreed. “We didn’t defeat them all, so I expect we’ll see them soon.”

I was almost overwhelmed at the idea of fighting an entire army of Dax with just the six of us. However, if that was what we had to do to serve Queen Catrina and retrieve her father’s armor, I would gladly do it. I was eager to get my swords back into some Dax necks.

“Look,” Treyin urged, and she pointed to a group of black silhouettes in the right viewscreen. “That’s Dax, I’m sure of it.”

The group of ships moved as a unit as they sped toward the mountain range. If they were going to the portal, Treyin was right about it being in the mountains. Wherever that Seraphic portal was hiding, we were going to find it.

“Seven of them,” I counted. “Wherever they’re going, we’re going to follow.”

I banked the skiff toward them slowly in an attempt to avoid attracting attention. I didn’t want the Dax to know we weren’t on their side until we could make an attack.

The enemy skiffs dipped lower, and I followed with my hands on the wheel. Mountain terrain began to whip past underneath us, and I moved smoothly away from several rocky outcroppings as they flew past.

“Neville, come take the weapon yoke,” I requested. “You’re the best shooter here.”

“Good idea,” Moses backed me up. “I think we should take down those skiffs before they get to the portal. We can cut the number of fighters down drastically.”

“Nothing would make me happier,” I answered.

Treyin let out a low laugh, and a grin spread across my face. We were both more than ready to rip the Dax apart. I wanted them dead and off this planet once and for all.

“Look out!” Neville gasped, and I turned back to the viewscreen just in time to see shadowy forms swoop past the front of the skiff.

I rolled the skiff sideways in a maneuver that made my stomach fly into my throat, and my passengers gasped.

“It’s some kind of native fauna,” I shouted.

Something large hit the top of the skiff, and the entire craft lurched ominously.

“Fuck, can we shoot them?” Neville asked.

“What, you’re concerned it’s endangered or something?” Richard yelled. “Of course you can shoot them!”

I pulled the skiff into a complex dip and swerve, and then I hit reverse. The flying animals shot past our craft and came into view.

“Got em!” Neville shouted as he pulled at the gun yoke.

Plasma shots sheared through the air and put smoldering holes in the flying creatures. I caught a glimpse of two pairs of leathery wings and several naked tails, and the creatures plummeted from the sky. Two of them were unscathed, but they shrieked and quickly flew off to find easier prey.

“Well, there goes our silent approach,” Nathan commented.

Sure enough, the rest of the skiffs slowed down as if they were deciding how to interact with us. Something on our ship’s control panel beeped, and Treyin leaned forward from the second row of seats to look at it.

“Shoot, incoming call,” the empath muttered.

“Just answer it,” Moses decided with a smile. “We might as well have a little fun. Neville, start shooting.”

Richard and Nathan cackled from the second row, and Neville gave a crisp salute. I grinned and hit the accelerator as I aimed the nose of our skiff toward the Dax.

Part of the lower viewscreen changed into the interior of a Dax skiff as our call went through. I watched as the Dax pilot’s face turned from confused to enraged as he realized we were no allies of his.

“Surprise, asshole!” Richard laughed, and the viewscreen clicked off again.

We got into range, and plasma fire peppered the air in bursts of pale blue and green as Neville let loose. His aim was true, and the prot-fields on the skiffs flashed as they absorbed the first few shots. One skiff exploded in a fiery rain of debris and bodies, but the others quickly spun as they began to give return fire.

I pivoted our craft in a wide arc as plasma shot past us, and then I dropped to shoot forward across the mountainous terrain. The six Dax skiffs pursued like predators after a fleeing animal.

The craggy spikes of the mountain zipped past me, and I took a harrowing swoop beneath an arch carved in the rock. Three of the Dax tried to follow the path I took, and one of them slammed into the archway at full speed. The rock formation cracked and crumbled, and the skiff skidded down the cliffside as it trailed smoke and sparks. I heard an enormous booming explosion as the skiff’s energy core was damaged, and then the craft was gone.

“Woohoo!” Nathan shouted from behind me.

The Dax ships joined up again as they flew after our skiff, and all five ships lit up with gunfire as they tried to take us out of the sky.

“I don’t know if fancy flying is going to be enough,” Neville said worriedly.

I slammed on the brakes, and the five skiffs shot past me. Neville fired a steady stream of plasma quarrels at them, but their prot-fields were holding up fine.

I turned the ship up and away before our enemies could gun us down, and I formed a new idea as I did.

“Here, take control,” I told Neville, and we switched places as he cursed and fumbled for the stick.

Then I pulled out my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental. If it had worked on the ground, there was no reason for it not to work in flight. I punched the end of my hammer into the floor at my feet, and a portal cracked open in the middle of the sky outside.

I put my hammer away as Neville swerved to a safer spot. Then I kept my eyes on the viewscreen as I activated my nanorunes. The portal warped and glowed as I fed it pure power, and I watched as the upgrade took hold.

My lightning elemental emerged as the air crackled with raw electricity. Unlike the Bolt Fiends, this monster was huge enough to be at least three and a half or four meters tall. A thundercloud rolled off its body, and each wingbeat left sparking energy in its wake. It seemed more like the living idea of lightning than an actual physical creature.

“That’s a Thunder Titan,” Moses rumbled from the back in surprise. “That’s a strong one.”

I could feel the creature’s mind linked to mine, and it certainly was strong. I didn’t fear losing control of it like with an upgraded Fenrir, but I could tell it was a step up from the regular lightning elementals.

At my command, the Thunder Titan swooped toward the Dax skiffs. The Dax let loose a torrent of gunfire to try to take my creature out, but the Thunder Titan swept in to take hold of the nearest skiff. Its massive arms bulged as it pried at the black hull of the craft, and I saw cracks form across the shell of the skiff. Plasma quarrels ripped through my creature, and sparks of lightning shot off in every direction as the Thunder Titan suffered damage.

Suddenly, the skiff under its hands split down the middle. Shards of debris fell from the sky, and my Thunder Titan threw away the two halves like a cracked egg. My beast roared as more plasma quarrels cut it to shreds, and I felt my summoned creature die. It fell from the sky like a shot bird, but there were still four more skiffs we had to take care of.

“Keep steering!” I shouted to Neville. “And nobody shoot while I’m gone.”

“While you’re gone?” Neville asked in confusion, but I didn’t have time to respond.

“He’s going to go tele--” I heard Nathan gasp, but then my nanorunes buzzed within my bloodstream, and my surroundings disappeared. When my atoms reformed, I was inside the Dax skiff that had called us over the comms.

The Dax around me shouted in surprise and confusion, but they weren’t ready to fight hand-to-hand. I pulled out my Scimitar of the Blizzard and my Shade’s Avenging Falchion, and both weapons became extensions of my arms as I cut the heads off two of them. Then I slashed and carved as I struck them down, and they screamed as blood ran to the floor and sloshed around the main cabin.

One of the Dax got a shot off before I cut his chest in half, but the bolt went wide and seared through the skiff wall. Air whistled outside as I slew the pilot, and the skiff began to tumble out of control.

I focused my nanorunes again, and the chaos disappeared as I came back to our original skiff. Neville was still in the pilot’s seat, so I quickly slipped into the gunner’s spot. On the viewscreen, I saw the skiff I’d teleported into now spinning out of control, and it fell into the canyon below. The other three Dax ships turned tail and left it behind.

Neville hit the acceleration, and we flew after the escaping Dax ships.

“Shit, Nick,” Richard laughed. “You scared us there.”

“Sorry, just business as usual,” I replied as I closed my eyes for a second. My head was really spinning now, and I felt the urge to just keep my eyes closed.

But I couldn’t. There was still work to do.

“Alright, the shot’s lined up!” Neville called out.

I grabbed the weapon yoke and unleashed hell on the remaining Dax. Exhilaration filled me as I saw their prot-fields light up with sustained damage. The weapon yoke vibrated in my hands, but both Dax ships quickly turned again to send back gunfire.

Our skiff trembled violently as it took a few blows, and Neville pulled us into a sickening drop to escape the enemy’s plasma quarrels.

“Shit, our prot-field is almost used up,” he grunted. “We can’t pursue any longer.”

The enemy skiffs continued to retreat, and with every second I watched our chance to catch them dwindle.

“No,” I protested as my desperation grew. “We have to get them. They’ll take the portal and Justinian’s armor with it.”

My teammates looked crestfallen and frustrated. Like me, everybody wanted to get this mission done right. Even if this wasn’t our first opportunity to prove ourselves as knights, it was the only shot we would get at retrieving this armor piece for our captain and for Queen Catrina.

“There’s nothing more we can do until we get there,” Moses decided calmly. “One skiff can’t take on three at once in a fair fight, and we’ve exhausted all of our tricks.”
Hopelessness threatened to consume me, but I pushed it down so it wouldn’t overwhelm my thoughts.

“When we get there, we’ll have to divert their attention somehow,” I wondered out loud. “We can’t let them clear that portal.”

At this rate, I was sure the first Dax to leave were about an hour ahead of us. If the Seraphic portal was close, they might already have started clearing it. How long could the portal hold out before the Dax finished it off?

For once, I found myself hoping the Grendels were the more talented and skilled warriors. If they weren’t, we could find ourselves out of luck with our whole mission in jeopardy of failure.

I gritted my teeth and leaned forward in my chair.

I wasn’t about to let that happen. One way or another, we were bringing that armor back.
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Chapter 14

Neville kept the skiff low behind a rocky outcropping as we stared at the portal below us. Armored Dax figures swarmed the portal, and Grendel Grunts had begun to surge forward in battle against the black-clothed figures. It was anybody’s guess who might win at this point, though there were enough Dax present to constitute a small army.

“There’s no way we’re going to fight all those Dax and the Grendels at the same time,” Nathan groaned. “We’re fucked.”

“Have a little faith, Nathan,” Moses assured the sandy-haired twin, but the shield knight’s brow was furrowed in concentration.

We all knew winning would be a long shot in a fair fight, but since when had we ever fought fair? The way to win was simply a matter of figuring out a good plan.

Treyin and Moses threw a few ideas back and forth. We couldn’t collapse the mountain onto them, we couldn’t steal the king’s item at the end without them realizing, and we couldn’t blow them up by sacrificing our skiff as a makeshift bomb. These Dax skiffs didn’t come equipped with autopilot, it seemed.

As the others threw ideas around, I mulled over the problem on my own. I’d been seeing some amazing synergies from my gear lately, but how could I put that to good use?

Suddenly, I realized what we could do.

“Guys, guys,” I said excitedly, “we don’t have to take on the Dax at all. They can stay occupied with the Grendels here while we fight the real portal on the other side of this mountain.”

“The real portal?” Moses asked with interest. “How exactly would that work? Treyin explained how you split portals, but I’m not sure that would help much.”

The shield knight’s eyes were warm with encouragement, and it gave me the confidence to give my plan some serious consideration.

“I learned recently how to maneuver where the split portals go,” I explained quickly. “If I split that portal into two parts, I can send one part to the other side of that ridge.”

I pointed to the viewscreen at a craggy spine of rock at the peak of the mountain. If I stuck the portal behind there, the Dax wouldn’t even know it existed.

“If you split the portal,” Neville said thoughtfully, “wouldn’t that downgrade it? The king’s item might not come out anywhere at all. Besides, it would be hard to put the right portal behind the ridge. You could end up giving the Dax the king’s item by mistake.”

Neville had a point, but there was a simple solution for that issue.

“I’ll have to split the portal and then upgrade just our half,” I decided with a nod. “The king’s item will naturally emerge from the stronger portal, and the Dax will exhaust themselves against the lower-level version.”

“While we grab the golden armor,” Richard chuckled. “I like this, we’re practically pranking the whole Dax army.”

“Pranks don’t generally end in death,” Nathan commented mildly.

“You only say that because you’re constantly asking me to make our pranks safer,” Richard sighed. “Thanks to you, no victim has seen the true extent of my abilities.”

I was a little terrified to think of what kinds of pranks Richard would cook up without Nathan’s influence to calm them down. The twins were already responsible for all kinds of outlandish mischief.

“Do the portal splitting, Nick,” Moses approved with a grin. “I think your plan is just the ticket we need to get Justinian’s item.”

“Alright,” I began. “Neville has to get us ready. I need a clear line of sight to the spot behind that ridge as well as to the portal below.”

Neville slunk the skiff low along the mountainside as we skirted the Dax’s line of vision. We had our skiff’s cloaking device activated, but it seemed to be malfunctioning a little ever since the aerial firefight. When the wind blew hard, the cloaking system flickered on and off like a guttering candle, and we were exposed to sight for a few seconds.

I was sure the Dax below were partially occupied with the Grendel battle, but getting spotted could ruin the whole plan.

Neville did a fantastic job of piloting, and soon our skiff was humming among a copse of alien trees with a clear view of what I had requested.

“Perfect,” I decided. “Alright, get your weapons ready. We’ll want to get in there quickly.”

I narrowed my eyes as the rest of my team moved around the skiff in their final preparations. This was a much stronger portal than I had ever split before, and I would need all of my concentration to make it look convincing to the Dax.

I felt my heart jump in my chest as my nanorunes began to buzz and vibrate beneath my skin. The portal in the valley began to swirl with light, and a few sparks sizzled off it as I pulled a second rift into creation.

Then I made a sharp gesture with my arms, and the portal below seemingly returned to normal. It glowed a little less brightly than before, and its color was more purple than the maroon it had been a moment ago.

Simultaneously, a second portal appeared behind the mountain ridge. It was identical in shape, size, and color to the valley portal below, but the Dax would never even see it.

“Hah!” Neville shouted with a victorious pump of his fist. “Alright, hold on everybody!”

“Looks like the Dax fell for it,” Moses celebrated with a grin. “They’re just charging forward like nothing happened.”

I glanced down at the black figures as they clashed with the Grendel Grunts. Elites and Warriors had emerged from the portal as well in the meantime, and I was sure it seemed to the Dax like everything was normal.

“Of course,” Treyin said smugly. “They don’t even know splitting a portal is possible, much less how to recognize it when it happens. Our Nicholas is very unique.”

Treyin cast me a pleased, sultry smile, and I felt a blush creep around my neck.

Neville flew the skiff with precision and speed as we zipped along the edge of the mountainside. Soon, we were behind the same ridged outcrop as the portal, and Neville brought the skiff down to the ground as soon as we were out of the Dax army’s view.

The portal churned and swirled as it prepared to release the first Grendel Grunts, but I wasn’t done yet.

“Here we go,” I grunted as I pulled on the last of my mutation ability. “Nobody is allowed to stumble into mortal danger for a while, since I’ll be out of teleportation energy after this.”

My breath came hard and fast as I fed my nanorunes to the portal. I felt my power stretch and drain from the core of my being, and I grinned as the nanorunes began to take effect.

Then a strange feeling overtook me, and I slumped dizzily to the side of my seat as the portal swelled and began to glow fiercely. The rift was blindingly bright, and I knew at once I had succeeded in creating a powerful Seraphic portal.

“Way to go!” Nathan complimented me happily.

“Get your balance back quick,” Richard teased, “or we’ll kill all the Grendels without you.”

The skiff doors popped open, and my allies charged out to meet the first wave of Grendels. I shook my head to clear my vision before I dashed out of the skiff as well.

I needed to keep pushing onward. We were so close to getting a piece of the armor. I just needed a little more time, and then I could rest.

I took one breath of fresh air, and reinvigoration rushed back into my limbs. Exhilaration charged through me like a wildfire, and I drew my Necroscythe of Resurrection from my magnetons.

Then I let out a wild war whoop as I charged toward the pulsing portal. My legs had barely hit the ground, but Grendel Warriors emerged from the rift as I ran, and the blurring forms of invisible Grendel Elites came with them. The clicking sounds of Grendels filled my ears, and my team let out their own shouts of challenge as we charged in. It was a powerful first wave, but I knew we could take care of them without breaking a sweat.

My necroscythe swept left and right, and Grendel limbs flew as I slashed into the fray. Beside me, Moses flung back two Elites with a toss of his massive shield, and I flicked the back of my scythe to the side so that I could behead one while it tumbled through the air.

Richard whirled past me with his twin axes swinging, and Grendel bodies blew apart in his wake. Nathan bashed one Warrior down with his shield while his spear took out another through the temple. The twins moved in synchronization as they fought, and they made a deadly duo while they killed together.

As usual, Treyin left a swathe of death in her wake, and her twin katars dripped with green ichor.

An Elite shimmered into visibility to my right, and I dropped to the ground to let my opponent sail ineffectually over my head. The Elite’s serrated sword whistled through the air as it passed me, and I could feel a breeze ruffle my hair as its talons passed inches over my head.

“Got ya!” Nathan slammed his shield into it to knock it back to me, and I took its head off with a swing of my scythe. The chain handle rattled in my left hand, and I pulled it taut as I carved down three Warriors at once.

“Thanks!” I shouted at my friend and he slammed the haft of his spear into his shield as I ripped the legs off another monster.

“New wave coming!” Neville bellowed over the sounds of fighting.

The portal swirled, and new Grendels emerged from inside. I saw Grunts, Warriors, and Elites alike dash from the rift as they joined their army. Then I caught a quick glimpse of a half dozen shadowy forms as they emerged in the midst of flight.

Wait, flight?

I stared for a moment in shock before I had to dodge a Grendel Warrior’s club strike. I slaughtered the Warrior and faced upwards to get a good look at the new Grendels.

They were fast, incredibly agile, and just as capable of flight as any bat or bird. I could scarcely get a clear image of them, since they were too quick, but the Grendels began to come straight for me and the others.

“They’re flying?” I called out in confusion and shock.

“Draconite Grendels!” Moses bellowed. “Be careful of their acidic breath!”

Flying Grendels descended on us in a frenzy of scaled wings and spiny hides. A snapping maw nearly collided with my head, but I dove to safety just in time.

The Draconite Grendel swooped back around with a screech and bared its fangs as it swept toward me. I prepared for another bite, but this time something yellow began to bubble deep in the creature’s maw.

I dove forward into a roll right as a spray of liquid sizzled to the ground behind me. Smoke rose from the rocky ground, and an acrid chemical smell reached my nose.

It wasn’t acid breath so much as it was acid spit, but either way, I didn’t want to face the consequences of letting it hit me. Even if my prot-field stopped it, the acid would eat through my shielding quickly and leave me vulnerable for the next attack.

“Neville!” I shouted.

“I’ll take care of it!” my friend yelled over the din of the fight.

Green light flashed from his gun, and a shot took several Draconite Grendels right in the chest. I saw Nathan raise his spear to skewer one of the winged Grendels as it plummeted from the air, and the spearpoint came out bloody on the other side as the Draconite Grendel slid down to the two metal spikes at the base of the tip.

A nearby Draconite Grendel came down next to me in a clicking of confused rage. Neville had shot a burning hole clean through one of the Grendel’s scaly wings, and now it was grounded in the perfect position for the slaughter.

The Grendel rolled to its feet to face me down, and I got a good look at its physique for the first time. The wings themselves weren’t too dissimilar in structure from those of a bat’s, but there was an extra set of joints to give the wing a more curved, unnatural shape. The skin stretched over the wings was covered in oblong, yellowish-green scales, and I shivered at its strange appearance.

The body of the Grendel wasn’t dissimilar to an Elite’s, and the head was teardrop-shaped with milky eyes, razor-sharp teeth, and dark green scales. However, the Draconite’s front arms were smaller and less developed than those of an Elite, and its serrated talons were longer to compensate. A stumpy, whip-thin tail trailed on the ground behind the Draconite, but the wicked talons on its feet meant the lower half of the alien was still dangerous.

I darted in to put my scythe through the Grendel’s chest, but its mouth opened once more, and I dodged away just as a yellow spray of acid shot through the air where I had once stood.

The Draconite’s eyes followed me closely, and a green tongue lolled from its mouth between its teeth. The end of its tongue was forked into three sections, and barbed hooks dotted the surface of it.

“Moses,” I shouted, “what’s with the--”

The tongue suddenly extended at blinding speed as it came straight for me. I tried to back away, but the end of it curled around my left arm in a vice-like grip, and a powerful tug nearly pulled me off my feet.

More yellow acid welled in the Draconite’s mouth, but it had trapped me in the firing line. If I didn’t do something quickly, I would get a facefull of acid spit.

So, I swept my necroscythe in a half circle, and it sliced the Draconite’s tongue in two. The curled end of the tongue flopped off my arm to the ground, and I dodged away as quickly as I could.

The Draconite released its spray with a snarl of pained fury, and a few sizzling dots of yellow acid landed on my prot-field.

Prot-field: 52%

Shit. That much damage all at once? I hated to be right about how dangerous this Draconite could be.

The creature gathered itself for another attack, but I took my three Knife of the Storm blades from my magnetons as I faced the Draconite down.

The alien clicked eerily, and it dove for me with a flapping jump. The creature’s long hind talons sliced toward my head, but I ducked low as I flicked my wrist. I buried my first Knife of the Storm in the alien’s stomach, and the second Knife of the Storm sunk into its right thigh.

The Draconite Grendel collapsed to the ground in an ungainly stumble. The Tempest Strike runes slowed it to near-paralysis, and I took advantage of that to move in with my necroscythe.

The black blade cleaved the alien’s body into two pieces. The upper torso fell to one side while the legs slumped to the other, and I took a moment to retrieve both of my knives.

“Nice one, Nick!” Moses bellowed as he charged past me with his shield and naginata swinging.

“Thanks!” I shouted as I put my knives back, and then I followed Moses back into the crowd.

The Grendels that Moses didn’t spear he knocked aside with his massive shield, and his movements created large holes of disruption I was able to exploit with my new death-harvesting weapon. Soon the black bladed scythe ran slick with blood and ichor, and the clicking of Warriors and Elites filled my ears.

A dark shape flitted overhead, and I looked up just in time to spot a spray of yellow acid falling from the sky. I jumped a few steps away, and the acid dripped onto the Elite I’d been fighting.

Yellow fluid ate through the scales on its head and shoulder as the unfortunate Grendel clicked and flailed. The acid smoked, and green organs were revealed beneath the Elite’s skin as it died. I pushed its body over with my foot, and the corpse dropped down like a loose sack of munitions.

My gaze snapped back up to the Draconite Grendel as it made another swooping pass. It was keeping high above the crowd, perhaps smartly, since it had escaped Neville’s initial barrage of gunfire. How could I take it down from here?

I tested my nanorunes almost automatically, and I was surprised to find I’d regained just enough power for a couple of teleports. Just like several of the Stalwart crew had postulated, the more I used my powers, the stronger they became. I knew that a few months ago, I never would have been able to use so much in one day. I still felt beyond exhausted, but my recovery time was faster, and my nanorunes were stronger than ever.

I put my necroscythe away and exchanged it for my Shade’s Avenging Falchion. Then I fixed my stare on the flying Grendel and activated my nanorunes.

I felt my atoms buzz as I narrowed my eyes at the Draconite overhead, and I prepared myself for a bumpy landing. My mutation power pulled me away, and I felt my energy drain to feed it.

My body reassembled to the sound of the whipping wind and the sight of a wheeling skyline. I dropped onto the Draconite’s back, and I narrowly avoided skewering my legs on the spikes along its neck and shoulders.

The Draconite screamed as it tried to knock me off with a few shakes of its body, but I skewered the creature through the chest with my falchion. Blood sprayed into the wind as we tore through the sky, and the Draconite flapped frantically as it tried to control its descent.

It was dying, even if it refused to accept that. Then the Draconite keened and dropped lower and lower until I could see the scaly heads of Grendels flashing past my feet.

The Draconite’s wings folded, and it dropped like a stone as I bailed from my ride. I hit the ground from about eight feet up, and my boots absorbed the impact as I stumbled down into a horde of Grendels.

I sunk my falchion into a Warrior as I pulled out my Scimitar of the Blizzard. From there, I dual-wielded them  in a series of Academy-trained slashes, jabs, and strikes that left a trail of bodies in my wake. I sent Grendels flying into their allies with well-placed kicks, and I lopped off arms to incapacitate those I couldn’t kill quickly enough.

The Warriors and Elites began to thin, and I could see no more Draconites swooping in the sky overhead. In a few more minutes, we would have this wave taken care of.

“Nick, you lived!” shouted a happy Richard and Nathan in tandem.

I turned to see the twins cut their way toward me in a barrage of bursting bodies and skewered Grendels. Richard and Nathan fought like they shared the same mind and body, and it was amazing to see them flow through the battlefield so easily.

“Of course I’m alive,” I scoffed with a grin. “I love killing Grendels.”

It was true, actually. It was important to fight the Dax, but killing Grendels seemed far more natural to me. I was practically at home among the clicking and the ichor, and the enemies fell to my necroscythe like sheaves of wheat stripped for the harvest.

Suddenly, an Elite emerged from its cloaking technology as it leapt to skewer Richard with its cutlass. Nathan and I both stepped in to dispatch the Grendel, but a green bolt shot through its temple first.

The Grendel swayed and collapsed, and Neville jogged over to us with Moses and Treyin in tow. It seemed they’d taken care of their Grendels already, and now the battlefield was nearly empty.

“Kill-stealer!” Richard teased as Neville approached. “I was gonna get it, you guys. Now, my tally has one less.”

“Next time, I’ll let the Grendel disembowel you,” Neville answered with a shrug.

Nathan snickered, and I had to grin as well. Of course, every single one of us would watch the others’ backs without hesitation. We’d been through too much together, and fighting as a cohesive unit just came naturally.

“Nick,” Treyin commented as she neared us, “you really should finish off your prey.”

She cast an amused glance toward the Warriors milling around a few meters away. Each one was lacking at least one arm, and I gave a rueful smile as I realized they were the Grendels I had dismembered in the middle of the fight. I wasn’t sure if they would die of blood loss or just continue to wander around, but the Grendels didn’t seem to be much of a threat.

“At least they don’t seem to be in a battling mood,” I offered jokingly.

Neville rolled his eyes and shook his head in a long-suffering gesture to the sky.

“Nick,” Moses asked with a chortle, “did I see you teleport onto one of those Draconites and ride it to the ground?”

“Maybe,” I answered with a grin.

“Olav would be proud,” Moses laughed. “Goodness, I knew him and his jetpacks were a bad influence.”

Back on Ecoma, the berserker had taken me for a rather slap-dash fight with the jetpacks in use. Nothing about our approach had been organized, but we’d still managed to get the job done in order to thwart the Grendels and the Dax alike.

“That was just the one time,” I pointed out, “and it totally worked out, so it was a good influence.”

“I’ll reserve my judgement,” Moses laughed, and then he looked back toward the portal. “Get ready, everybody. I think we have another wave on the way.”

Sure enough, the portal color wavered slightly in the telltale sign of incoming Grendels. I expected another barrage of flying Draconites, invisible Elites, and Warriors, but what stepped through wasn’t even close to that.

“What the … “ Neville muttered to himself.

I felt exactly the same way. The creature was many-legged like a Grendel Grunt, though its body must have been at least ten meters long, and rows of alternating reptilian legs propelled the thing in a slithering, undulating movement as it emerged from the portal. It was somewhat like an enormous snake or a centipede, though everything about it looked just plain wrong.

A blunt, teardrop-shaped head emerged from the long body, and four milky-white eyes rolled in its skull. From nose to tail, the creature was long and lumpy, like a tube sock stuffed with marbles. Large, plate-like green scales covered the alien’s flesh, and the tail thinned to a barbed, jagged point made of bone-like material.

“Moses, what the hell is this thing?” Nathan implored.

“Dangerous, I’d say,” Moses answered. “As for its name or its weakness, I couldn’t hazard a guess. I’ve never seen or heard of anything like it.”

“Comforting,” Neville said dryly.

The huge, serpentine alien turned to stare at the injured Grendel Warriors with the intensity of a reptile. As we watched, it slithered toward them with a startling speed. It paused for a moment once it was close, and then its head struck forward in a quick lunge. It came back with a Grendel Warrior halfway out of its jaws, and it consumed its ally remorselessly in a single gulp.

“It doesn’t appear to have much respect for its teammates,” Treyin pointed out.

“I think we should name the alien Neville,” Richard requested.

“It looks like a Neville,” Nathan backed him up.

“We’re not naming it, you shits,” Neville groaned. “We’re killing it.”

“How about whoever lands the last blow gets to name it?” I suggested with a smile of open challenge toward my teammates.

For a moment, everybody looked at me and then back to the unknown Grendel. A lump traveled down the creature’s scaled throat as it swallowed another Warrior whole.

“Even I like the idea of a naming competition,” Moses admitted. “Move out.”

We passed mounds of Grendel corpses as we approached the new creature at a steady jog. As we grew nearer, it seemed even more gigantic than before.

Then the alien turned its blunt face toward us and roared out a deafening challenge. The noise ripped through my helmet and vibrated in my chest as I gasped, and we all stopped for a few seconds until the sound faded out. When the noise finally stopped, my ears still rang with the echoes of the awful roar.

Moses said something to us, but the words were lost in the ringing sound. Apparently, we were going to have to deal with the temporary deafness while we took this thing down.

I mirrored the others as we fanned out to approach the Grendel monster. Its four milky eyes fixated on us as we approached, and it scrunched its body slightly as if it was preparing to defend itself.

I watched in concern as the plate-sized scales lifted up from the alien’s body. I had a hard time figuring out exactly how it would protect its flesh with that method, and I brandished my dual swords as I darted a meter closer to the alien.

Then the serpentine alien gave a firm shake of its body like a dog shedding water. It blurred with speed as it shivered quickly, and suddenly the scales lifted free to fly at us.

A barrage of dinner plate-sized scales whipped through the air in all directions. One thunked into the ground at my feet, and a spray of rocky soil kicked up at me. I dodged a second scale as it flew past my right shoulder, and it glittered deadly green in the sunlight as it disappeared. Then a third scale took me by surprise as it curved around on a slanted trajectory to come at me from the left.

I managed to spot it just before it hit me, but I couldn’t dodge or teleport in time. So, I lifted up my Scimitar of the Blizzard to block the scale with my blade.

With a tremendous clang, the scale hit my scimitar dead-on. It ricocheted away to clatter to a halt on the rocky ground, and my prot-field shimmered around my arm briefly as a result of absorbing part of the projectile blow.

Prot-field: 21%

My jaw nearly dropped open in shock at the number. I’d taken a few prot-field hits throughout the fight earlier, but it had recharged to a bit over fifty percent the last time I’d checked it out. If I had to parry two scales instead of just one, I would have been screwed.

I looked at my scimitar more closely, and my eyes widened as I noticed some damage to the blade of it. It was nothing bad, but there was some chipping and rolling on the fine edge of the weapon. I could probably still use it on Grendel Grunts and Warriors, but it would need resharpening, and possibly a repair from Casey, before it could move through armor well again, so I put it back on my magnetons and gripped my Shade’s Avenging Falchion.

I glanced over at the rest of the team, but they looked fine. Treyin had dodged every scale perfectly, and it looked like Moses had protected Richard with his prot-field. Nathan had done fine as well with his shield and his enhanced prot-field, and he’d covered Neville as well.

Moses shouted something unintelligible as he gestured, but the hand signal was familiar even if my ears were still ringing. Then, as one unit, our whole team launched into a dead sprint with Moses in the lead.

Neville fired off pot-shots with his gun as he ran, but the green flashes of light bounced off the alien’s hide without leaving any real damage. If the slight scorch marks on its scales bothered the Grendel, it didn’t show it.

My feet pounded the ground as I swerved around boulders and jumped over smaller rock debris. I vaulted over a few Grendel corpses, and my eyes caught on the wooden shaft of a javelin stuck halfway into the dirt. In a burst of intuition, I leaned down and scooped up the strange Grendel javelin as I went.

I didn’t scan the weapon, so I wouldn’t even know if the runes were compatible with my equipment, but I hefted the javelin over my shoulder as I approached the alien.

The Grendel shivered again, and more scales shot out from its hide in spinning, deadly projectiles. I was ready this time, and I dodged left and right around two scales as they threatened to take my head off.

Then I hefted the javelin as I judged the distance, and I threw it with all of my strength. The weapon made a sharp whistling sound as it passed me, and I watched as my aim proved true.

The javelin sunk into the Grendel’s jawline, and the alien roared in anguish as it tried to shake the weapon free. The Grendel’s rows upon rows of reptilian legs writhed ineffectually as it tried to rid itself of the weapon.

It was a distraction, and I knew my attack wouldn’t do any real damage to the alien, but it gave us enough time to close the distance without any more flying scale attacks. Whatever runes the javelin held didn’t seem to have activated, but plain metal and wood did just as good a job of creating pain as any high-tier weapon.

“Kill it quickly!” Moses bellowed as we ran the final meters toward the Grendel.

I reached a spot just behind its blunt head, and I began to hack at the alien’s many legs. They were muscled like the legs on a lizard, but each one ended in a sharp, keratin-like tip. They reminded me of the legs on the large cockroaches that used to run around in Dobuni’s alleyways, and I bared my teeth as I carved at the Grendel with a vengeance.

Three Grendel legs came off under my next blow, and they writhed on the ground in twitching death throes. I stepped over them and slashed at the scaly hide with my falchion.

My blade skittered off the scales at first, but I angled it inward and shoved it down toward the tender flesh between the armored scales.

Green blood sprayed out beneath my falchion, and I wrenched it free with effort. The Grendel roared in pain and anger, and the blunt head curled toward me. It opened its jaws, and huge fangs the length of my arm threatened to skewer me.

In a flash of inspiration, I dove under the Grendel’s serpentine body. I had to roll to fit under its low height, but the alien growled in frustration as I went out of reach.

The legs around me skittered and stabbed at the ground as they sought to find me. I rolled right as the Grendel veered that way, and sharp insectoid legs pierced the earth where I’d been laying.

I slashed my falchion up into the scaled belly of the creature. Ichor dribbled out onto me, and I shouted my war cry back as I carved through the flesh above me.

The scales here weren’t as large and hard, and I split some of them as my blade drew a jagged line down the Grendel’s stomach. Stringy gray and green muscle flayed under my attack, and blood poured onto the earth below.

Legs crushed through the dirt around me, and I decided it was time to get out of there. So, I pulled on my nanorunes, and the world warped around me as my power whisked me away.

When I could see again, I was staring at the Grendel from a few meter’s distance. It was a safe spot to be while I decided on my next move, and I jogged toward the alien as I considered things.

Treyin waved a katar at me as she saw me escape from the fray, and I was grateful to see she’d been looking out for me.

I watched as Moses slammed his tower shield down on some of the Grendel’s legs. He sheared off a couple of them, and then he moved his naginata in a wide arc to cut off another.

He’d opened up enough space to get in close to attack, so Moses dove in and began his assault on the Grendel’s scaled hide. I grinned as he flayed open its flesh and raked injuries through its scales.

Then the Grendel twisted around in a move that seemed both serpentine and impossibly flexible. If any Caledonian creature moved like that, it would have to be boneless, and I watched in shock as the Grendel curled up in a tight spiral and swept Moses into the center of its coils. It squeezed shut like a python strangling its victim, and my heart leapt inside my chest with fear and anger.

Moses couldn’t die, not on my watch.
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Chapter 15

I shouted my defiance to the sky as I dragged out the last dregs of my available mutant power. My nanorunes went to work, and my body fizzed out into nothingness.

When I reformed, I was on top of the Grendel’s blunt head. I dropped to my knees to clutch at the sharp scales. I couldn’t afford to fall off, since I wouldn’t get a second shot at this, and failure meant that Moses would die.

The Grendel noticed my presence atop its skull, and it thrashed its neck around in an attempt to dislodge me. I held on with an iron, unyielding grip, and slowly I raised my right fist. The falchion gleamed as I brought it up, and the milky eyes of the Grendel rolled as it tried to look at me.

Then I lunged forward and sunk my falchion deep into the creature’s eye. White fluid coated my hand and spilled down the beast’s muzzle as I dug my sword in deeper. My blade was halfway into the Grendel’s skull, and I felt something crunch and crumble as I pressed harder. My falchion sunk up to its hilt, and I slammed my fist on the end of it to drive the weapon home.

I could tell the exact moment my sword cut through something important. A liquid squelch sounded from inside the Grendel’s skull, and its thrashing suddenly stilled. An ominous silence hung over the battlefield for a heartbeat, and then the Grendel died.

I clung to the head of the beast as it collapsed, and my stomach lurched as the skull and I dropped the final few meters in freefall. The Grendel’s chin thumped to the ground and jarred me hard enough to make me dizzy, but I wasn’t hurt.

“Moses!” I shouted as I turned around. “Is Moses okay?”

The Grendel’s coils had loosened and flopped to the ground, and its dozens of legs twitched as they curled toward its body. My breath caught in my throat as I looked for Moses underneath the Grendel’s body, but I didn’t catch sight of him.

“I’m fine!” Moses called out to me.

I looked to the source of his voice as I finally realized he was sitting well-clear of the monster. The rest of the team surrounded him, but they stepped back so I could see Moses wave to me.

I sighed in relief, recovered my falchion, and slid down off the Grendel’s head. Its scales clattered and scraped at my armor as I stumbled to the ground, and I took a moment to shake out my stiff arms and legs. I was beyond exhausted now, and as I walked toward the rest of my teammates, Neville and the twins rushed to come look at me.

“Man, Nick, you could’ve just asked to be the one to name it,” Richard said in mock solemnity.

“Yeah,” Nathan added comfortingly. “You just had to ask. No need to go slaying the Grendel by yourself.”

“Come on, guys,” Neville chuckled as he slapped me on the back. “Let’s leave the Stalwart’s resident overachiever alone.”

My laughter took me by surprise, and I shook my head.

“I was just worried about Moses,” I confessed.

“I’m totally fine,” Moses assured me. “I was more concerned that you were about to be eaten, too.”

“I would do it again any day,” I chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s better to make sure you’re safe. We’re all fellow knights now, so we should look after each other.”

“I couldn’t have said it better myself,” Moses agreed cheerily. “Of course, the most important question is what you’re going to name the Grendel.”

“What if it already has an official name?” I pointed out.

“To hell with it,” Moses answered. “You’re picking one, and we’re going to use it whether it’s correct or not.”

I laughed as I put some serious thought into the naming of the thing. It was oddly insectoid as well as serpentine at the same time, and I found it hard to encompass the entire creature in a single word.

“Strangula Grendel,” I decided suddenly. “The scales, legs, and the mouth are irritating to deal with, but its most dangerous weapon was its coils. The name should serve as a warning, I think.”

Moses smiled broadly, and he gave me a pat on my shoulder.

“I think it’s a perfect name,” he complimented. “In the Stalwart’s records at least, that Grendel will now be called the Strangula.”

“I guess it’s a fat lot better than letting either of these two name it,” Neville remarked with a roll of his eyes toward the twins.

I began to reply, but a sudden change of color in the portal drew my attention toward it. The swirling interior of the portal began to brighten and shift in hue, and slowly the rift settled on a brilliant golden light that glowed like the sun.

“The king’s item,” Moses breathed.

I found myself speechless as I looked at the portal. I had witnessed the glow of a Seraphic portal before, but I hadn’t truly realized what I was seeing at the time. Now, I knew just now special and important that golden glow was. I had met Queen Catrina herself, and my heart leapt at the idea of winning this prize for her.

We approached the portal as a group, and an ornate chest seemed to emerge from the glow. I was transfixed by the gilded sides of it, and I could only stare as the portal faded and left only the chest behind.

“Which one will it be?” Nathan whispered in awe.

“I bet it’s the monocle,” Richard replied.

“We’ve already found a monocle, dumbass,” Neville broke in. “Two monocles might as well be glasses.”

Moses and Treyin approached the chest together, but they stopped before they opened it.

“Come over here,” Treyin requested. “You four were just as instrumental in retrieving this armor piece as we were.”

“We’re all knights now,” Moses added with a wide smile.

We approached the chest with the slow, shuffling steps full of a nervous respect. Moses reached down to open the chest lid, and we all leaned in with bated breath.

“The chest piece,” Treyin murmured, and even she sounded overtaken by awe. “This would have been a grave thing to lose to the Dax.”

“Every piece would be a grave one to lose to the Dax,” Moses replied seriously, “but I can see what you mean with this one in particular. It is breathtaking.”

Inside the trunk, the gleaming gold form of the king’s breastplate was large and elegantly shaped. Ornate patterns like abstract vines wandered over the surface of it, and the detail seemed like something from old legends, not something you would ever see in person. Once more, I wondered how Justinian must have fought in this armor, and I wished I knew how he had died.

The mysteries of the Grendel portals still eluded us, but I’d been hearing about Grendels for years without questioning it. I could wait longer without knowing, since I was happy just to serve Queen Catrina.

My heart ached at the thought of the full armor in action, and I sighed as Moses closed the chest once more. He leaned down and picked up the large trunk like it weighed nothing, and the huge knight held it carefully against himself.

“We’ll get this back to our skiff,” Moses decided, and we all turned to follow him back across the battlefield. “I think it’s safe to say Nick won’t be in the driver’s seat, since he looks like he’s about to pass out.”

“I’m fine,” I argued.

“It’s okay,” Moses chuckled. “Like you said. We are a team, we are knights. We watch each other’s backs and lift each other up when we need it. You’ve done a lot of work, let us have your back now.”

“Okay,” I sighed as my friends all smiled at me.

“I can drive if Treyin does the guns.” Neville shrugged.

“Hopefully there won’t be any more fighting,” Treyin said. “Our mission is done here.”

“So, we’re just getting off this backwoods planet now, aren’t we?” Richard asked.

“Well,” I drew out the word suggestively, “just because the Montesh main battle is under control, that doesn’t mean the Dax down in that valley aren’t a threat, right?”

“True,” Richard agreed with a shrug, “but is that our problem? The council almost screwed us over big time. We’ve got the stuff, so we can just walk away.”

“Walk away, sure, but how?” I reminded Richard. “We have the skiff we commandeered and the Stalwart skiff we arrived in, but that’s it. If we want to get off this planet, we’re going to need to avoid being gunned down by Dax warships the minute we try to fly back to the Stalwart. That means the Dax need to be taken out.”

“We could just wait around until the Stalwart comes to get us,” Neville muttered.

Moses laughed and shook his head at the young knight’s words. “Neville, don’t you remember what kind of knights we are? We won’t just sit on our asses in the countryside until the Stalwart enters orbit.

“Of course,” Neville said. “But isn’t the king’s armor important? Don’t we need to get it back? I’m nervous about risking it. I know we all are.”

“Yep,” Moses said. “You do have a valid point, but I think we can do all of it. First, we’re going to deal with the Dax down there, and then we’ll focus on securing Montesh from the Dax entirely.”

“What does that mean?” Nathan asked.

“How about we worry about that when we get there,” Treyin suggested with obvious bloodlust in her voice. “I’m ready to cut more Dax throats.”

“Treyin is right,” Moses agreed. “First, we kill Dax scum. Then we worry about long term solutions.”

Moses may have been one of the calmer members of the Stalwart’s Space Knight team, but he was still undoubtedly one of them. When it came time to fight, he was as eager for battle as anybody.

We reached the skiff, and Moses deposited the heavy trunk into the back seats. There was enough room to sit at most twenty armored men and women at once, so he shoved the chest to the back and wedged it under the seats.

Then Moses stepped back from his handiwork and brushed off his hands with a smile.

“Good,” he decided firmly. “Let’s go down and finish off those Dax.”

We piled into the skiff, and my companions’ movements were a little more tired and slower than before, but our spirits were up in the clouds. After the Grendel fight, and the acquisition of the king’s chest plate, the Dax seemed like a simple issue.

I peered ahead at the view screens and realized the Dax weren’t going to put up much of a fight at all. Most of the grunts who weren’t Star Spears were already dead, and a couple of the Star Spears had perished as well. It looked like the Dax were close to finishing off their portal, but it would be a success at the cost of many lives.

Somehow, though, I didn’t think the Star Spears cared much that their infantry had been slaughtered.

“Thirty-two Star Spears,” Treyin reported after a quick count. “Five and one third Dax for each of us.”

“I do enjoy killing one third of a Dax,” Richard sighed like a wistful lover.

“It’ll be easy,” Moses said confidently. “They won’t even know we’re here.

As the skiff came in for a landing, I checked my necroscythe with my prot-belt. I was curious to see if it had recovered its summoning power by now, since it had still been recharging during the Grendel portal battle.

Necroscythe of Resurrection

Rune Charged: Yes

I smiled in victory as I flexed my gloves over my necroscythe. I definitely loved when a cooldown didn’t last all day. It was too bad my nanorunes weren’t recovered yet, or I might have found it fun to upgrade this portal as well.

Neville set the skiff down near the very back of the battlefield, just behind where the corpses grew thick.

The moment the skiff was turned off, we launched from our seats and opened the doors to hit the ground running.

The Dax were so focused on the battle in front of them, they didn’t even turn around until we were scarcely two meters away.

One Star Spear whirled to spot us, and he shrieked out a warning to his comrades. We were moving fast, though, and the other Star Spears hardly had enough time to even realize what was going on before we were on top of them.

“For Queen Catrina!” Moses bellowed, and the rest of us roared along with him.

I swept my necroscythe along the mounds of bodies on the ground, but then I realized a little too late they were Grendel corpses, and I didn’t think my new Lich ability would work. Then, to my surprise, skeletal hands began to emerge from those teardrop-shaped skulls just as readily. Apparently, my necroscythe’s ability would work on aliens just as well as it worked on humans.

Five bone goblins joined me in my assault on our enemies, and I felt my necroscythe make a satisfying slash through several torsos. Two Star Spears died before they could understand what enemies they were engaged with, and I saw others fall quickly to the rest of my team.

The third Star Spear gave me some challenges. As I clashed with him, he activated an enchantment that let him create a team of shadowy doubles. Unlike my duplicates from my Voidgod’s Breastplate, these were black, formless versions of him, and instead of attacking, they rushed toward me like a blinding smokescreen.

At first, I found myself driven backward under the onslaught of the shadowy forms. I expected them to serve as extra attackers, though instead, they simply focused on obscuring my vision. I braced to fend off blows from them, but they didn’t even approach.

It was time to take the offensive, or the Star Spear behind his duplicates could use the smokescreen to ambush me.

I whirled my necroscythe around myself in a circle, and the blade cut through each and every shadow duplicate. Their shadowy forms dissipated into wisps of smoke before fading away, and the rest of the shadow duplicates fell before me easily.

They dropped and let me see my opponent just in time for him to nearly send a dagger through my skull. I tilted out of the way, and I let his dagger pass by my head with an audible woosh of air. Then I grabbed his forearm and pulled him toward me, and the Star Spear stumbled straight into the curve of my necroscythe blade.

He died, and I moved on to another enemy.

The fourth Star Spear was dressed in a flowy cloak that covered up most of her armor, and it helped to obscure her movements as she faced me. The cloak looked as if it were some kind of skin or hide, and it was stained with blood from previous battles.

The Star Spear was lithe on her feet, though her speed seemed more of an annoyance than a danger. Every time I tried to cut her, she scampered out of range. She was frustratingly avoidant, but I could see why the strategy had worn out her enemies successfully in the past.

I gave her an opening to attack me, but she didn’t fall for the bait. The Star Spear stayed well away from my open guard, which forced me to mount my own offense. I swung my necroscythe at her, but she eased away from my weapon like an eel through water.

When I feinted, she moved away from every true blow as if she could see my true intentions written on my face. She was good, that was for sure, but I knew it was only a matter of time before I beat her. Still, it was frustrating, since she seemed to have a fighting style specifically designed to give my combat setup the most trouble.

“Nick, switch!” Neville called, and I sidestepped seamlessly to face his enemy as my quicker friend took over against the evasive woman.

The new Star Spear I faced wore lots of totems, and they jangled as he moved. The noise was annoying and probably designed to distract his enemies, but it wasn’t anything that bothered me. His visor was topped with a strange, disturbing mask carved of wood and inlaid with bone, though I couldn’t see the purpose of it other than intimidation.

Neville’s former opponent backed up in surprise when I came at him with my necroscythe, and he just narrowly dodged my blade. I rolled toward him in a sideways strike to give him the least target area to hit at, and once more my scythe only narrowly missed his neck.

The Star Spear slipped a flechette throwing dart from his sleeve, and he palmed it in a quick movement designed to be unnoticeable. Unluckily for him, I’d trained with Leith enough to notice the small combat movements.

The Dax man flicked his wrist forward to bury the dart in my neck, but I brought up my necroscythe just in time to deflect it. The dart pinged off the metal haft of my necroscythe, and it skittered away harmlessly to land in the dirt.

I grinned as the Star Spear’s eyes widened in surprise, and I knew I almost had him. Then I swung my necroscythe again, and it bit a glancing blow off the Dax man’s shoulder before he could dodge in time. Blood trickled from the wound and painted a shining streak down his black armor.

The Star Spear parried my next swing, and then he reached up to pull the mask down over his helmet.

I stared at the mask’s creepy, distorted face, and time slowed as my eyes fixed onto it. The world seemed to swim around me like I’d been pumped full of drugs. The Star Spear made to chop into me with his hand axe, and I could do nothing but watch as if I was trapped outside my own body.

Fury pumped through me as I realized the mask had some kind of mind-altering rune inscribed into it. My rage broke my trance, and I raised my scythe to parry the hand axe just in time. Next, I slammed the palm of my hand into the Star Spear’s face and tore the mask from his head. I tossed the mask away and registered a look of surprise on the Star Spear’s face just before my necroscythe cut his head from his shoulders.

As I turned to my next victim, I caught a glimpse of my bone goblins chopping down a Star Spear. They were small and unskilled, but the number of them seemed to make up for that disadvantage. Most of the goblins were dead, but I spotted at least two still alive.

I checked my prot-belt for my stats as I caught the attention of another Star Spear.

Allied Vengeance

Speed: +70%

Strength +70%

Agility: +70%

“You’re gonna regret this,” I chuckled as the Star Spear launched herself at me.

She was a large woman, maybe six and a half feet tall, just as bulky and muscled as Moses, and she wielded a massive leaf-shaped shield painted with grisly ink drawings of dead enemies. In anybody else’s hands, the shield may have seemed ridiculous, but this woman was probably strong enough to lift both of the twins in each of her massive hands.

She also wielded a long, serrated lance that had blades on both ends. I thought the weapon might prove too unwieldy for anybody to use successfully, but the huge woman whipped it around with a blinding speed. I dodged and parried nimbly, and I watched as the woman grew more serious about the fight.

Her strikes became quicker, but my Allied Vengeance rune kept me just ahead of her moves. I landed several glancing blows across her armor with my necroscythe, but the large woman didn’t even seem to mind the blood trickling down her spear arm and her flank. Her armor was so thick and heavy, my quick blows didn’t strike any real damage, but I was impressed by the way she was able to ignore the pain.

She whipped her serrated lance down in a low sweep to take me off my feet, but I hopped up using my enhanced agility and strength. In the air, I planted one foot on the lance as it came past, and I came back down with my boots firmly atop the haft of it.

I wasn’t stronger than the enormous woman, but my weight was more than enough to pull the lance from her grasp. She bellowed as she lost her grip on the serrated blade, and I grinned as I took away her best weapon.

“Hah!” the enormous woman bellowed as she raised her shield up toward the sky.

Then the Star Spear slammed her shield into the ground, and a shockwave rippled out from it like an isolated earthquake. I nearly fell as my footing grew unstable, but I recovered just in time to duck her next attack.

I noticed how heavily the Star Spear relied on her shield for both balance and rune effects, so I hooked the end of my necroscythe around its edge. In one strength-powered pull, I ripped the shield out of her grasp entirely, and she stumbled forward as it tore from her hand.

Then I turned my necroscythe through a new arc and buried the curved blade in her armored stomach. Blood sprayed from the ragged wound, and the woman’s eyes widened in surprise. Even after I’d stolen her shield, she hadn’t expected to lose. Then her knees buckled, and I withdrew my weapon as I caught my breath once more.

I looked up to see that my bone goblins had killed their enemy, though the goblins had quickly perished to other Star Spears afterwards. I was happy with the kill, and even better, my stats were giving me an extra one-hundred percent power in everything.

When I looked around the battlefield, I realized almost all of the Star Spears were already dead. Three remained, though one wasn’t being fought with yet.

I located my potential sixth kill in the form of a limber man dressed in a black cloak, but a katar embedded into his chest before I could get him.

I turned to see Treyin on my left. I gave the empath a raised eyebrow, and she laughed to see my expression.

“Sorry, Nick,” the slayer teased. “Moses and I may have taken more than our five and one-third Dax.”

Sure enough, Moses finished off the final two Dax simultaneously. The division of kills hadn’t been quite equal, but that was fine. I’d done more than my fair share of slaughtering in earlier fights.

“What happened to the Grendels down here?” I asked as I nodded to the glowing portal.

Actually, the portal appeared to be fading in its glow, and it looked like it would close soon. It seemed as if the last Grendels had been killed while I wasn’t paying attention.

“I did some shooting,” Neville answered as he tucked his gun back into its spot on his magnetons. “Moses hogged the close combat, so I had to occupy myself somehow.”

Suddenly, the portal edges pulled inward, and the rift sealed up completely. We all cheered with tired victory to see the job done for real.

“Finally,” Neville yawned. “Now we can loot some cool gear and relax, right?”

“I’m ready to go back to Montesh and kick back a few beers,” Richard proposed.

“Wait,” I said quickly, and my friends turned to look at me. “Moses said we would figure out our next moves in terms of taking care of the Dax here for good. I think we have the perfect opportunity to deal with all those Dax starships in the planet’s orbit.”

“What do you plan to do?” Richard asked curiously.

“We go back to Montesh first,” I proposed, “but then we take two Dax skiffs and exit the atmosphere to find an enemy spaceship. We pretend we’re allies until we’re inside the Dax warship, and then we can slaughter them from the inside.”

Determination filled me, and I could feel my jaw set into a steely expression. I wasn’t going to let these Dax get away, not when we could end them here and now.

“Why do you think that’s the best plan?” Treyin asked, but I could tell she was already leaning toward agreement with me.

“Think about what the Dax are going to do now,” I continued with a gesture skywards. “They’re going to sit up there in orbit and wage a cold war on us. Maybe this goes on for weeks while we wait for the Stalwart to arrive. Maybe the atmospheric shields go down again, and the Dax raze Montesh to the ground this time. Even if the Stalwart arrives, what if they can’t win against those starships?”

“The Stalwart wouldn’t lose,” Nathan protested. “Besides, your plan sounds impossible. How can six people commandeer an entire starship? Nope, it would never work.”

“We could ask some of the Montesh fighters to join us,” I argued. “This isn’t going to be a straight fight, it’s going to be an ambush. I think we could do it.”

“But what about the looting!” Richard argued as he gestured to the field around us. “We can’t just leave all of this here! There’s gotta be dozens of good items.

“And think of all the KP!” Nathan chimed in.

“Yep,” Richard continued. “We can’t save the Montesh. Too busy looting, sooooo-rrreeeeey!”

“Ugghhhh,” Moses sighed as he looked at the piles of armored Dax bodies. “We are in a hurry.”

“The bodies will still be here later,” Treyin pointed out. “We can come back and loot after the Dax are all dead. No one is going to come out this far into the barren landscape to take anything.”

“See?” I agreed as I shot Treyin an appreciative look. “My plan will work out fine, and we won’t miss out on any loot.”

Suddenly, Moses began to chuckle to himself in a low, rumbling baritone.

“Nick, I love this plan,” the shield knight announced. “It might not be a safe play, and it could be the craziest damn thing I’ve heard this week, but let me say one thing. This is exactly the kind of thing Stalwart knights do.”

“So, we’re doing it?” I asked hopefully.

“Oh, we’re doing it,” Moses confirmed with a wicked grin.
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Chapter 16

By the time we got back to Montesh, the stragglers among the Dax army had been dealt with. Montesh had won, but the victory hadn’t come easy. From above, the city looked awful. Some of the outermost buildings were damaged, and bodies were piled through the streets. Nothing had been cleaned up yet, but that could wait for the early hours of the morning tomorrow.

Today was for bloodshed, and the rest was irrelevant.

I found myself irritated anew at the council’s betrayal. If they had paid more attention to the battle on the ground instead of on saving their skins, more Montesh guards could have been saved. There could have been no destruction in the streets if Setess hadn’t decided to play both sides.

There was nothing to be done for it now, though. I just hoped that when we climbed out of the Dax skiff, the people wouldn’t look at us with anger for letting more of them die.

“We should be careful,” I warned Neville and the twins. “If a fight breaks out, it will be almost impossible to stop. It’s much better to prevent one from happening in the first place.”

“Nick’s right,” Moses agreed, “though an initial bad reaction is to be expected, and we might not be able to avoid it at first.”

All of the defense towers were still locked down, so we didn’t have to send out any warnings when we lowered the Dax skiff into the plaza. There was nothing left for us to worry about, but the Montesh people didn’t know it was us inside the Dax skiff. Citizens screamed and fled as the craft settled, and a few guards came out to point their guns threateningly at the doors.

I was a little proud of the quick response, and I couldn’t help but feel good when the Montesh soldiers performed well. They had grown so much in so little time, and I was impressed by their resilience in the face of danger.

Moses cracked open one of the doors just enough to call out. As he opened it, a laser pip pinged against the side of the skiff. The shield knight stopped quickly, and he left the door mostly closed as he pitched his voice for volume.

“We’re not Dax, we’re Caledonian!” he shouted. “We’re going to come out slowly, now. Don’t shoot.”

“We should probably put our hands up,” Treyin advised. “If anybody gets trigger-happy anyway, I’ll try to shut them down.”

The look in her eyes said she would practically lobotomize anybody who dared to even try. With Treyin here, I had complete faith that nobody would shoot at us, but if they did, they would likely not live long enough to regret it.

We walked out like fugitives, and I looked around the plaza. The place was still as dirty and debris-strewn as before, but now at least twenty guards and twice the number of citizens watched us from the surrounding streets.

The guards stared for a moment in surprise. At first, I thought for sure they hated us.

Then, all at once, the plaza erupted into cheering.

I could hear children celebrating with high pitched squeals while adult men and women alike cried, laughed, and shouted among the streets. It was an impressive cacophony of noise, and us knights were left nearly dumbfounded by the sight and sound of it all.

“Hero Knights!” screamed a random woman in joy. “Hero Knights live!”

Apparently, we weren’t the villains I feared we would be cast as.

A celebration started up around us, and the noise grew as people wept at our feet, hugged us, danced, shook our hands, and sang. It was the simple, beautiful reaction of a people who had been hopeless until we’d given them real solutions.

I wasn’t used to such a warm reception at all, but I found myself grinning from ear to ear as the Montesh people mingled with us. They had a hundred different questions, even though most of them weren’t phrased in Caledonian.

Then the door to the council building burst open, and none other than Councilwoman Moolish bustled out. Her round face was stretched in an enormous, sincere smile, and her bob of hair was messy around her shoulders as she ran toward us.

“Space Knights, I thought all died!” she cried out in relief.

Moolish reached us, and she gripped Moses in a hug so tight I imagined I could hear his armor crack. The huge shield knight gingerly patted Moolish on the back, and she finally pulled away.

“What happened?” Treyin asked in amazement. “The rest of the council got caught up in a deal with the Dax, but you weren’t there.”

I saw no sign of mistrust in the empath’s reaction, so I decided Moolish couldn’t possibly have any nefarious motives.

Moolish nodded vigorously, and her eyes filled with tears.

“I heard front line need more bandage,” she explained sadly, “so I go with hovercart full, and give to soldiers. It weird, no Space Knights when I get there. I come back, and soldiers all over council building. They no want me to see, but I look still. All council dead on floor except Ush, but Dax dead like Space Knights kill them. I no find you anywhere, so I feared bad things.”

“We followed the Dax to the Seraphic portal,” I explained succinctly. “Did you know about the portal?”

“Of course, since morning,” Moolish answered with a nod, but her expression grew confused when she noticed our grim faces. “What wrong?”

“The council should have notified us immediately,” Moses answered in a heavy tone. “Instead, we had to stumble on the news while the councilmembers made a deal with the Dax.”

“You did not know?” Moolish asked in bewilderment. “Setess already told you about portal, though. He say you wanted to kill Dax first, worry about portal later.”

The councilwoman’s eyebrows drew together in consternation as she spoke. Then realization began to dawn on her face, and she looked at us with newfound apology.

“As we thought,” Treyin muttered. “That traitorous, sniveling fool misled more than just us when he betrayed Montesh. Thank you for clearing things up, Councilwoman Moolish.”

Treyin put on her best expression of gratitude, but it looked decidedly sharp and hungry.

“Why would Councilman Setess lie to us?” Moolish asked, but it was more of a rhetorical question than a real one. “He didn’t know what large mistake he was making.”

Moolish looked just as puzzled as before, and I felt for the woman. She was kind enough to do real work while the rest of the council bickered, and it was the only reason she was still alive. Moolish was simplistic in many ways, but she was more than worthy to have been one of two survivors on the whole council.

“How is Councilwoman Ush doing?” Treyin asked with a polite smile.

“She recovers,” Moolish said as she gave us a relieved expression. “She cannot do council duties now, but she will help me in future. Her shoulder wound is painful, but the medics say she be fine in week, maybe two.”

“Councilwoman,” I asked politely, “I think we have a request for you.”

“Of course,” Councilwoman Moolish replied eagerly. “Anything to repay debt to knights.”

Moses smiled and nodded gratefully to the councilwoman as he gestured at the Dax skiff we had come in.

“We need two skiffs like this one outfitted with food, supplies, and a small crew of Montesh fighters each,” Moses explained. “We’ll need perhaps six men and women at least, hopefully ones who have had experience on starships. We’re planning a heist of the Dax warships, and we need a skeleton crew to help make it happen.”

The shield knight gestured toward the crowds around us as he spoke, and his brows knit together thoughtfully.

“It will be a small task,” Moolish accepted with a broad smile. “I see to it now.”

“Yes, but we have to hurry,” Moses urged. “The quicker we get this done, the more likely we catch them off guard.”

“Yes, yes,” the woman said as she waved her hand at the big man. “We go quick. Hit them back in balls. They are mean shit heads. Kill all of them.”

“I like this woman,” Treyin snorted. “She gets us.”

A half an hour of recuperation, planning, and preparation later, we had our team of Montesh fighters to go onboard with us. Apparently, a sizable number of the people living in Montesh were pilgrims from various kingdoms, and more than a few of the guards had experience sailing on starships. Montesh, as well as the planet Shess in general, were trading hubs for those with peaceful dispositions. It wasn’t a huge surprise that more than a few ex-space fliers had made their homes here.

Still, I was shocked at the generosity of the volunteers we got. Word spread that we were looking for space crewmen, and men and women alike approached Treyin and Moses to offer their services. People seemed almost desperate to help us, and I was impressed by the courage and honor of the Montesh people as a whole.

We Space Knights had to remain reluctantly sober while we waited for our mission to begin since there wasn’t much time to spare before we would be fighting Dax again.

Treyin and Moses were busy doing technological checks on the skiffs before we headed out, but there wasn’t much the rest of us could do to help with the preparation. Nathan and Richard wanted to go back and loot, but we only had a few minutes to spare. It simply took too long to go all the way there and back, so we were stuck without much to do.

Just then, Councilwoman Moolish approached me alone with a questioning look and a curious smile.

“You are one who save Councilwoman Ush, yes?” she asked outright.

“Well, all of the Space Knights had their own part to play in that,” I pointed out, “no matter how indirect.”

“You are one who stood in front of her with weapons, though,” Moolish corrected herself. “She wants to see you, she says.”

“See me?” I repeated, and I glanced back at my fellow knights. “I guess I can spare the time.”

“Perfect,” Councilwoman Moolish said happily. “Follow, please.”

I trailed in Moolish’s footsteps as she led me from the plaza toward Ush’s mansion. When we arrived in front of the building, there was no butler in sight, and Moolish took me through the front door herself.

I expected to walk into a quiet, sedate building just as I had all those times before, but instead the sounds of people talking and moving around reached my ears. I was confused as to what sort of event was going on, but we pushed past the lobby into the main room, and that explained all of my questions quickly.

The room was set up as a medical space, complete with nurses, doctors, and patients on cots and stretchers. I watched as a door on the left opened, and a team of surgeons came in with a newly repaired Montesh guard. It seemed the entire mansion had been converted into a hospital.

“Idea for it belong to Ush,” Moolish explained pleasantly. “She want clean space for patients, because hospital had some roof damage. There is dust and debris, which would put patient at risk.”

“It’s smart to move them here, then,” I agreed.

It was also a large act of kindness and sharing from Ush, and I was a little surprised that she’d gone so far for the soldiers. I didn’t doubt her competence before, but now I didn’t doubt her morality either.

“I bring you to Ush,” Moolish told me, and she led me on a weaving path through the patients.

We reached the back of the room, and Moolish took me over to a cot among the others. I recognized the elaborate hairstyle immediately, even though it had gotten mussed into a bird’s nest of tangles during the day’s events. Ush was laid out on the cot in a patient’s gown, and it was strange to see her in any other color than red. There was already a stool next to Ush’s cot, so I took a seat and looked expectantly at the councilwoman next to me.

“You wanted to see me?” I prompted.

“Ah, yes,” Ush replied with a shrewd look. “Mostly, I wanted to offer you a reward for risking your life to save mine. I realize your reception here has been a mixed one, since Setess poisoned the council against you Space Knights.”

“Working with unwilling allies is part of the job,” I stipulated with a shrug. “Setess was a traitor, but I know he doesn’t represent most of Montesh.”

“Excellent,” Ush agreed. “Now, I wish to offer you some money for your quick action in saving me. I think, oh, let me do the conversions … yes, seven-hundred thousand Kingdom Points would do it.”

My heart nearly stopped at the number, and I stared at Ush with wide, unblinking eyes. It was seven times what I’d received for turning in the bounty on a famous pirate. I could hardly believe she had that much money to give away, and that was when it clicked for me.

“How much of your money are you offering me?” I asked suspiciously.

Ush shrugged, and her eyes moved away.

“It’s a fair sum, I’ll admit. Perhaps close to eighty percent, but I can liquidate some of my assets for more.”

My excitement over her offer of money died as I realized just what could be done with an amount of money like that. Kingdom Points were worth far more than Montesh currency, so the money would go much, much farther if it were kept here on Shess.

Who was I to demand payment for a good deed? No, I didn’t think it was moral to accept that much from her.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t take it,” I said as I gave her a smile. “It’s simply too much, and I think it wouldn’t be right anyway. Let me suggest something else, however. Can you give that money to the repair efforts here in Montesh?”

Ush blinked in surprise, and an understanding smile crossed her face.

“Of course I can,” she replied. “You’re right, Space Knight Nicholas. This money would better serve the people, and so the people will have it.”

“I’m glad you understand,” I finished with relief in my voice. “You have a good head on your shoulders, you know.”

“No need to butter me up, young knight,” Ush told me easily, and she smiled. “I have enough of an ego without you helping it. Now, I’ll let you get back to your fellow knights.”

“Thank you,” I said, and I gave Ush an awkward bow in the Montesh style.

She laughed and waved me away, and I happily turned to find my crew again. Moolish followed behind me as I came back to the plaza to reunite with the Space Knights.

When I got there, it looked like the technical check on the two skiffs had finished, and Treyin and Moses had deemed them space-worthy. It would have been bad to discover any critical damage as we entered the airless void of space, so it was a precaution nobody wanted to skip over.

“Nick!” shouted Neville from near the skiffs, and he waved me over to help with something.

“What is it?” I called back as I approached him.

Neville was standing near our assembled team of Montesh fighters who would be coming with us, and I noticed the mousy translator was there as well. She gave me a shy smile in recognition as I came near, and I nodded warmly back at her.

“Moses and Treyin have something else to do,” Neville explained, “so we’re tasked with giving the whole rundown on the plan. Think you can tell them what to expect?”

“Oh, sure,” I agreed, “just let me know if I forget anything.”

I recited the plan, and Neville added a few finer points about what we wanted the Montesh fighters to do as well. As the mousy woman translated our words, I noticed Moses and Treyin as they cornered Moolish near the council building.

From what I could overhear, they seemed to be giving her a laundry-list of advice for the future of Montesh. She had more than a few different options in terms of Caledonian rule, and it was important that she understood what needed to happen next.

It would be difficult for Shess to function without a kingdom to protect them, since the Grendel threat would continue to create portals near Montesh for years to come. Dax would want to come back unless a kingdom offered substantial defense to Shess, so the danger was twofold if they didn’t accept Caledonia’s help.

“Alright, looks like we’re done here,” Neville decided, and I nodded in agreement.

The translator had finished explaining things, and it didn’t seem like the Montesh fighters had any more questions.

“I’ll go see if Moses and Treyin are close to being done,” I told him, and I wandered over to listen to the conversation.

When I got there, Moolish was listening thoughtfully to Moses’ final words of advice on Caledonian rule. The councilwoman considered all of the options before she finally settled on an answer.

“I think Caledonian rule would not be bad,” Moolish agreed with a steady voice. “We will become satellite planet, I think. However, the other cities might not want listen to me.”

“Invite a Caledonian delegation,” Treyin suggested. “They can do the job of changing minds while you protect Montesh. You have enough on your plate already.”

Moolish’s face brightened with relief and understanding.

“I think so,” the councilwoman agreed warmly. “Thank you.”

The remaining time passed in a whirlwind as we scarfed down quick meals and loaded up all of the crewmembers. Finally, we waved a few quick goodbyes and piled into the two skiffs to join our newfound fighter crews.

The two skiffs each held a maximum of twenty people, but we decided to only take eight Montesh soldiers in each. Some of the remaining seats were stocked with a few emergency supplies like first aid kits, and we didn’t need more than twenty-or-so people to help us pilot a spaceship anyway.

Our goal was to only bring enough people to help with the piloting and the shooting, but we didn’t want the Montesh guards to have to do much fighting at all. Treyin would be using her empath powers to get us out of any situations, so if all went well, we wouldn’t have to fight at all.

A skeleton crew could do very well on a spaceship for short periods of time, though we obviously wouldn’t be performing long-term upkeep or any of the other extraneous services usually found on spaceships.

Treyin, Neville, and I were in one skiff, while Moses and the twins operated the other. We had worked out our plan many times over, and we knew just how to crack into the Dax spaceship successfully. Our strategy seemed a little shaky in that it depended on so many factors to go our way, but I knew we could work around any troubles.

The skiffs took off, and I tried to relax in the second row of seats as Treyin and Neville piloted our craft up into the sky. Against my better judgement, Treyin was in the pilot’s seat. I knew she wasn’t a bad driver necessarily, but she certainly wasn’t a calm one.

Still, even Treyin couldn’t make every skiff trip harrowing. There was only one thing to do this time, and that was to go up.

We rose at a steep incline that seemed to take forever, but at last we passed into the turbulent transition through the atmosphere. Vibrations and heat moved through the hold, but the Dax skiff did fine with the onslaught of outside forces. I held my breath, though, until the turbulence began to finally die down, and then I could relax just a little.

When the shaking subsided, the black swirl of space greeted us on the view screens. Shess seemed like nothing more than a painting below us, and the black, skull-shaped Dax ships loomed like omens of death in their restless orbit. There were four of them here, and they were all far more massive than the ships that had brought soldiers to Montesh.

“Foul, ugly ships,” Treyin muttered to herself as she guided our skiff toward one of the skull-shaped crafts.

Our skiff hummed around us with the muted sound of high-tech Dax machinery, and I caught a glimpse of Moses’ skiff on the left of the viewscreens.

“Do you think it represents the skulls of their enemies?” I wondered aloud.

“I think it represents how tacky they are,” Neville sighed patronizingly. “Honestly, it’s like the New Money version of warmongering. It’s akin to owning a life-size nude statue of yourself.”

I burst into laughter, and Neville joined in with a chuckle.

“I never get tired of your nobility impressions,” I sighed happily.

“I am nobility,” he laughed. “I just outgrew that kind of attitude by hanging out with you louts, thank the stars.”

“Yeah,” Richard snorted over the comms. “You aren’t so bad anymore.”

“Definitely pulled the stick out of your ass,” Nathan agreed.

“Yep,” Neville laughed. Neville had been beyond stuck up when I’d first met him, but his nosy bossiness had translated into real talent and a sharp curiosity. I was glad to have him as part of my crew and my team.

The Dax ship loomed large, and our skiffs crept in with casual slowness. As we got near, a set of bay doors opened up on the bottom of the ship. It was surreal to fly straight into the jawbone without being challenged, but nobody hailed us as our skiffs drifted into the dock.

The tense situation started once our skiffs were in. Uniformed Dax barked in their harsh language as they guided us into the docks, but nobody except for Treyin knew what the instructions meant. Even she couldn’t speak Dax in a convincing manner, which left us with the one thing we’d been putting our bets on for this whole plan.

“Time for that famed manipulation,” I told Treyin happily.

She sighed and stretched her arms out in front of her.

“No matter,” the empath said proudly. “Their minds are quite malleable. It’s no task to convince them of our legitimacy.”

The Dax ceased their commands as if a switch had been flicked in their brains. Then Treyin popped the doors to the skiff, and we stepped out to a group of Dax that seemed to see us as one of their own.

The six Dax smiled at us as if we were well-known friends. One of them was in the heavy armor and gruesome decor of a Star Spear, and he stepped forward to take my hand in greeting.

I expected a handshake, but the man gripped my wrist in a strange gesture instead. I tried not to shudder as the bracelet of threaded vertebrae around his wrist brushed against me. Then the Star Spear finished his greeting and stepped back with a grin.

The other skiff opened, and the twins came out with Moses in pursuit. Nathan and Richard both slowed as they approached Treyin’s possessed minions, and Nathan wrinkled his nose at the sight of the Dax.

“Creepy,” Richard commented as he examined the unfocused expressions on the Dax.

“They see what they expect to see,” Treyin explained. “If they had caught sight of us before we exited the skiffs, this would be nearly impossible. Luckily, nobody expects about twenty enemy soldiers to willingly wander into a starship.”

I nodded, since it made a lot of sense to me. Treyin was extremely powerful, but her influence was limited. She could control a single person almost without limitation, but larger groups became harder and harder to manipulate.

Treyin could rarely use her empath powers in a fight, since bloodlust and adrenaline blocked out much of her influence. She had once told me she was still able to delay reaction times in her enemies, which meant she found it easier to dodge away or make a kill in near-impossible situations.

“Ugh, it smells,” Neville commented as he wrinkled his nose up.

I hadn’t given it much consideration, since I was used to bad smells in the slums of the Dobuni tenements I’d grown up around. Now that Neville mentioned it, however, the rank odor of sweat and rot was quite apparent.

“At least it makes sense for it to smell,” I said as I pointed to the decorated walls of the room. “This stuff is filthy, and they just let it decay as it is.”

Alien bones, body parts from the strange animals of other planets, and conquered human remains were staged around the room like a monument to death. Each was more fetid and gruesome than the last, and the floor looked like it had gotten stained with both blood and mud nobody had bothered to clean up in years.

I shivered as I looked at the disgusting carnage, and for a minute, I began to feel doubtful of our ability to do this. I worried we would have an unlucky turn of events, and then our entire mission could be compromised. If even a single Dax realized we weren’t friends after all, we could find ourselves in a very tight spot.

I pushed my worries away and refocused on what Treyin was doing with the Dax. There would come a time for useless concern, but right now I needed to focus on the mission.

“You three are dismissed,” Treyin said as she pointed to some of the Dax.

Those three men bowed and left immediately, which left us with just three remaining Dax. They stood expectantly and watched Treyin for further commands.

“Escort us to the bridge,” Treyin commanded.

I knew it was the empath’s intent and not her words which dictated how her controlled people behaved. It meant she could give all of her orders in Caledonian, and her manipulated Dax would leap to follow her commands anyway.

The Dax obeyed immediately, and they began to lead us from the docks into a series of strange corridors. Our Montesh crewman followed behind us closely, since we relied on Treyin’s ability to keep us undercover.

Totems of sculpted metal, wood, and other strange materials decorated the hallway, and we passed a glass sculpture that seemed to drip downward like a flood of dark red blood. One totem seemed to consist of bits of bloody, matted fur, and fragments of bone.

“Why would they live like this?” Neville asked.

His tone had changed from joking to truly horrified. For all that I agreed with him, I couldn’t figure it out either.

“The Dax embrace all the baser parts of human nature,” Treyin muttered. “They believe the worst in everyone, including themselves. They despise any segment of humankind that seeks to elevate themselves. The Dax hated the Ecomese so vehemently because our society operated with such complexity. Our empath powers seemed like a prideful, false state of being to the Dax, and they loathed us for it.”

“It’s no surprise the Dax wanted the Montesh council dead so quickly,” Moses added. “Their peaceful, prosperous city must have seemed insulting to them.”

We passed a few Dax in the hallways, but Treyin took over their minds easily and sent them to do something else. We made it all the way to the elevators, and our escort led us inside. They were large, industrial elevators like the kind in the Stalwart, but we barely managed to fit all of our Montesh fighters in at once. It was important for Treyin to cover all of us at once, though, or we risked discovery.

The elevator walls were draped with tapestries fashioned from animal skins, and I needed to stay pressed against one of the skins so everybody else had room to stand. The odor of musk and blood overtook me, and I held my breath until the elevator dinged to a stop on the bridge level.

We moved through another hallway, and then our Dax escort stopped in front of a secured door with a biometric locking system. Apparently, the system was turned off right now, since the three Dax men didn’t bother with it. They just pushed through the doors and led us into the bridge.

The bridge was longer than it was wide, and a series of chairs along the control panels held a few people. A Star Spear turned around in his chair to greet us, and his expression turned quickly from curiosity to alarm.

“Treyin?” Moses asked tensely.

The Star Spear surged up from his chair and began to bark warnings to his compatriots.

“He’s got an implant,” Treyin snarled as she drew her katars. “Looks like the ruse is up.”

“Well, shit,” I grunted as we all pulled out our own weapons, and Treyin slew our still-hypnotized escorts with three quick motions of her blades.

Nearly a dozen Star Spears and important-looking people at the control panel leapt up to fight us, and weapons came out at the sides of those who had them.

We fell upon the Star Spears without waiting for them to truly get ready. I easily cut down one of the ship pilots, and then my falchion also made short work of three Star Spears who didn’t have their full armor on.

My teammates took care of most of the other enemies, but Moses and Treyin found themselves locked in combat with a woman who seemed to be the captain of this vessel. Her armor was pure white instead of black, and ancient bloodstains marked where she’d killed before. If she had ever cleaned her armor, I would have been surprised.

She moved with blurring speed that seemed almost impossible to follow, though, and I wondered briefly if I looked anything like that when I was using my Allied Vengeance rune to augment my power.

“I’m gonna help,” Nathan decided, and he moved in with his spear to join Treyin and Moses.

“Wait,” I requested, and I put a hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “Just watch, they’re winning.”

Sure enough, Moses and Treyin were slowly beginning to lay deep cuts into the white-armored Dax. Moses parried blow after blow with ease, and Treyin took advantage of his perfect defense to dart in and deliver strikes with her katars.

The white-armored woman shrieked out a war cry, and she dove at Treyin with her sword to cut down the empath. Treyin parried and stepped back, and the white-armored Dax was left open on one side.

Moses took advantage, and he plunged his naginata into the Dax captain’s back. The weapon emerged out through her chest, and the Dax captain sagged around the blade. Then she coughed up a spray of blood and sank dead to the floor.

“It’s been a while since I’ve had a fight like that,” Treyin remarked, and she turned toward the rest of us. “Nathan, go secure the biometric door so nobody but us can get in. Richard and Neville, go man the piloting controls. Nick, you’re on communication and whatever else this filthy hunk of metal can do.”

We rushed to our stations, and Treyin began to give orders to our Montesh people. They filled in the gaps around us to command the ship, but many of them were left without jobs to do.

“We can’t do any fighting without people in the gunner room,” Moses mused. “I don’t really want to risk another journey through the ship now that we know some of these Dax have implants, but there may be no other option.”

“Well, I guess we could just fly away,” Neville suggested.

“With a bunch of Dax still just roaming around the ship?” Richard laughed.

“It’d work fine,” Neville muttered.

“We shouldn’t leave these other Dax ships in orbit,” I pressed. “Shess is a vulnerable planet. I think we should get to the gunner terminals and shoot down the other three warships.”

“It’s the getting-there part that’s the problem,” Neville sighed. “I guess we can just wait for Moses to decide what to do.”

While we waited, I decided to mess around with some of the controls in the communications panel. It was easier than I expected it to be, and I managed to pull up some video feeds of the ship’s interior. I could see the dock where we first arrived, and four Dax were milling around in there. When I flipped through different video feeds, there was also a crude medical bay, a few hallways, and other specialty rooms.

I stopped suddenly as my eyes latched onto the gleaming shapes of large weaponry. The room had eight Dax at the moment, but I knew it was undoubtedly the right place to find the gunner terminals.

“I can get us there,” I said excitedly. “I can get us the weapons.”

“Of course,” Richard exclaimed as he looked over my shoulder. “You can just teleport in!”

“I can only take one person at a time, however,” I mused. “Maybe it’s too dangerous.

“Not if you take me,” Treyin said behind my back.

I turned to find that her expression was bloodthirsty, and her smile was sharp with an unsaid threat.

“You can take control of the Dax in there?” I asked.

“Of course,” Treyin answered confidently. “They won’t have enough time to realize who we are before I have their minds. When Moses gives the orders to shoot, I can command those Dax to do so.”

I knit my brows together as I considered her plan.

“What if the Dax have implants?” I asked.

“If they’re in the gunner room, they’re probably just grunts,” Treyin proposed. “We didn’t run into a single Dax with an implant until we got to the bridge. Even if we do run into one, though, we can kill them easily enough.”

It was sound reasoning, even if it did rely on some assumptions. Truthfully, I was eager to encounter another group of Dax even if it did end in a dangerous battle. My blood was roaring for a fight, and I was getting impatient waiting around on the bridge.

“What do you think, Moses?” I asked.

“It’s a great idea,” the shield knight agreed. “I know Treyin, and she won’t fail if she says it will work.”

“Alright,” I agreed with rising excitement. “I’ve got the gunner room image in my head. Let’s go.”

Treyin and I stood together, and I focused on the danger to Montesh as I thought about the gunner room. My nanorunes came alive in my veins, and the world lurched away from us.

We arrived in a corner of the gunner room, and most of the Dax were faced away from us. One woman turned and stared straight at us, but it was too late for her. Her eyes quickly softened and glazed over as Treyin seized her mind, and the eight Dax turned as one for Treyin’s orders.

“Assume your stations,” Treyin commanded as she pressed on their minds, and the eight Dax lined up at the gunner terminals.

While Treyin messed with the gunners, I strode over to the door to see if I could lock it. It didn’t seem to have any biometric system or even a manual one, though, so there was nothing I could reprogram.

“I’m going to have to guard this so nobody gets in,” I told Treyin.

“Just let me know if you need help,” Treyin told me, though her expression showed nothing but confidence in my abilities.

I smiled as I turned my comms on to talk to Moses.

“We’re ready here,” I told him.

“We’re getting into position,” Moses replied after a moment. “I’ll let Treyin know when to fire.”

“Got it,” Treyin agreed.

A few seconds passed, and then the comms clicked on again.

“Fire on the left!” Moses shouted.

Treyin gave her commands, and the gleaming weapons barked and hummed as they discharged into the void of space. Her Dax minions said nothing as they fired, and they continued to act in perfect unison with eerie efficiency.

The weapons continued to fire, and for a minute or two I had nothing to do.

Then shouts echoed down the hallway, and I braced myself as Dax soldiers burst through the door.

I slew the first one before he could even register I was here. The second came in without any weapons at all, and he died quickly against my falchion as well. The next few Dax had gotten wise to the danger, but they were no Star Spears, so I parried their first strikes and gutted them like fish.

“Seems like they don’t take kindly to being used against their own people!” I shouted to Treyin as the first Star Spear came in.

He wasn’t armored, but he did have a weapon. The Star Spear swung a huge mace at my head, but I caught his blow on my falchion as I gave no ground. I couldn’t let them go any further than the entrance, or I wouldn’t be able to fight one-on-one anymore.

The Star Spear swung again, but I seized his arm by the wrist as I stepped in past the strike. I crushed my fingers into the finer bones in his arm, and he shrieked with pain as he dropped his mace to the floor. Then I put my falchion through his neck and ended his pain as I severed his spine.

“One warship down!” Treyin called.

Two more to go.

I could hear pounding noises as the next Star Spear surged down the hallway to the door, but he wasn’t just any Star Spear. Strange noises precipitated his arrival, and I was confused by what sounded like hooves on metal flooring.

The Dax Star Spear came around the corner, and my confusion quickly fled me. To my shock, I came face to face with an enormous stallion wreathed in flame, and the Dax soldier rode on its back in a fiery saddle. He brandished a long lance, and he stabbed it toward my chest as his horse reared and kicked.

Shit. The Star Spear was a lancer, and I was facing him in the tiny area of a spaceship doorway.

I nearly took a flaming hoof to my skull, but I rolled forward, and the hoof merely clipped my shoulder. It hurt like hell, but I carved my falchion up into the stallion’s belly. Red blood poured out, and I nearly burned my hands on the horse’s skin before I pulled my weapon out again. Then I hastily patted out a fire on my gloves as I got clear of the stallion.

The horse shrieked and collapsed sideways, and the Dax Star Spear was crushed under his mount’s body. Embers danced and died around the Dax man, and he groaned as he was pinned to the floor.

I walked over and slammed my falchion through his neck. The Star Spear’s head rolled away, and I cast a disappointed glance to the lancer’s mount. It had seemed intimidating, but it died just as easily as a regular horse. If the Star Spear had come in on foot, he wouldn’t have been crushed so quickly by his own steed.

The lancer class was impressive at its best, but I wasn’t disappointed by my tendencies toward lich and summoner recently. Why worry about a horse when I could summon hordes of monsters and then turn every corpse into an undead ally?

“Second warship down!” Treyin shouted. “One remaining!”

“The shields can’t take another ten minutes of this,” Moses answered back across the comms. “We’re abandoning the guns and sending this warship on a collision course with the remaining one. It’s the only way to take out all the Dax, but we’ll need to be quick. Everybody is getting back on the skiffs for a return trip, which means we’re going to carve a path back to the docks. It’ll be tight, but … ”

“That’s too dangerous,” I argued. “The Dax are swarming this ship now, and you’ll be delayed too long if you have to fight them.”

“What do you suggest?” Moses said slowly.

“I can transport everybody,” I said decidedly. “We’ll go one at a time, but that’s fine. Sixteen Montesh fighters, five Space Knights, and myself of course.”

“You’ve never moved that many before,” Treyin pointed out with concern.

“It’s possible,” I said, even though I was worried about my current level of exhaustion. I’d taken a bit of a break when we prepped the ships, but I probably could have slept for an entire week.

“Really?” Treyin asked as she raised an eyebrow, and I guessed she also knew I was beyond tired.

“My powers have been growing,” I said. “We have to try. This is better than throwing lives away on a desperate dash to the docks.”

There was a long, heavy silence as Moses considered my words.

“Fine,” he agreed, “but you have to make sure you can get back to the skiffs every time. It’s pointless to jump to the bridge only to find you can’t bring anybody back, right?”

“Right,” I agreed. “Okay, I’m starting with Treyin.”

I set my hand on Treyin’s shoulder, and she gave me a wry smile as my nanorunes began to buzz within my body.

“You don’t take no for an answer, do you?” Treyin asked, and then we were whisked off by my teleport.

We reformed on the docks, and three startled Dax soldiers turned to stare at us with alarm and anger.

Two of them quickly went slack-jawed and hazy-eyed as Treyin used her empath powers, but the third charged us as he screamed a war cry.

“Whoops,” Treyin remarked as she cut the third Dax down with a single slash of her katar.

I took care of the other two with my falchion, and I had to suppress a shudder as I watched them die with smiles on their faces. Treyin’s powers were incredible, but they were unsettling to watch, especially since I knew how it felt to be controlled by her.

Damn, but she was good.

“I’ll prepare the skiffs,” Treyin told me. “You should start bringing people back.”

“Got it,” I agreed, and I activated my mutation to teleport into the bridge.

“Excellent,” Moses said the instant I appeared by the control desk. “Start taking the Montesh fighters first. We’re still taking care of the autopilot, and the rest of us have a better shot at fighting toward the docks if we need to.”

“If you’re certain,” I said, but I secretly was glad for Moses’ suggestion.

I hated the thought of treating the Montesh fighters as expendable, since they had all volunteered to go on this dangerous mission. By taking them first, I wouldn’t have to worry about being asked to leave any of them behind.

So, I snagged the first Montesh man’s arm, and I pulled us both to the docks in a teleportation.

We reappeared by the skiffs, and the Montesh fighter’s face turned pale and sour. He lurched to the side to empty his stomach on the floor, and I winced at the sight.

The first teleport was never easy, so we were sure to have a few more sick men and women by the time this was all over. I was far happier to deal with a little teleport sickness than to deal with leaving anybody behind, though.

I didn’t have time to stick around, so I teleported to the bridge once more. I hardly looked at the next Montesh fighter as I took her arm, and I focused on my nanorunes once more.

She gave me a nervous, ill-looking smile when we arrived at the docks, but she thanked me and moved on to the skiffs.

“Good job, Nicholas!” Treyin called from inside one of the skiffs as she readied it for flight. “You’ve got this.”

I smiled to myself at the compliment. Treyin seemed so ruthless until she was showing just how much she cared about us.

The next couple minutes blurred past as I transported people. Each jump left me more unsteady than the last, but my strength hadn’t failed yet. Four people became ten, and that became sixteen as I began to strain just to use my power.

The next time I appeared on the bridge, I swayed a little, and Moses gave me a serious stare.

“How many more can you do?” he asked.

I looked around at Neville, Richard, Nathan, and Moses. They had the solid, stern expressions of people who each hoped they would never have to leave behind a crewmember.

“All of you,” I said breathlessly. “I can do it, I know I can.”

“You’re sure?” Moses asked. “It would be bad if only one or two of us had to fight to the docks.”

He was right, and I took a moment to examine exactly how much mutation power I had left in me today. It was conceivable that all six of us could fight our way out, though we would be risking our lives by doing so. If I left just two or three people here, the odds of getting out alive would go down to almost zero.

“I’m sure,” I told Moses. “I can take all of you.”

Moses examined me for a second, and then he nodded with protective caution.

“Take the twins first,” he requested. “We’ve finished the autopilot, but Neville and I should check it over in the meantime.”

I nodded and gestured tiredly at the twins in a beckoning motion as I indicated for one of them to come forward.

Richard tried to convince his brother to go, but Nathan shoved Richard forward first. His steely-eyed expression was nothing to be trifled with, so the axe-wielding twin came up to me with an uncomfortable reluctance.

“You can’t leave Nathan behind, okay?” Richard asked me.

His worry made his voice tight and nervous, but I knew I wouldn’t leave his brother behind.

“Of course not,” I reassured him, and I took Richard by the arm.

I activated my nanorunes with my feelings of desperate escape from the warship. The world swirled strangely around me as I pulled us both to the docks, but we arrived exactly where I had planned.

Montesh fighters milled around the skiffs as they worked on the final preparations, and I sighed in relief to have arrived safely.

“That felt weirder than usual,” Richard muttered nervously, “Are you okay, Nick?”

I didn’t answer. I just went again, and the bridge formed around me once more. I stumbled as vertigo overtook me, but I stayed upright.

“Nathan?” I murmured, but the sandy-haired man was already in front of me.

“Ready, Nick,” he said hastily. “Please don’t pass out.”

“I won’t,” I said firmly. “I won’t.”

Fresh determination filled me, and my head cleared a little more. Adrenaline was pumping through my blood now, and it solidified my grasp on my mutation power. When I took my next jump, I only swayed a little on my feet.

Nathan ran up to his brother, and they hugged as I activated my nanorunes once again. The world disappeared and reformed, and this time I was on the bridge again.

I stumbled across the floor toward the two men at the control panel, and Neville hurried over to my side.

“Moses is being stubborn, as per usual,” he said to me.

He rolled his eyes, but his expression underneath that was genuinely concerned. He was worried I would run out of power before I could bring Moses back.

To be honest, I was worried as well. However, I hadn’t made a mistake with my mutation power. I would have just enough to get us back together.

“That’s fine,” I panted to Neville. “I can take him after you go.”

Neville and I teleported away, and the docks appeared once more. I’d started shivering at some point, and I waved Neville away with a shaking hand.

Just two more jumps. I had this in me. I could do this.

I had trouble focusing for my teleport, but I finally pulled together some vague images of the Dax ship exploding with Moses on it. The thought drove terror through my chest, and my nanorunes activated once more.

The bridge was startlingly silent, but I smiled in relief as my eyes landed on Moses. He waited with a calm, peaceful smile, as if there wasn’t an ounce of fear inside the shield knight at all.

“C’mon,” I told him with a wave of my hand, “we’re getting out of here.”

“Okay,” Moses agreed, but he gave one worried glance toward the control panel as he came toward me. “Let’s go.”

I seized Moses’ arm, and I focused on the danger to Moses if we stayed. The last amount of my nanorune power drained away, and a strained gasp escaped me as I moved us to the docks one final time.

The world sluggishly dissipated and reformed around us, and we came back to ourselves at the docks. The two black skiffs gleamed like waiting beacons, and relief washed through me.

I nearly collapsed to my knees, but Moses held me up.

“You did it, Nick,” he chuckled as he held me up. “You did it. I’m proud of you, and you’ve saved all of us. You can rest now.”

“Thanks, Moses.” I grinned as the reality of what I’d just done sunk in. I’d managed to transport a total of twenty-two people on a nearly empty amount of nanorune power. I really had gotten more powerful, and even my weak and shaking legs couldn’t put a damper on my lifted spirits. I would recover with a little bit of rest, anyway.

“Let’s get you into the skiff,” Moses said, and he helped me clamber inside the black ship.

My eyes adjusted to the dimmer light inside the skiff, and I smiled as my eyes fell on the people inside.

Everybody was already waiting and ready to go. I looked around at the grateful faces of the Montesh fighters, and I let myself relax into my seat. Treyin was piloting our skiff, and she could take care of everything now. Nathan and Richard would be in their own ship as well, along with Neville and the rest of the Montesh fighters.

Well, maybe Treyin’s skiff piloting wouldn’t be very restful, but it was harder for her to put us in mortal peril in the midst of outer space.

The skiffs began to release, and I felt my consciousness drift as machinery lowered us through the Dax ship toward outer space.

Suddenly, an intercom from the Dax ship cut through the regular noises. A mechanical voice announced something in the Dax language, and Treyin turned to Moses with new concern in her eyes. She glanced back at me worriedly, and then she turned back to Moses as if to try to communicate something silently.

“Just tell me what it said,” Moses pressed.

“The system overrode the autopilot,” Treyin growled. “Automatic collision avoidance kicked in. It’s asking to confirm if autocourse should be resumed.”

Somehow, despite all of our precautions, the autopilot had failed.

At least one Dax warship would survive this encounter, and it would likely hunt down our skiffs before it turned to destroying Montesh. All of our planning and all of our hard work would be for nothing.

That is, only if nobody was there to turn the system back on.

I didn’t intend to let that happen.
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Chapter 17

“The ships won’t hit each other if we don’t do anything,“ Moses realized. “With the autopilot off, it’s only a matter of time before the enemy Dax ship destroys this one. We need to go turn the autocourse back on.”

The shield knight laid a hand on the side of the skiff wall, as if he was going to burst through it at any moment.

“It’s too risky,” Treyin pointed out. “Even if somebody gets there in time, there’s no way they can make it out again.”

“We have to find a way,” Moses pressed, and his dark eyes flashed like a storm on the horizon.

“We can’t!” Treyin snapped. “There can’t be scarcely more than two minutes before the prot-field goes down, and then this ship is doomed either way. There’s nothing to be done. We’re going, and we’ll just have to hope the living Dax don’t track us down and turn us into shrapnel.”

There was an unsaid tension in the room, and I knew exactly what it was about. Neither Treyin nor Moses wanted me to try it, but if I teleported there and back, I could turn the autopilot back on easily. The only issue was my drained mutation power.

I struggled to sit back upright as I fixed Moses with a stern stare.

“I can turn it back on,” I insisted.

Instantly, both Treyin and Moses turned on me with frank disagreement on their faces.

“You would be throwing your life away,” Treyin told me as her eyes narrowed.

“There’s no way we’re letting you do that,” Moses added with a steely voice. “Teleportation is out of the question. Even if you can jump one more time, the risk of not making it back is just too high.”

“Risk is always a part of what we do,” I pointed out.

“You’re too weak,” he said with the heavy tone of a final decision. “You’re staying here, since you and I both know you couldn’t make it back to the skiff if you went.”

“I’m not staying,” I told him seriously. “If I sit here, I might as well be accepting my own death as well as yours.”

“We’re not dying,” Moses insisted gently, “we’re just not getting our strategy to go exactly according to plan. You’re staying, and please don’t argue.”

I couldn’t even be mad at the shield knight for keeping me here. If I were in his position, I would do the exact same thing. However, I saw the concern written on his face, and I knew we stood a good chance of being gunned down by the living warship if we tried to make a getaway now.

How could I possibly sit here while I could be doing something that might just save all of our lives?

I imagined having to watch Neville, Nathan, and Richard suffer while I could have done something. Thoughts of Treyin and Moses and the Montesh fighters also raced through my head. Even the planet below needed me, and I had spent too long seeing the peace of the children there to do nothing.

“I’m sorry,” I told Moses as I leaned away from him. “I have to go. If I don’t make it back--”

“No!” Moses moved forward to grab my shoulder, as if he could hold me here physically, but I pushed his arm away and shut my eyes tightly to activate my nanorunes. The desire to save my teammates came to me easily, and I felt my atoms begin to dissolve.

“Nick!” Treyin barked in fear and shock.

I was amazed at the emotion on the empath’s face when I opened my eyes. Usually, she was so calm, even in the face of grave danger, but now she wore her concern on her sleeve.

I didn’t have time to consider it further, though.

I was whisked away by my nanorunes, and her worried face disappeared.

The bridge formed around me, and I collapsed into a chair at the control panels. I had to heave in desperate gasps of air as if I’d just sprinted a mile, and the room spun like I’d just guzzled a keg of beer, but I was here.

I reached for the controls with trembling hands, and I laughed breathily as the viewscreen caught my attention. Like Treyin had indicated before, all it needed was a simple confirmation that I wanted the autopilot course resumed. I guessed at the strange symbol on the viewscreen for the confirmation, and I tracked it down on the control panel in front of me.

I jammed my finger down, and the button sent a cheery beep through the control system.

I’d successfully overridden the cancellation. Once again, the ship began to draw closer to its partner. They would collide, and the resulting force would destroy both ships completely.

From the comms systems, I could see the viewscreens of the docks. The hanger doors were closing just as the skiffs left, and I watched as the black crafts disappeared through the opening. The skiffs were gone, which meant my team got safely clear from the oncoming collision.

I tugged at my nanorunes, but nothing came to me. My mutation power was dead, completely drained, and I couldn’t make that last jump to the skiffs.

I was hardly even surprised. I’d made this jump to the bridge with the full knowledge I might not make it back. I had really wanted Moses to be wrong, but I still hadn’t allowed myself the optimism to ignore the likely realities.

Now, I was stuck here while the Dax ships collided. It would be a quick and flashy way to die, that was for sure.

“Damn,” I muttered to myself as I laid a hand on the view screens and closed my eyes. It wasn’t a bad way to go, actually. I hadn’t spent much time imagining the way I was going to die, but at least I could save some lives in the process.

The huge form of the other Dax skull ship dwarfed the view screens. The ship I was on was moving too quickly, and no amount of plasma quarrels or rune lances could take it down now.

Above the roaring of the warship gunfire, I could hear the final countdown timer, and it was noting down the last few seconds before the course completed. In thirty seconds, this whole thing would be nothing but explosions and shrapnel.

I just wished I wasn’t going to leave so many good people.

I tried to banish the thought, but it pressed insistently at the front of my mind. Everybody else on the Stalwart expected me to come back, but I would never see them again. Queen Catrina would be waiting for me to help carry out her mission, but I would never see the task finished.

Then thoughts of my girlfriends flashed through my head. I thought of Casey Roman and her roguish, fiery optimism. I pictured Elle McGrath and her iron will that fueled her endless curiosity. I imagined Natali Lenkov’s steady passion matched only by her sharp intelligence and her unwavering loyalty. I thought of Treyin’s cunning determination, her uncanny talent in combat, and her soft kindness that she kept so carefully hidden.

Then I thought of my mom in the Dobuni Tenements, waiting for a message or a transfer that would never arrive. The Kingdom would eventually send her news of my death, and she would be forced to say goodbye to yet another family member.

Suddenly, something surged within my veins, and I caught ahold of it with a newfound strength. It was nanorune power, and I could feel it was the very last dregs of my ability. I didn’t know if it would be enough, but I tightened my grip on it.

Then I pulled on my nanorunes, and the bridge around me vanished.

For a moment, I thought I’d accidentally transported into the cold reaches of empty space. No sound or sight came to me, and inky darkness swirled through my drifting mind.

Then the world came crashing back, and my ears rang as I landed heavily on the floor of the skiff. Shouting started up around me, and I felt huge arms envelop me in a tight hug.

I stiffened at first, but the cheers of the Montesh fighters softened me up. I really was safe, somehow.

All of my hopes and fears had pulled together, and the final burst of nanorune power had brought me to safety.

“Thanks, Moses,” I said with a wide grin as I patted the shield knight on the back with a weak hand. “Sorry I took so long.”

Suddenly, an enormous explosion boomed out, and the view screens lit up with the sight of the two Dax warships colliding. Gas and shrapnel careened out in a burst of debris, and our prot-field lit up as it protected us against flying bits of metal.

Even with the dampening effect of the void of space, the noise was tremendous. A shockwave shuddered through our vessel, and the entire craft vibrated from the force of it. The shaking subsided, and the skiff held together but wavered a little in its course as spinning debris pinged into our prot-field.

Treyin recovered control of the skiff, and then she jabbed at her comms so hard I thought she might break a finger.

“Good news, everybody,” she announced with restrained emotion. “Some idiot decided to scare us all, but he teleported back at the last second.”

The comms crackled with a strangled shriek of disbelief.

“He’s safe?” Richard shouted back. “Nick’s really safe?”

“He’s there with you?” Nathan asked.

“That fucking asshole!” Neville snapped through the comms. “I’m going to kill him for pulling a stunt like that.”

I tapped at my prot-belt and smiled wearily.

“Hey, I didn’t mean to take so long,” I replied through the comms.

“Man, I was so worried,” Richard wailed.

My friends expressed how concerned they’d been, and I smiled to listen to them bicker and joke like usual. Back on the Dax ship, I’d thought I would never hear this again.

“Let’s get some food and water into you,” Moses said as he gave me a critical once-over. “You look like you’re going to pass out.”

“While you do that,” Treyin added, “I want Moses to tell us about this encrypted log he found while he went digging through the Dax systems. He thinks it looks like it might contain some good intel.”

“Log?” I asked.

Moses looked slightly guilty for a moment, and he didn’t quite meet my eyes.

“Well, we finished up the autocourse,” he explained, “and we didn’t find anything wrong with it, so I did some digging into the Dax mission orders. I can’t read more than a few words of Dax, so it could be worthless information. It doesn’t seem at all worth the time I took to download it now … ”

“It’s not your fault the autocourse needed a final confirmation,” I reassured Moses. “I doubt there’s a way to turn off the basic safety features through the piloting controls alone. None of us would have done any differently.”

The shield knight sighed and gave me a grateful smile.

I’d always seen Moses as an all-powerful protector before, but I was happy to see the side of him that needed somebody to lean on. I’d studied so hard and practiced so much in the Academy, but amazing knights like those on the Stalwart always seemed out of reach before. Now, I was beginning to truly feel like a knight who could one day fight and command just as well as Moses or Olav.

“Thanks, Nick,” the shield knight said. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

He put a warm hand on my back, and I felt a surge of happiness that I’d lived to see my fellow knights again.

Then Moses brought up a copied file on his prot-belt, and a hologram displayed for Treyin to read.

While she did that, one of the Montesh fighters brought me a spoon and a bag filled with chunks of cut-up vegetables and starchy food of some kind. I was a little perplexed as to what it was, since it looked different from other cuisine I’d eaten in Montesh. I tried one of the vegetable pieces, and my hunger woke up at the taste of it. Then I stuffed my face while Moses and Treyin talked.

“The log is partially encrypted,” Treyin murmured as she scanned the Dax text. “Try running it through your decryption protocol. I know what these two words should be, so your computer can figure it out around them.”

Treyin pointed at two sections of the log and spelled out the corrected versions of them. I was a little awed by just how easily she unraveled the encryption, but there was a reason Treyin had become prime minister of Ecoma. Her morality had wavered over the years as she served with the Space Knights, left back to Ecoma, and then returned to the Stalwart, but her intelligence and prowess had never been in question.

“Got it,” Moses noted, and he tapped a few buttons on his prot-belt.

We waited for about thirty seconds as the computer deciphered the text, and then it displayed a rearranged log.

“Let me see,” Treyin murmured, and then she began to recite a halting translation. “After leaving Montesh, this brigade of Dax is scheduled to mass with Fleet Twelve on the edge of Aquitanian space on the 9th of the Blood Season. Once arranged, a first strike attack will commence until total destruction of Aquitaine is complete. It is vital that Aquitaine is eliminated before the Caledonian Kingdom can convince them to join together in an alliance. Do not let either kingdom prepare for our attack. Dominion over all.”

“Is that the full message?” Moses asked. “It looked a bit longer.”

“Not quite,” Treyin sighed. “It seems my idea only worked for part of the encryption. The first part of this is still gibberish, but I’m sure Matthias or Elle could figure the rest out.”

“Elle’s Medusa Link or Matthias’ hacking abilities would certainly be able to crack it,” Moses agreed. “This is enough for now, I think.”

“It’s enough to be a game changer for the war,” Treyin said viciously. “Aquitaine can’t turn us down when we have evidence Dax will destroy them without our help. There will be an alliance, whether they really want one or not. That is, if they survive long enough to admit it.”

Treyin’s grim words were heavy, and Moses grew withdrawn and worried as he considered them.

“They’re going to destroy Aquitaine,” he murmured. “Without all three kingdoms, what hope do we have against the Dax?”

It was a rhetorical question, but it only made Moses even more concerned. For once, the shield knight didn’t seem like such an indomitable force anymore.

Treyin only gripped the skiff’s wheel like it had done her a personal wrong, and I could see her slender fingers clenching tightly enough to turn her gray skin to white. She was too angry and cynical right now to consider solutions.

My mind raced as I considered the Dax message. This really did change everything, and it sounded like Aquitaine was in trouble of being wiped out of the universe altogether. Despite the gravity of the situation, I knew we weren’t completely without options. I’d seen the Stalwart crew do amazing things, and I knew we could do it again.

But why did the Dax want to conquer so absolutely?

“Dominion over all,” I repeated with a frown.

I leaned forward and traced a finger across the lines of the hologram. The displayed runes of the Dax language wavered under my touch, and I stopped on the last section of decryption.

“It’s the Dax empire’s motto,” Treyin explained. “The Dax word for dominion is pronounced verodax, so it’s a very patriotic pledge to make.”

I narrowed my eyes as I shook my head vehemently.

“Their whole nation functions on propaganda and brainwashing,” I growled. “They’re despicable.”

“Caledonia isn’t quite innocent of propaganda,” Moses reminded me. “Queen Catrina is a just and righteous ruler, but she’s supported by a system that’s full of problematic methods.”

“That’s not her fault,” I retorted.

“It’s not,” Moses agreed calmly. “The queen is an incredibly important face of Caledonia, but her powers are neither omniscient nor omnipotent. As you’ve seen, she’s just as human as the rest of us. Some on Caledonia’s side will never be good and fair, but we can serve Queen Catrina best by seeing true justice done.”

Treyin smiled sharply, and her narrow eyes glittered.

“You’ve certainly seen plenty of true justice done, Nicholas,” she noted with satisfaction.

Hearing that from Treyin filled my chest with warm, unexpected pride. I’d fumbled and messed up with so many things when I first joined the Stalwart, and Sorcerer Polgar’s treachery nearly made me a traitor to my own queen and country.

Maybe my debts had more than repaid themselves.

“I sure hope I’m following true justice,” I agreed, and then my brow furrowed in thought. “What are we going to do about the Dax attack on Aquitaine?”

The Dax message sounded awful, but we could find a solution to change things in their course. This wasn’t as bad of a situation as it sounded. We had already militarized one population, and I imagined the Aquitanian capital was rife with military and defense technology beyond anything Montesh could have dreamed of. Sure, the Dax fleet was enormous, but the Aquitanians had a fleet that was also a force to be reckoned with.

“The Dax don’t know we have this information,” Moses mused with a tap of his fingers on his prot-belt. “Still, this is beyond dire … “

It was strange to hear the shield knight worry like this, but I knew even he must have never encountered an empire-ending threat like the Dax.

“We have the element of surprise,” I clarified. “Treyin, when is the 9th of the … what was it, the Blood Season?”

“That’s right,” Treyin answered, and she did some quick counting under her breath. “It’s in about four weeks’ time.”

“That’s not going to be enough time,” Moses worried while his face grew drawn and tense.

“It’s better than four days,” I pointed out optimistically. “The Dax don’t know that we know, so they’ll be coming in slow and easy.”

Moses nodded slowly as I began to win him over.

“You think they’ll underestimate Aquitaine?” Treyin asked thoughtfully.

“I think the Dax underestimate everybody, so we’ll have the opportunity to catch them completely off guard,” I suggested. “We could race to the capital and warn everybody. I mean, it might take these skiffs a long time to get to Aquitaine, but it won’t take four weeks, right?”

“It shouldn’t take nearly that long,” Moses replied, and his worried expression faded slightly. “I’m guessing it will take a week at most. I wish we could have taken an entire warship, but the skiffs aren’t too terribly slow.”

“The captain is in the Aquitanian capital as well, right?” I pointed out. “He’ll know how to handle news like this.”

“We can meet Captain Cross in the Aquitanian capital,” Treyin proposed. “We’ll tell him everything about the Dax threat, and then we can prepare for the fight.”

“Prepare for the fight?” I asked. “So, we’re really going to help Aquitaine fend off the Dax?”

“Of course,” Moses replied. “That’s what we do.”

I smiled as the pieces fell into place.

“That was exactly what I was thinking,” I agreed. “Look at how well just six of us defended Montesh. We could do a lot more with the whole Stalwart at our disposal.”

“And the entirety of Aquitaine as well,” Moses chuckled. “If they’ll let us, that is.”

“We can drop off the Montesh fighters back on their planet, and get new supplies,” I said. “Also, we can’t forget about all those Star Spear bodies by the portal. The twins will never forgive us if we don’t go back to get that loot. It shouldn’t take more than a few hours.”

“Nick,” Moses said with a sly grin, “once again, I like the way you think.”

“We should tell the others,” I decided.

I patched into the comms again, and it crackled slightly as the connection was made.

“Good news, everybody,” I announced. “We’re going to Aquitaine. It sounds like the Dax are going to try to destroy the Aquitanian Kingdom.”

“How is this good news, again?” Neville asked.

“Well, at least we know it’s going to happen,” I replied. “Moses picked up some advanced intel on it, and Treyin helped to decode part of the log.”

“Nice,” Richard said through the comms. “I like being ahead of everybody else.”

“Wait, wait,” Nathan said as something suddenly occurred to him. “We’re not leaving the loot behind, are we?”

“We can’t!” Richard gasped. “I mean, even a kingdom-ending threat like the Dax shouldn’t stand between a man and his loot.”

I laughed and shook my head, though they couldn’t see the gesture.

“Don’t worry, guys,” I reassured them. “We’re getting the loot.”

“Phew,” Richard sighed out happily.

“About Aquitaine,” Nathan wondered out loud. “Do you think the Captain’s escorted nobles have come up with an alliance yet?”

“No way,” Neville replied. “Deals like that move slower than the Culbert twins on a hangover.”

“We would take offense to that if it weren’t true,” Richard agreed.

“Maybe this will be the kick in the ass the nobles need to come to a decision,” Nathan decided.

“I think so,” I agreed. “When we show them the log we found, they’ll have no choice but to worry about their safety. They might even lose a little of their pride, which will be perfect for motivating them to make a deal quickly.”

“I hope you know the way to get to Aquitaine,” Neville said cheerily. “We sure don’t.”

“I’m charting the course now,” Moses spoke through the comms. “It’s been a while since we’ve had to travel so far without a jump mage, eh?”

“It’s practically a field trip,” Richard commented blithely. “Nothing is more fun than rationing and close quarters.”

Richard had a point. Even once we set down all of the Montesh fighters and filled the two skiffs to capacity, we would have a tough time not going stir crazy during this trip. We would also have to sleep in shifts, since it wasn’t a good idea to leave a skiff unpiloted on an unfamiliar course like this.

“It’s a good thing we’re stopping in at the planet again,” I mentioned. “I definitely wouldn’t want to scavenge for Dax food among all this debris.”

Through the view screen, I could see bits and pieces of the Dax ships still intact as they spiraled through space. It wasn’t unheard of to scavenge from a wreck, but this one just wasn’t worth it at all.

“Yeah,” Neville agreed, “I’m not in the mood for eating dead rats and bugs.”

“Or human flesh,” Nathan remarked. “It’s hard to know what those insane assholes actually eat.”

I laughed under my breath, but then I refocused on Nathan’s comment.

“Wait, are we sure they don’t really eat humans?” I asked only half-jokingly. “It doesn’t seem out of the question … “

“They’re no cannibals,” Treyin muttered, “but that doesn’t stop them from being human leeches. They would much rather profit off others’ suffering than move their technology in a positive direction.”

She bared her teeth in an expression of loathing as she spoke, and I knew Treyin must’ve been carrying around more than a little hatred for the Dax for all these years. I would almost feel bad for the empath, but Treyin was far too strong of a woman to be pitied. She’d forged her iron will out of all the challenges she’d faced on Ecoma, and she was rightfully proud of the person she’d become.

I nodded as I considered her words. It seemed incongruous that the Dax had managed to become so powerful and numerous with such a primal lack of self-control. Their warship had looked like it was never cleaned or repaired, though I supposed some basic maintenance was probably taken care of despite appearances.

Their fighters were certainly competent, and their ship flying seemed fine, but the hallways looked and smelled like a dump. Strict civility ruled a lot of armies across many kingdoms, but the Dax empire seemed to thrive on barbarism and bloodthirstiness. It seemed like a system that couldn’t possibly work, yet the Dax were more dangerous than any other known kingdom.

We would race to the Aquitainian capital and inform the captain. From there, it was only a matter of preparing an entire kingdom to stand against an empire that outgunned and outnumbered them in every way.

I smiled as I considered all the ways we could turn this fight in our favor. Thoughts of training programs, traps, ambushes, and explosives raced through my head.

My hands itched for a weapon, and I longed for the battlefield once more. I’d scarcely walked away from it last time, yet I found myself more ready than ever to start fighting again.

Maybe fighting ran in my blood, or maybe I’d just decided on a passion and devoted myself to it long enough to love it. Either way, I would keep climbing in my knighthood. I couldn’t accept a comfortable life, especially not after saving so many lives.

My weapons and my combat strategy had evolved just during my time on Shess, and I felt completely natural in my newfound fighting style. My summoner items synchronized perfectly with my new Allied Vengeance rune on a pendant, and my Necroscythe of Resurrection was almost too good to be true.

Even more importantly, I had people I loved who I wanted to take care of. Casey, Elle, Natali, and Treyin were all close to my heart, and I would rather fight a thousand Dax ships than ever see them hurt. I was looking forward to seeing everybody reunited once more when we arrived in Aquitaine.

One thing was for certain, though. We would save Aquitaine and join our kingdoms together to stop the empire that threatened our existence.

We weren’t going to let the Dax win.

End of book 5
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Thanks for reading Space Knight Book 5!

I haven’t written Space Knight Book 6 yet. Please make sure you subscribe to my newsletter. That way you’ll get an email when the next crowdfund is up.

If you are looking for a place to hang out and talk with fellow fans of my books, my Facebook fan club is quite popular. Check it out here!

To find out more about Michael-Scott and his novels please visit:

www.michaelscottearle.com
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