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Chapter One

“I can’t see shit!” Richard groaned as he leaned over my shoulder.

He was standing sideways in the aisle between the pilot’s chair and where I sat, and he was squeezed between the stacks of loot crowded into the rows of seats behind us. The piles of various armor and weapons filled the skull-shaped Dax skiff we’d commandeered like too much beer in a glass, and there was barely enough room to stand in the sleek black interior, let alone maneuver around the vessel in our power armor.

Still, we weren’t about to leave behind our precious loot.

“Like I said an hour ago,” Moses sighed, “there isn’t much to see.”

The Alkegian Shield Knight was piloting our Dax skiff, and he kept his gaze locked on the view screens as he spoke, but I could tell from the relaxed slope of his massive shoulders that he was more amused than annoyed. I’d gotten to know the imposing man more during our most recent mission, and after holding my own against the Dax invaders, I was beginning to see him as a peer more than an all-powerful figure.

The Dax were tough enemies, but we’d fought their skull-ships back in Ecoma before we’d faced them in Montesh. All we had to do on Ecoma was keep our shields up, and we’d riddled the enemy warships with enough plasma quarrels, rune lances, and cannon fire to take them down. In Montesh, on the other hand, the six of us had defeated the Dax warriors with the help of the locals, who we’d had to turn into soldiers in a week.

After Treyin and I defeated twenty Dax by ourselves, and I’d gone on to kill tons more on my own, the creepy, disgusting, black armored, and tattooed warriors didn’t seem as tough as they used to. With my newly acquired Allied Vengeance amulet, I’d become powerful enough to take on multiple Star Spears at once, and I was looking forward to seeing how I fared against some of my more experienced crewmembers in our training sessions.

Especially Olav and Leith. The crazy Berserker and Slayer hadn’t been the biggest fans of mine when I’d first joined the crew, but now I thought of both of them as mentors, and I couldn’t wait to show them how much more power I’d acquired during this mission.

Still, we’d departed the planet of Shess about a week and a half ago, and our two skiffs had been flying through the blackness of space long enough to wear our patience thin.

Especially when all of us barely had any room to move, sleep, use the toilets, or shower. We were all starting to smell, but when Moses recommended we space some of the loot so we could all be more comfortable… that hadn’t gone over well, either.

After all, we were Space Knights. We could deal with a bit of discomfort for a bunch of awesome loot.

“Here, switch spots with me,” I suggested to the complaining soon-to-be Berserker Knight.

“Thanks, Nick,” Richard replied as he gave me a grateful smile.

The six-foot-tall, sandy blond-haired man inched backward down the aisle to give me room to vacate my spot in front of the view screens. It was unusual for him to be apart from his twin brother, Nathan, but with the amount of loot we’d gathered we had to take two skiffs from Montesh, so the other Culbert was riding in the second vessel with Neville and Treyin.

I pivoted out of my chair and stood up, but it was a challenge to squeeze past Richard’s hulking form. My shoulder knocked against our haphazardly stacked loot, and as the armor clanged together it seemed like an avalanche of scavenged gear would topple over into the walkway.

Richard and I both held our breaths until the creaking subsided and the piled loot settled, and then we let out sighs of relief before he took a seat in the copilot’s chair.

“Remind me again why we have to fly with our skiff jam packed with safety hazards?” Moses chuckled.

He’d asked this question at least a hundred times in the last week or so.

“Because loot!” Richard responded with fervor. “Moses… Looooooootttttt. Have you seen this loot? Just look at all of it. By the Queen… it’s beautiful.”

“Oh, yeah,” Moses snorted. “Loot.”

“It’s hard to miss,” I played along with Moses as my eyes trailed around the heavily loaded Dax skiff.

“I don’t know what you both are trying to imply,” Richard huffed. “We aren’t crazy to do this. Think about the KPs!”

He had a point. KPs, or Kingdom Points, were the Caledonian Kingdom’s version of currency. Any gear or weapons a Knight looted from his enemies could be broken down into Arcane Dust, or turned into a point clerk for KPs. Judging from previous exchanges I’d had with the Stalwart’s own PC and my girlfriend, Elle McGrath, our stolen Dax skiffs full of loot would give each member of my team a heavy balance boost.

My mind slid over the possibilities. With that kind of currency, I could get my mom set up in a nicer area, maybe even get her out of the tenements of Dobuni for good. I sent her money every so often to help with bills and other things she needed, but I still worried about her. Once we turned in our loot, though, I’d have enough KPs to ensure my mom was okay, and even after I sent some currency to her, I’d still have enough left over to make sure I always had the best gear suited to my abilities.

“Richard’s right,” Moses chuckled as he mirrored my thoughts. “I’m just giving you both a hard time. McGrath is going to lose her mind when she sees what we’re bringing back to the Stalwart.”

The RTF 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 like a piece of floating space junk, but the ship held some of the best tech and was home to some of the best fighters in the entire Caledonian Kingdom.

And our missions weren’t the simple humanitarian affairs they appeared to be.

“In a way, we were lucky the Dax attacked Montesh, since they have better gear than most Grendel Grunts,” Richard mused. “Then again, if it wasn’t for Nick, we probably wouldn’t have managed to kill so many of them.”

“I did what anyone would have.” I shrugged.

“Don’t sell yourself too short, Nick,” Moses countered as he glanced over his shoulder at me. “You had a huge impact on the success of our missions, both the planned and unplanned ones.”

I had to chuckle at that. We’d originally been sent to the planet Shess on a humanitarian mission to protect the locals from Grendels, which masked our primary mission of retrieving more pieces of the late King Justinian’s armor from a Seraphic portal. Before we could accomplish our goals, however, the Dax had arrived and thrown a wrench into all our carefully laid plans.

My team and I adapted, though, and we quickly began training the locals of Montesh into a somewhat capable army of soldiers. We’d spent a week building up the city’s defenses and preparing for the Dax, only to have one of the city’s councilmembers betray his own people and sabotage the battle.

Councilman Setess ended up sealing his own fate with his traitorous deeds when the Dax had quickly executed most of the council, and the double crosser had been among the first to die.

It served him right, but I still wished things could have gone better for the people of Montesh. The people who volunteered to fight had given their lives for a man who tossed them all away in a desperate attempt to save himself.

Fortunately, Councilwomen Moolish and Ush survived the attack, so the city of Montesh had some of their leaders to direct the clean-up and rebuilding efforts.

I hoped the city would flourish again, but I also hoped they remained vigilant to future dangers. They hadn’t even considered the looming portals full of Grendels to be a real threat when we’d first arrived, but it hadn’t taken long for the people to see how poorly prepared they truly were. They’d enhanced their defenses, but they weren’t about to hold out against an army of Dax anytime soon.

That’s where we came in. If we could make it to the Aquitaine capital in time to rendezvous with Captain Cross, there was a chance we could stop the Dax’s evil plan before they could destroy the alliance we were trying to build with the Aquitanians.

I was beyond honored to be trusted with closing a Seraphic portal and bringing the late king’s lost armor back to the captain. We were returning not only with our mission successfully completed, but we’d also obtained vital information that we could use to our advantage in the war against the Dax.

After we’d defeated the fleet of Dax warships orbiting the planet Shess, Moses and Treyin had found and decoded a log on the vessel we’d stolen, which gave us proof of the evil empire’s true intentions.

Dominion Over All.

The Dax motto ran through my head, and a shiver raced down my spine. I shook my head to dispel the ominous thought, and then I decided to maneuver through the skiff to the tiny bathroom to splash my face with cool water.

I was halfway down the aisle between the rows of seats when the skiff lurched, and a pile of loot came tumbling down around me.

“Shit!” I instinctively held my hands up to defend my face against the onslaught, and the next moment I was buried beneath armor and weapons. Fortunately, the way they were piled kept most of the sharp edges away from my body, and I chuckled as I pushed all the winnings off me.

Being cramped up inside a pile of loot got old after the first few days, but… loot.

“You okay?” Richard shouted back.

“Yeah,” I snickered.

“Good!” my friend laughed. “Now, be careful! We can’t damage any of the loot, or your girlfriend won’t give us the best KP tally!”

“Ass,” I snorted as I carefully extracted myself and shoved breastplates and bracers into holes in the piles of loot that hadn’t collapsed. Then I slid swords and axes beneath the seats in any available cracks not already occupied by our treasures and continued on my path to the bathroom.

The door was slightly ajar, since piles of loot inside kept the door from being able to close fully, but we were all men and comfortable with each other after spending so much time together on the Stalwart. So, I inched my way inside and sidled carefully around the pile until I could reach the water switch. Then I leaned forward as much as I could, and once the flow began, I quickly splashed off my face with the cool liquid.

I was careful not to use too much since we hadn’t loaded the tank very full to save on weight. The lack of water allowed for more loot to be stashed, and rationing our supply was an easy sacrifice for the amount of money we would make from our scavenged goods.

The action had the desired effect as my nerves settled, but I had to chuckle again as I glanced around at the tightly packed skiff and looked for a place to sit. One seat was empty near the bathroom, and even though it had loot piled up against the hull on the other side, I didn’t see any better options, so I made my way toward it. Then I stepped over a helm that rolled down the aisle before I tossed myself into the empty space.

“You okay back there?” Moses called back.

“Yeah, just rearranging!” I hollered.

“But I had it organized!” Richard groaned.

“Uhhh, no you didn’t,” I pointed out.

“Well, like I said earlier, I just don’t want any of the gear damaged before we can turn it in.”

“I thought you were going to say you didn’t want me to take a random axe to the head,” I snorted, “but I see how it is. You care more about the loot than your own teammate.”

“Absolutely!” Richard shouted. “No loot left behind.”

I shook my head in amusement and repositioned myself into a more comfortable spot wedged between a breastplate and a shield. Then I leaned my back partially against the pile of loot in the neighboring chair and kicked my legs up on a stack in the walkway left over from the avalanche I’d endured.

Finally, I closed my eyes and let out a breath. I had to almost force my body to relax, but after a short while, I began to nod off. We’d been sleeping in shifts since the Dax skiff didn’t have the kind of autopilot found on the larger vessels, but on the plus side, we’d all learned how to fly the vessel. Now, we would have the upper hand in future battles, with half the knights of the Stalwart being able to commandeer and steal Dax ships.

I knew learning more of the enemy’s language would help out a lot, too, but their runes and squiggly lines looked like gibberish to my eyes. I was starting to pick up on some of the patterns, but I didn’t have nearly the amount of knowledge as Treyin, who could translate the Dax language, or even Moses, who knew a few words.

There would be time for that later, I hoped, but right now I needed to focus on what laid ahead of us. We only had three weeks until the Dax attacked Aquitaine, and we still didn’t know if the treaty was official or not. We didn’t have any time to lose. I needed to be ready for anything, and being short on sleep was a quick way to set myself up for failure, so I renewed my efforts to drift off.

I slept for several hours, but my sleep was plagued with dark dreams of Dax dominion, and my mom was somehow tangled up in their plots to destroy and rule the rest of the universe. Each time I woke up, I had to shake off the sense of desperation and fear for my mother’s safety, and I forced myself back to sleep over and over again until my prot-belt readout told me I’d slept a total of three and a half hours.

Finally, my stomach growled out a loud complaint, and I sighed as I shoved myself up into the aisle once more. Our food rations were also in low supply in order to save more room for loot, but I knew we had enough to get by for a few more days. Moses had said we were nearing the Aquitaine system, so I went off in search of something to eat.

The people of Montesh had tried to give us much more food than we’d ended up taking, and as I looked over the sparse remaining box, I missed the lavish meals we’d enjoyed in councilwoman Ush’s mansion. Soon, we’d be back on the Stalwart, though, and I’d be able to fill my belly beyond capacity with both food and ale.

After I considered my meager options, I grabbed a stale roll and a bag of stew, shoved a spoon into the corner of my mouth, and made my way back to the front of the skiff. Then I leaned against a pile of loot while I gnawed a bite from the biscuit.

“Anything interesting?” I asked pointlessly. We’d traveled through empty space for so long the question was more ritualistic than expectant.

“Treyin did a few loops,” Moses reported as he jerked his chin at our companion vessel visible on the view screen to his right. “I’m sure Neville and Nathan loved getting tossed around like raisins in a salad.”

“She better not have damaged anything on their skiff!” Richard gasped as he crossed his arms over his chest.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” I mumbled around a spoonful of stew.

“It better be!” Richard growled, but there was no menace in his face. “If there’s one scratch on a single bracer… I’m gonna…”

“Get mad at Treyin?” I asked as I raised my eyebrows.

“Well…” My friend cleared his throat. “No… To be honest, she scares the shit out of me. I’ll maybe let her know I was disappointed in her… from… across the room… and in a whisper.”

Moses and I both laughed as Richard gave us a sheepish grin.

“How much longer till we reach the captain?” I asked the Shield Knight as I gestured with my spoon at the controls he held. “We’ve been traveling for so long, I’m losing track of time.”

“Another day, at most,” Moses replied, but his eyebrows scrunched in concern. “I hope we have enough fuel to get planetside.”

“How long will it last?” I swallowed hard.

“Another day, at most,” the shield knight retorted with a wry smirk. “I’m just using the barest amount to maneuver while I let the trajectory carry us through the void, but we’ll still have to enter the atmosphere and land. We’re gonna be cutting it close.”

“Will we be within comm range before we land?” I asked as I tried to think of backup plans in case we were stranded in space orbiting the Aquitaine capital.

“I think so.” Moses shrugged, and his loose dreadlocks jiggled. “Hard to predict how the planet’s atmosphere will interfere with our communications until we get into the thick of it.”

“At least these ships can break through the atmosphere.” I turned my attention back to my food and devoured the last few bites. The gnawing hunger in my stomach had subsided to a distant mumble, but I wasn’t completely satisfied.

“I just want to make sure none of the loot gets damaged during our entry,” Richard repeated, and he narrowed his eyes at the other skiff on the view port. “Treyin better not try anything fancy with their skiff, I’ve seen how she flies. I’m going to check everything over for scratches and dents as soon as we land.”

I shook my head in awe at his ability to remain single-mindedly focused on the loot. I had to admit the KPs headed to my account were a constant thought in the back of my mind, but I could at least think about other things.

Like the next part of our journey.

I didn’t know much about Aquitaine, so I didn’t have a lot of expectations. There was some basic information available through the database on the Stalwart, but I’d already learned most of it from the Academy and my interaction with the Aquitainian knights on Tachion.

I hoped word of Emeric’s death by my hand wasn’t common knowledge in the capital, though, since the defeat of the Dax depended on the kingdom of Aquitaine joining us in the fight. With any luck, the message we intercepted would supersede our fight with the knights during my first mission aboard the Stalwart.

Suddenly, the skiff began to shake, and the view screens buzzed with electrical static.

“Debris ahead, watch out,” Treyin’s voice came through the comm systems faintly, but clear enough to make my stomach clench.

“Shit,” Richard and I said in unison.

Then the view screens flickered and refocused to show a field of asteroids and broken space rocks. The largest rocks within view looked to be about ten meters across, which would cause serious damage to the skiff if it got through our prot-field. At least the majority of them were smaller ones and only around one meter wide, but the density of the field is what struck me the most. My heart hammered in my chest, and I swallowed hard as I took in the obstacle course ahead of us. There was so much debris that very little space remained between the asteroids that we could fly through, and our chances of colliding were high. The prot-field would hold for a while, but I didn’t think it would get us all the way through unscathed. The view screens were filled with the asteroid field, and they stretched as far as I could see, but I had complete confidence in Moses’ ability.

“Find something to hold onto,” Moses growled as he gripped the wheel firmly. “We’re in for a bumpy ride.”

“We have to secure the loot!” Richard gasped as he jumped up and dashed toward the nearest pile. “I need rope!”

I leaned to the side to let him get past me, but I was more focused on the skiff making it than the loot at the moment, so I kept my eyes glued to the view screen as my pulse quickened.

I knew from my cursory glance over the documents about Aquitaine that their home sun was surrounded by an accretion disk, so this field was both dangerous and a good sign.

We were getting closer to our destination.

Once we got through this obstacle, then the only thing we had to do was to find the Stalwart and brief Captain Cross on what we’d learned and accomplished on the planet Shess.

“Nick, man the weapons,” Moses commanded as he pushed buttons on the control panel. “Blow up anything over five meters that gets through the prot-field.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied with a curt nod.

My skin crawled with excitement as I moved to the weapons chair. If any rocks came too close, I could shoot them, but I had to be careful since we only had a few shots left in the plasma cannon.

Then we’d be landing planetside, meeting up with the captain, and turning in our loot with Elle.

Just a bunch of asteroids flew between me, a bunch of KP, food, beer, and my beautiful girlfriends.

I grinned to myself as I punched the controls to activate the machine.

Being a Space Knight was everything I’d hoped it would be and more.
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Chapter Two

The control arm vibrated in my hand as the skiff shook with turbulence.

“Careful!” Richard shouted as he protectively cradled a pile of loot as tall as he was against his chest like a mother hen covering her chicks with her wings.

“Doing the best I can,” Moses muttered in a barely audible voice as he swerved and dipped to avoid colliding with nearby asteroids.

“They’re everywhere,” I reported while I scanned the view screen. “Tell me where you are going to fly, and I’ll clear a path.”

“There’s a big one ahead to the left,” the Shield Knight called over his shoulder. “It’s gotta be fifteen meters wide!”

I spotted the giant rock he’d indicated, aimed the plasma cannon with a bit of a lead, took a deep breath, and squeezed the trigger while I exhaled. A ball of pale blue and green shot from our skiff and smashed into the asteroid, and brilliant light exploded across the view screen as the skiff shuddered around me. Debris and dust clouded my vision of the field, and the prot-field zinged as it incinerated the smaller rocks.

“Good shot!” Moses whooped and pumped his fist up into the air. Then he got back down to business and flew into the gap left by the exploded rock.

I spotted Treyin’s skiff slide by a small portion of a view port left unobstructed by loot, and I sighed with relief. As long as they stayed right behind us, we might just make it through alive.

Suddenly, an asteroid too big for the prot-field slid past our vessel, but it was too close for me to shoot. It had come out of nowhere, and I didn’t see it until it was too late. Moses jerked the skiff to the right, but we still scraped against the massive chunk of space debris with a sickening sound of metal against rock.

That was going to leave a mark.

Alarms blared from the control panel as the skiff took damage, and a female voice came through a speaker in the Dax language.

“What did it say?” Richard hollered as he scooped up armfuls of gear to shove onto another sturdier pile.

“I’m not sure, something about oxygen,” Moses replied in a grim tone. “I think something vital may have taken a hit.”

“Shit.” I swallowed hard.

“We’ll make it,” Moses assured me. “The others will, too.”

“But what about the loot?” Richard moaned in desperation. “If we keep getting slung around, then it’s all going to topple over!”

“It would be easier to avoid the giant rocks if I could see out of a view port,” Moses pointed out. “I can’t see a thing with all this loot in the way!”

“It’s not in the way,” Richard argued as he rushed over to clear some of the view ports. “See, I can move it.”

The young knight waded through the gear piled around his feet like he was stomping through ocean waves, and the sound of metal hitting metal filled the skiff. A moment later, though, Richard had managed to clear a view port on the starboard side, so he made good on his word.

Meanwhile, I focused on a large asteroid drawing steadily nearer, and once it was within firing range, I blasted it with the plasma cannon. The skiff rocked from the force of the explosion, and a chunk spiraled through space to crash into our companion skiff’s prot-field. Hopefully, their shields were strong enough to withstand whatever still laid ahead, but I would clear as much of a path as I could with the ammo I had.

There were only eight shots left, and a lot more asteroids, so I had to make each shot count.

Suddenly, a crashing sound came from behind me, and I spun to see Richard swimming through a pile of loot. A random helm had fallen onto his head backward, and the headgear was so big it covered his entire skull and blocked his face, so I could only imagine the giant Dax it had been removed from.

“Help?” Richard grunted as he waved his hands pointlessly.

“You know we are in the middle of an asteroid field, right?” I sighed as I jumped up from my seat and made my way through the clutter to help him. I grabbed onto the edge of the helm with both hands and ripped it off, and then I pulled my friend to his feet.

“Thanks!”

“You okay?” I asked as I scanned him over quickly.

“Yeah, but remind me,” Richard groaned, “why did we take all this loot?”

I couldn’t help it. Even though Moses was jerking us through a massive asteroid field, and we could get smashed at any second, I still burst out laughing.

Richard stared at me in confusion for a moment, but then a smile cracked across his face and a chuckle bubbled up from his throat. The next thing I knew, we were leaning on each other and laughing so hard there were tears streaming from our eyes.

“The KPs, remember?” I gasped as I clapped him on the shoulder.

“Oh, yeah,” Richard snorted, but he was far less enthused than he’d been a few hours ago.

Suddenly, the skiff jerked to the side and sent both of us tumbling into piles of loot. We slid down the aisle among a scattering of random gear and weapons until we slammed into the back wall near the bathroom. As the vessel swerved upward, I looked up just in time to see an axe spinning end over end headed right for my head, so I lunged to the side, and the sharp weapon thunked as it embedded itself into the wall behind me.

That was a little too close for comfort. This loot was making our situation way more dangerous, but there wasn’t much we could do about it now.

I only hoped the other skiff was faring better.

“Nick!” Moses yelled. “A little help?”

“Coming!” I shouted up the aisle as I scrambled to my feet.

I struggled not to trip over the loot covering every inch of the floor, but a few moments later, I was back in the weapons chair and taking aim once more. I had just enough time to target and fire before a fourteen-meter-wide asteroid entered our prot-field, but it was too close to keep the exploding debris out of range, and chunks slammed into the hull like hail.

The Dax skiff could take a beating, but I didn’t know if it would be strong enough to last through the rest of the asteroid field. The clumps of space rock still filled the view screens in every direction, but far ahead there was the reflective glow of a planet.

Aquitaine was practically in our sights.

So, I fired at two more asteroids in the next breath, and then I took aim at a third getting too close to Treyin’s skiff for my own comfort. Moses didn’t comment on me using one of our canons to help our teammates, even though Neville was surely manning the weapons chair on their vessel, and the soon-to-be marksman had gotten to be a great sharpshooter.

The stats screen in the upper right corner of my prot-belt’s visor readout indicated low ammo, and I cursed under my breath.

“Four shots left,” I informed Moses. “Gonna have to make them count.”

“Got it.” The Shield Knight jerked the skiff sharply to the right as he spoke, and the Dax vessel looked like the inside of a snow globe for a moment as hundreds of pieces of loot all went airborne at once.

I caught a glimpse of the wide-eyed Richard as he lunged forward into the co-pilot’s chair, but then I refocused on the asteroid field.

The glow of Aquitaine had solidified into a tiny red marble far ahead, but Moses was headed straight for it, even though he had to take a very roundabout way to get there.

“One more,” Moses instructed, “between those two big ones.”

The big asteroids he’d indicated on the view screen were almost moon sized, and a fairly wide gap laid between them with Aquitaine visible on the other side.

Except the path was blocked by a fifteen-meter-wide asteroid that kept the two larger ones from colliding.

“I’ve got it.” I took aim and waited for the distance to shorten, and once we were within a hundred meters, I fired my last four shots into the giant piece of space rock, since I didn’t want there to be any debris big enough to damage the skiff.

Moses took the opportunity I’d given him and steered the skiff into the explosion. The vessel rocked with turbulence as we flew through the aftershock, and a peppering of dust slammed into the skiff like light hail across the tile roof.

I held my breath and waited anxiously with the useless cannon control still held in my hands. The debris was so dense it covered the view screens, and I didn’t know how Moses could see enough to steer through it, but several tense moments passed before the light of a red dwarf lit up the blackness of space around us.

The screens were clear, and Aquitaine glowed with a brilliant orange hue straight ahead. Treyin’s skiff slid past our left side and took the lead, and then her voice came through the comms.

“We are getting close to their orbit satellites,” she stated. “Engage cloaks.”

“Engaging cloak,” Moses repeated as he flipped a switch on the Dax ship’s control panel.

“Looked like you took the brunt of the hits going through,” the slayer purred. “Thanks, boys. My prot-field’s over fifty percent, so I’ll take the lead. Slow your descent so their sensors don’t observe a disturbance in the atmosphere.”

“Done!” Moses laughed as he slumped in his seat. “We’re at twelve percent shields, and it looks like we’ve got just enough fuel left to land and do a few loops of the planet, if we wanted to. Thank the queen.”

There was a relieved mirth to his voice, and it made me relax almost automatically. The worst was over, and we’d be back with the Stalwart crew in no time with our lives and all the loot.

The alarms were still blaring, though, and I started to taste ozone, so I pulled down my visor to increase the oxygen supply to my lungs. If the loot hadn’t shifted to cover every inch of space in the skiff except where we were sitting, then I would’ve splashed some water on my face again, but as it stood, I figured I was better off waiting until we landed, even if it took a couple more hours.

Luckily, it didn’t take us long to break through the atmosphere and fly over the planet’s surface. I was able to finally get a good look at Aquitaine, and I absorbed as much as I could of the reddish orange deserts, bright blue ocean, and the thick clouds shrouding an enormous mountain that covered an entire view screen. It had to be one of the biggest mountains I’d ever seen, and my eyes widened as I tried to guess at its elevation.

Nestled between the ocean to the west and the base of the mountain to the east was a towering white city that stood in stark contrast to the reddish sand all around it, and the glowing, flawless spires rose up against the backdrop of the massive orange peak buried in grayish clouds. Everything looked vibrant, almost as though it radiated with light, and I wondered what the atmosphere was like. The shields around the city shimmered an iridescent blue and reflected the hues of the sun and the ocean, so they probably had some sort of atmospheric controls within the capital.

“Commander Reynolds, come in,” Moses started to attempt to reach the Stalwart crew, but silence followed his words, so it seemed like we were still too far away to make a connection. “Captain Cross, can you hear me?”

“We should land outside the city,” Treyin suggested over the comms. “We don’t want the Aquitanians to think they’re under attack from the Dax.”

“Not yet, anyway,” I sighed. “Whether they want it or not, the Dax are coming. It might be good to stir up a little fear.”

“I think it’s better to leave the skiffs out of sight,” Moses chuckled. “We can always retrieve them later.”

“Leave them out of sight? How?” Richard gestured broadly at the vast expanse of open desert around us. “You can see for miles out here, there’s nothing to hide behind.”

“The mountain,” I suggested as I zoomed in on one of the screens to point out a dark crevice. “We can land the skiffs here and be close to the city but out of sight.”

“Good idea, Nick,” Moses replied, and then he hit a few buttons on the control panel. “I sent the coordinates to Treyin just in case we lose sight of one another.”

“Again,” Richard snorted as he pointed to the desert. “How?”

“Freak dust storm?” I suggested with a shrug. “Better safe than sorry, right?”

“Sure.” Richard mirrored my shrug and seemed satisfied.

A few moments later, we were strolling out of the skiffs onto solid ground. My legs were a little wobbly from being in space with reduced gravity for such a long time, but my legs still possessed superhuman strength, so it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. We’d been suspended in space for over a week, so I’d expected to have to do some adjusting.

“If I never see the inside of a Dax skiff again, I will die happy.” Treyin stepped out of the other skiff with a lithe grace, and her silver braided hair had a few loose strands. Bags beneath her narrow eyes showed her exhaustion, but she was still breathtakingly beautiful, and my skin heated up when I recalled the last time we’d made love and how deeply I’d released my seed inside of her incredible body.

“As long as I see my bed soon, I will die happy.” Neville looked like he hadn’t slept the entire trip. The marksman’s steel colored hair had grown into a fuzzy mop on the top of his head, and his locks were sticking out at uneven angles. His typical observant expression was clouded with sleep deprivation, and his shoulders were slumped.

“Let’s talk about the important stuff: Is your loot okay?” Nathan swayed slightly as he walked, and the usually steadier twin appeared weak on his feet.

“As good as can be,” Richard sighed. “Although, Nick almost took an axe to the face while we were passing through the asteroid field.”

“Did the axe get damaged?” Nathan gasped with a worried frown. His sandy blond beard had grown in some more, and as I glanced around, I realized we all looked like we’d been sleeping in a crowded skiff for over a week.

Oh, wait. We did.

“No,” I snickered as I rolled my eyes, “and neither did I, in case you were wondering.”

“That was quite a ride,” Neville announced, and I noticed his pale face was tinged a light green. “Next time, I’m riding with Moses.”

“You are alive, are you not?” Treyin shot back with an icy glare at the marksman. “You are welcome.”

“You really think the loot is going to be safe here?” Nathan asked as he cast a worried glance over his shoulder toward the skiff he’d exited. “I could set up camp here and keep an eye on it.”

“Not to mention the chest piece,” Treyin interjected.

“We won’t leave it for long,” Moses assured everyone. “I’d prefer us all to stick together until we can make our report, and I don’t want the Aquitanians to know about King Justinian’s armor.”

“Yes, sir,” Nathan replied with a sigh.

With that, we closed the doors on the skiffs, and then we headed down the mountain toward the city. From our high vantage point, we had a good view, so we all paused to take stock. I could make out the pristine white walls that encircled the entire area, but many towers and buildings stretched above them toward the bright orange sun, and faint blurs of motion through the air indicated smaller vessels and sky carriages.

As I scanned the city with my visor’s zoom lens, I spotted the Stalwart docked on the side of a large circular domed building I assumed was the transport terminal. Several other Belugas and Omuras were harbored in the same row, but I didn’t think the Captain would be staying on the ship for this mission. He would likely be at the palace or government building with the nobles.

“Commander, this is Moses, can you hear me?” Moses called into his comms.

“Moses?” The commander’s voice sounded shocked, but that was no surprise. “How am I receiving this? You should be on Shess.”

We were supposed to wait for the Stalwart to finish with this diplomatic mission before coming to retrieve us, but with the urgency of the oncoming Dax attack, we couldn’t wait.

“Emergency protocols,” Moses replied. “I need to make a report. I found some intel, and the captain needs to see it as soon as possible.”

“Get to the Stalwart,” Reynolds instructed.

“We landed here in two cloaked Dax vessels,” Moses continued. “I’m sending you the coordinates. You’ll need to send a pick up crew here to gather the… contents of the vessels as soon as possible. Preferably, you do it without our allies raising an eyebrow.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Reynolds replied quickly. “Return to the Stalwart on foot. It should take you half an hour, but that will be sooner than we’ll be able to get a pickup out to your claimed Dax vessels.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Moses said, and then the comms crackled off.

We were still halfway up the mountain from the city, but we walked with renewed stamina after hearing the commander’s voice.

Even the heat of the bright ass sun bearing down on us didn’t dampen our spirits as we hiked down the slope. We kicked up reddish dust clouds from the surface as we walked, and I noticed the gravity on this planet was comparable to my home planet of Dobuni. My bio-readout still said oxygen levels were low, though, so we all kept our visors on.

Treyin didn’t have any issues with the lower atmospheric quality, and she shot a haughty look over her shoulder at me as though she could read my thoughts.

“Pretty barren, huh?” Nathan observed as he gazed down the mountain.

“If you’re not looking at the giant, technologically advanced city right in front of you.” Neville shook his head. “The Aquitanians are a powerful kingdom, and I’m sure they won’t take insults to their planet lightly, so watch what you say.”

“They should be less sensitive,” Richard snickered. “Or get a better planet.”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled as my eyes trailed up the impossibly tall mountain behind us. “It’s all pretty incredible looking to me.”

“You need to get out more,” Nathan snorted.

I merely shrugged in response and continued to look around.

I was awed by the openness of the desert mountain. Only a few random scrub bushes dotted the landscape, and I saw a small group of birds hovering over the city. It seemed vacant and inhospitable, but the Aquitanians had to have chosen this planet for a reason.

It took us exactly twenty-four minutes to reach the massive gate in the pristine white walls, and guards in thin red power armor held long javelins pointed at angles across the opening. The red tassels on the ends of the spear-like weapons made them look more decorative than dangerous, but I tensed with anticipation of a fight, just in case.

“Halt!” The guards stiffened when they noticed us, but they were speaking in accented Caledonian, which meant they assumed we would understand, so Commander Reynolds must have informed the Aquitanians of our arrival.

“Hello,” Moses greeted in a friendly voice. “We are crew members of the RTF Stalwart and wish to rejoin our captain. They should have let you know that we were coming.”

“You are Caledonian Knights?” the guard to the left asked as he narrowed his blue eyes at us.

“Yes.” Moses nodded, and I once again appreciated how steadfast and agreeable the big Shield Knight was. If a guard had asked Leith or Olav such an obvious and stupid question, the Slayer and Berserker would have thrown every single curse at them.

“Very well, then,” the guard returned the nod, if a little more stiffly. “Yes. We were awaiting your arrival. I will call for your escort to the decontamination unit.”

“Sounds good.” Moses gave the guard a friendly smile, but it wasn’t reciprocated.

“Jeez, these guys need to lighten up,” Richard mumbled behind me. “They’re acting like we’re trying to invade them or something.”

“Even with the Triumvirate, relations between our kingdoms are tense,” Moses reminded us in a quiet tone. “Everyone needs to be on their best behavior so we can get their help fighting the Dax. The future of all our kingdoms depends on it.”

“Yes, sir,” we responded in unison.

A few moments later, a squad of more guards in the slim red armor arrived to escort us, so the two guards blocking the path pulled their javelins aside and ushered us forward. We followed without further prompting, and then we entered a doorway inside the massive wall. Beyond the door was a long, gray tunnel that curved slightly, so I couldn’t see the end of the corridor.

Our escorts wasted no time getting into formation with five in front and five behind us, and the sound of our boots echoed down the hallway. We walked for what seemed like a mile before the corridor widened into a circular annex lined with doors. A curving stairwell filled the center of the space, but my view of the upper levels was blocked by a low ceiling, so I got the impression we were in some sort of tower along the wall.

The guards directed us into separate doors, and I hesitated for a moment at the idea of being apart from my teammates, but then I followed the beckoning guard into one of the rooms. It was a completely empty gray box, but upon closer inspection I noticed spray nozzles dotted along every surface. A voice came over a loudspeaker above my head and announced, in the Caledonian language, the initiation of the decontamination sequence.

The Aquitanians’ language tech was superb. The computer’s voice sounded like a native of Dobuni, like they had somehow programmed it specifically for me.

I closed my eyes as the room erupted into a silvery mist that coated my entire body. Bionic cleaners covered every inch of my armor, and my skin tingled as exposed spots caught the spray. Then another substance was emitted from the nozzles, the tingling sensation ceased, and fresh smelling air fanned over me until I was completely dry.

To my relief, the door finally opened, and I stepped back out into the annex. The rest of my team joined me a moment later, and we all looked around at the guards expectantly.

“Transport is waiting for you on Level Three,” one of the guards said as he gestured up the stairs.

At first, I thought they were releasing us from supervision, but then two guards started up the stairs without looking back, and as we filed in behind them, two more took up the rear. We climbed up three flights of stairs and then entered another annex bathed in sunlight, and one side of the circular room was open to a large landing dock filled with hover bikes and carriages. The guards led us to one of the wide bottom vessels with benches lining each side, and a steering wheel jutted out from the front, which a guard quickly took up position behind and began to hit buttons on the control panel.

We clambered on and took seats on the benches, but the guards remained standing and eyed us warily with their hands gripping their weapons. They seemed on edge, scared even, and I wondered what the population of this kingdom thought about Caledonian Knights. There was obviously a small amount of stigma, but I couldn’t understand why our allies would react this way to our presence.

My thoughts turned to Olav and Leith, and I groaned to myself at the idea of them causing bad blood with the Aquitanians with their aggressive antics. I pictured more than one pub brawl and several insults slung around, but then I thought about Emeric and Bernard, and I swallowed hard.

There was no chance the Aquitanians knew I’d killed two of their knights, was there?

The hover carriage lifted off the ground with the help of gravity runes, and then we raced forward with dizzying speed. How the guards managed to remain standing was beyond me, but I gripped the edge of the carriage rail tightly to keep my seat. We zoomed through the air above the city, and I gaped around at the spiraling towers of white stone and the skyscrapers covered in reflective glass. Several other vessels flew by around us, and the air was full of the sound of engines.

“Talkative bunch, aren’t they?” Nathan muttered under his breath.

“We don’t know how the negotiations have been going,” Neville pointed out. “The nobles could be at each other’s throats for all we know.”

“He has a point,” Richard whispered. “Best keep our guards up.”

A short while later, the large domed building I’d seen the Stalwart docked at came into view, and the hover carriage aimed for a low landing dock in front of a massive glass arched entrance. A row of doors stood open, and people in all varieties of armor and clothing went to and from the opening.

The guard landed the hover carriage a little ways away from the door, and the two guards at the back of the vessel stepped out and ushered us forward. They still hadn’t spoken a single word to us, but the look in their eyes said volumes.

We were not liked here.

Moses’ warning to be on our best behavior flashed through my mind, but I couldn’t resist the shit-eating grin I gave the guard as I exited the small aircraft.

They led us into the huge building, and I nearly strained my neck as I looked up at the massive glass dome. The sunlight shone through with brilliant rays hitting a water fountain in the center of the wide-open space. Tunnels and hallways dotted the edge of the room, and we followed our escort to a corridor halfway along the wall.

A short walk later, the Stalwart finally came into view. She was larger than the usual Beluga class starships, but that wasn’t the only difference that set our ship apart from the rest. She resembled a pieced together quilt made up of ancient ship parts, and while she was known as the worst ship in the Royal Trident Forces fleet, I knew there was more to her than met the eyes. She could do things other ships weren’t capable of, and my chest filled with pride as I looked her over.

Her cargo bay was backed up into the dock, and the ramp was open. Commander Reynolds stood outside scanning the crowded terminal, and her lips actually curled up into a smile when she spotted us. Reynolds was second in command to Captain Cross and not someone to be trifled with. Her short-cropped jet-black hair was swept to the side, and her blue eyes were less cold than usual. She actually looked happy to see us, even though her arms were crossed over her chest and she had one hip stuck out at an angle that said she meant business.

“Welcome to Aquita.” The guards saluted the commander then turned on their heels and strode off without another word.

“Captain’s waiting,” Reynolds barked as she clicked her heels together and entered the cargo bay.

“Did you take care of the--” Moses started.

“Pick up crew just left,” Reynolds interpreted him. “Had to cut through a bit of red tape with our hosts, but don’t worry.”

“The skiffs are filled with loot.” Richard cleared his throat. “Can you--”

“We’ll put it in holding so you all can sort through it later,” Reynolds snorted. “This isn’t my first day on the job, Knight.”

“Yes, Commander,” Richard said with a sheepish smile. “Thank you, Commander.”

We followed her to the galley, and we greeted yeomen and artillerymen we knew as we passed. Being back on the Stalwart felt like coming home, and I eyed her mix-matched parts with affection.

Captain Cross was gulping down the last dregs of a mug of ale when we entered the galley, and he quickly turned to appraise us with his keen eyes. His long black hair hung around his shoulders, and his scruffy salt and pepper beard added a sense of wisdom and experience to his image. His long royal blue trench coat draped over his shoulders and gave him an air of prestige, and I felt the familiar tingle of nerves I always got in the great man’s presence.

“You were instructed to wait for our return,” he began without preamble, and his voice was hard. “I assume something dire occurred, forcing you to vacate your post early?”

“We were attacked by the Dax,” Moses reported. “After we defeated all immediate enemies, we intercepted a message.”

The Shield Knight paused and glanced at me, almost as though handing over the rest of the report.

The captain’s eyes swept to me with a look that stared into my very soul, and I cleared my throat.

“A message?” Captain Cross’ eyebrows twitched with curiosity.

“That’s right, sir,” I confirmed. “They plan to attack Aquitaine before the negotiations can be finalized.”

“How long?” Cross turned his gaze back to Moses.

“Less than three weeks from now, sir,” Moses said.

“Great,” Cross groaned and ran a hand through his hair. “Just what we need, more pressure to finish the negotiations. I’ll schedule a meeting with the nobles, but it could be several days before it could be arranged. Tensions are high, and both sides are holding onto their pride.”

“Any sign of an agreement being reached in time to stand against the Dax?” Treyin asked.

“With the threat of an attack looming, the nobles may just feel a fire lit under their ass, but I doubt it.” Cross frowned. “Some people would rather die than compromise.”

The captain stood from his bar stool and scanned our small group of knights with pride in his eyes. “You did good, coming to Aquitaine. With any luck, we will be ready for the Dax long before they arrive. I’ll summon you for the meeting.”

“Yes, sir,” the six of us said in unison.

“One last thing,” the captain said as he paused in the doorway. “How did your… other mission go?”

“Perfect, sir,” Moses reported with a proud grin. “We found what we were looking for. The item is stashed on the Dax skiffs we stole.”

“Very good, I’ll assign a crew to clear the skif--”

“Already done, Captain,” Commander Reynolds interrupted.

“Of course, you are on top of things, Commander.” Captain Cross gave us a rare smile, and then he nodded curtly before he headed out of the galley.

It seemed we were dismissed, so I blinked, and my eyes turned to Commander Reynolds, who’d hung back behind the captain.

“Why can’t these stupid nobles just sign a piece of paper?” Nathan growled. “Don’t they realize how many lives depend on them?”

“Each side keeps trying to add their own sneaky amendments,” Reynolds sighed as she shook her head. “Then the entire agreement gets rejected and has to be rewritten.”

“What a bunch of fucking twats,” Richard spat. “Meanwhile, an army of dirty Dax are counting on them to do exactly that. They’re playing into the enemies’ hands, and they don’t even know it.”

“They’ll know soon enough,” I said with grim determination. “They need to join with Caledonia before their entire city is destroyed.”

“I’m sure Aquitaine isn’t the only one corrupting the negotiations,” Neville pointed out. “Caledonia has her share of blame when it comes to Core World nobles.”

“We serve the Queen, and her people,” I reminded my friends. “We can do this. I’m not worried.”

“It’s not going to be easy.” Reynolds shook her head again. “They’re fighting over the Dramwuer System, and that fight has been going on my entire life and then some.”

“What’s the Dramwuer System?” I asked with a furrowed brow.

“A series of planets that’s been disputed for generations,” Neville informed me. “Aquitaine has always claimed the system, but Caledonians were there first.”

“Maybe that’s what we Caledonians want everyone to think,” I said thoughtfully. “We all know things aren’t always as they seem.”

“They should both just learn to share.” Nathan shrugged as though this settled things.

“Yeah, like when we would spend summers with our dad but lived with our mom the rest of the time,” Richard added, and he bumped his shoulder against his twin’s.

“Or like with loot?” Neville raised his eyebrow at the twins.

“Hey, now,” Richard laughed. “We are good at sharing loot. If you wanna talk about hoarding, one of our fellow knights has something like five girlfriends.”

“Just four,” I snickered.

“Yeahhhhh…” Nathan cackled as he looked around. “You’ve been missing the looks Faye gives you every time you step into the mess. She must be off right now, or she’d be crawling into your lap.”

“No one is interested in hearing how your love life isn’t as accomplished as Nicholas’, so put a pacifier in it.” Treyin’s eyes narrowed at my friend.

“Yes, ma’am.” Nathan cleared his throat as his cheeks turned red.

Moses had been quiet for so long, I snuck a quick glance at his face. Worry creased his eyebrows as he stared down at his fists, but he caught me looking and gave me a small smile.

“There’s always a new challenge, huh?” The Shield Knight smirked. “Good thing we’re pretty adaptable.”

“Damn straight.” I grinned.

“You are all dismissed for now,” Reynolds said as she turned to leave. “Stay out of trouble.”

“You heard the lady,” Moses teased as he followed her out with a wave over his shoulder.

With my duty served, my thoughts immediately turned to my other girlfriends, so I gestured for Treyin to step to the side of the mess with me.

“I’d like to pay Elle, Casey, and Natali a visit,” I said. “Would you mind if--”

“Not at all. I’ve had you for the last few weeks, and this is apparently some sort of competition where I’m supposed to play fair with the others.” Treyin’s eyes held mine for a long moment, and her lips twitched up into a small smile.

“Look,” I said as I let out a long exhale. “I… I really enjoyed our time together, and I’m kicking myself for not enjoying you sooner.”

“No need to worry about that,” she purred. “I understand where you were coming from. I betrayed you and tried to manipulate you. I do feel I had a good reason to do so, but… well… I just care about my people, and I didn’t know you as well as I do now.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “All is forgiven.”

“Then I will see you later?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah. I’m looking forward to spending more time with you.” I reached for her hand, brought it to my mouth, and then gently kissed the back where her rune was.

“Ohhhh…” she sighed as her shoulders shivered a bit. “That will keep me going for a day or so, but then I’ll be hunting you down so you can kiss me in other places.”

“That’s fair,” I chuckled, and then we both parted ways, and I walked out of the mess while my head spun with thoughts of making love to the beautiful Treyin. I needed to talk to the other girls about adding the Slayer Knight to our mix. They had alluded to their approval before, but I knew things would get tricky if everything wasn’t completely clear between us.

I stopped off in my room to take off my power armor and change into my knight clothes. Then I headed to the infirmary to find Natali.

To my surprise, I found all three of my girls in the hallway outside the infirmary, and I stopped in my tracks to get a good look at them before they noticed I was there.

Casey’s fiery red hair was loose and trailed across her pale, freckled shoulders exposed by the sleeveless tank top she wore. The enchantress had paired the tight-fitting gray shirt with a pair of black shorts that hugged her ass like a second skin and wide red suspenders that accentuated her hour-glass figure, and her matching knee-high red combat boots completed the ensemble perfectly.

Natali’s brown hair was pulled back into a low bun, but a few loose strands tickled against the high cheekbones of her heart-shaped face like absent brush strokes of a master artist. The ship’s doctor wore a simple blue dress cinched at the waist with a wide leather belt, and the vee at the neck exhibited her creamy cleavage like a photographer would showcase a scene of perfect snow laden hills.

Elle’s raven hair was tied into an intricate braid that encircled the top of her head, which made the implants that marked her as a Point Clerk seem even more prominent on her olive-hued brow. She wore a loose-fitting silver blouse tucked into impossibly tight black trousers that showed off her amazingly tight ass. Her hazel eyes glimmered in the lights strung along the ceiling, and then her dainty nose wrinkled as she turned and caught my eye.

“Nick!” Elle practically screamed, and when the other two women turned and saw me, they squealed with excitement.

“I passed Neville in the hallway and rushed straight over here to get everyone so we could find you,” Casey informed me through gasping breaths, and the redhead threw her arms around my neck in a tight hug.

“We were just discussing our dinner plans,” Elle added as she planted a soft kiss on my cheek.

“How does an Aquitanian pub sound?” Natali finished as she sidled up under my arm next to Casey.

“Sounds fantastic.” I grinned.

“You’ve been gone for so long!” Casey pouted. “I can’t even remember the last time I had a date with you!”

“We all need dates,” Natali added with a firm nod.

“Yeah,” Elle agreed. “We missed you, so you owe us all a date to make it up to us.”

“You all are incredible,” I laughed as my chest filled with warmth.

“What does that mean?” Casey stepped back and planted her hands on her hips. Her long red hair hung loose down her back like a flow of lava, and her no-bullshit expression made my blood run hot.

“Don’t even try to get out of it,” Elle warned as she pointed a dainty finger in my face. “You owe us.”

“And I plan on paying each of you back tenfold for the time I’ve missed,” I chuckled as I held up my hands in surrender. “Now, who’s first?”

The three girls exchanged a half competitive, half amused glance, and then Casey linked her arm through mine, Elle scooped up my other elbow, and Natali winked at me as she turned and sauntered down the hallway.

“We will talk it over in the pub,” the doctor called over her shoulder as she swayed her hips seductively.

I had a feeling I was in for a good night, and after what I’d been through over the last few weeks, I was eager to let loose and relax.

Then we would prepare for the Dax. We’d be ready for them. There was no way we could fail.

Not with me and my fellow knights fighting against them.
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Chapter Three

My lovers and I caught up some while we made our way through Aquita, and I was glad I wasn’t the only one gawking at the marvelous white city beside the sea. Casey’s eyes were the size of saucers, and unlike the other two women who tried to hide their amazement behind demure smiles, the enchantress gasped and openly pointed out interesting sights along the way. I was pretty awed myself, and then we passed by a giant statue of a regal looking man in blood red power armor and had to stop so we could read the inscription.

“King Kevin Kentarch the IV,” Natali read from the plaque.

“He is the current ruler of Aquitaine,” Elle informed us in a respectful tone. “He is well loved by his people.”

“I wonder if he is involved in the negotiations at all,” I mused out loud. “It would be cool to meet him.”

“I’m not so sure new knights of Caledonia are often introduced to the monarchs of our allies,” Elle replied, and if I hadn’t already broken through her haughty demeanor I would have thought she was being condescending, but I knew the well-educated noble-woman was merely stating facts. “I suppose stranger things have happened, though, given your track record.”

“Whatever you’re referring to,” I chuckled, “I’m innocent.”

“As innocent as a racoon in a trash bin,” Casey retorted.

“Perhaps you speak a bit of truth.” I stuck my tongue out at the enchantress, and she winked at me with a wide grin spread across her face.

“He must be a good king,” Natali said thoughtfully, “to have a statue erected during his reign.”

“Or he made them do it.” Casey shrugged. “Don’t believe everything you see.”

“Yeah, but sometimes things are exactly as they seem,” I replied. “We shouldn’t just assume the worst about everyone.”

“I don’t have to assume.” Casey’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “You know what a good judge of character I am.”

I laughed. “You like me, so you’re doing something right.”

“Shut up.” The enchantress rolled her eyes and shoved my shoulder.

“We should get to the pub,” Elle interjected. “I’d like a more comfortable space to tell Nick all about how I’m going to give him the best date.”

“I agree,” Natali said with a nod.

“Let’s do it.” I grinned and held open my arms for my women.

They giggled and crowded together beneath my hands, and we continued down the street.

A few moments later, I heard the tell-tale sounds of laughter and music that indicated a source of alcohol was nearby, and a shiver of excitement ran down my spine as I realized I was about to walk into a busy pub with three gorgeous women clinging to my arms.

Elle was right. My life was pretty fantastic, and I might just meet this king.

The pub was more than crowded when we entered, and it was all I could do to get the four of us to the bar to order drinks. Voices yelled over the blaring sound of a lute and a drum, and people of all shapes and sizes filled the tables, barstools, and every space in between.

“How are we supposed to even find someplace to sit in this racket?” Elle complained with an adorable pout.

“I sent the boys ahead to save us a table,” Casey informed us with a pleased grin.

Natali laughed. “Very smart.”

“The boys?” I asked with an arched eyebrow.

“You know,” Casey said as she waved her hand flippantly, “your buddies, Neville and the twins…”

“Oh,” I laughed. “Why didn’t you just say so? Where are they?”

“Nick!” I heard a voice shout from a few meters behind me.

I swiveled to search for the source, and I saw Richard standing on a chair waving his thick arms over his head like a maniac.

“Over here!” Richard yelled with a shit eating grin on his face. “We saved a table!”

“Coming!” I called back, and then I turned to the girls. “You three go ahead, and I’ll get us all drinks.”

“How do you know what we want?” Elle asked as her eyebrows rose.

“I know things.” I smirked. “Just watch. Either you’re happy with what I get you, or the next round is on me.”

“Sounds fair.” Casey pecked me on the cheek, and then she darted between the densely packed crowd of people toward the boisterous twin who had summoned us.

“Thank you, Nick,” Natali purred as she squeezed my hand quickly.

“Consider my curiosity piqued,” Elle said with a glimmer in her eyes. “You always do a good job of surprising me.”

“I’ll do my best.” I grinned and jerked my chin toward our friends. “Go on, I’ll be right over.”

A few moments later, I had my hands full of mug handles, and I was about to attempt to navigate through the crowd when I heard someone behind me gasp.

“Out of my way,” Olav growled as he shoved his way through the crowd, and I barely twisted to the side to avoid my friend slamming his shoulder into me.

The berserker didn’t spare me a look as he stalked past, and I guessed he didn’t notice me out of armor and in the throng of people.

Leith slid through the path Olav had created, and his slim form resembled a shadow of death lurking in the background. The Slayer Knight’s cold blue eyes swept over me without acknowledging me, and goosebumps erupted down my arms.

Flannagan strode behind Leith like a beacon of light after a world of darkness. The Herald Knight’s sleek silver armor cut through the crowd like a blade, and he gave me a friendly grin before following Olav and Leith to a previously occupied but now vacated table. All three Space Knights wore their power armor, and I wondered what kind of trouble they expected to get into in our ally’s capital.

I’d left my armor and weapons back in my room on the Stalwart, but seeing the other knights in full gear made me anxious for mine.

Still, nothing I could do about it now, and besides, I didn’t think the ladies would’ve wanted me in full gear anyway.

“There he is!” Casey laughed as I approached the table. “We missed you.”

“Olav almost bumped into me,” I informed her as I distributed the beverages amongst the ladies.

“What, no love for us?” Nathan asked in a hurt voice, and the blond twin put his hand dramatically on his chest. “After all we’ve been through!”

“If you want to battle the crowd and Olav for beer,” I snorted, “go right ahead.”

“We’ve been taking turns,” Neville said with a shrug. “Not so bad when you only have to fetch every third beer.”

“Our date is going to be so much more romantic than this,” Elle informed me with a wink.

“Romance is great,” Casey interjected as she cast Elle a playful glare, “but my date with Nick is going to be hot.”

“Good,” Natali laughed, “make it easy for me to win the best date with Nick if that’s your plan.”

“Umm…” I wasn’t sure how to respond to this situation. The girls seemed more playful than actually combative, and they all appeared happy that the four of us were here together.

“Win, huh?” Elle countered as she ignored me and narrowed her dark eyes. “Is this a competition?”

“Isn’t it always?” Casey tilted her head to the side in mock confusion. “After all, how else do we know who his favorite is?”

“Whoa,” Nathan breathed in a low voice, and then he leaned toward Richard and spoke in a mock whisper. “Maybe we should get another table…”

“Oh, hush,” Natali told the sandy-haired knight. “It’s no secret we’ve been fighting over Nick.”

“Yeah, I say we make it legitimate.” Elle nodded curtly as though this settled things.

“Legitimate?” I frowned in utter confusion. What was happening?

“Whoever gives Nick the best date gets a prize,” the point clerk announced in a decisive tone.

“Ooh, I love that!” Casey giggled and bounced up and down in her seat.

“Yes, but there must be rules,” Natali argued as she raised a finger.

“What would the prize be?” I swallowed hard.

What was I getting myself into?

“That’s a good question,” Natali said as she tapped her chin. “I’d want some time to think about what I wanted, though, so maybe we should discuss the details more later.”

“You just want more time to plan your date,” Elle argued with a mischievous grin.

“Maybe.” Natali gave the point clerk a sly smile. “Maybe I’m just so confident in how amazing my date with Nick will be that I want to give you extra time to prepare.”

“How nice of you,” Casey snorted.

“Alright, it’s agreed,” Elle stated. “We will decide on prizes later. We have some time to kill on Aquitaine, and this is the perfect distraction from the mundane tasks onboard the Stalwart.”

“The Stalwart and mundane sound weird together in one sentence,” I snickered as I took a sip of my drink.

“That’s because our ship is the furthest thing from boring in the entire universe,” Casey said with pride for our ship in her voice.

“Hear, hear!” Natali cheered and lifted her mug up into the air.

We all copied her gesture and then took deep gulps of our drinks.

“Nick!” Casey gasped as she came up for air. “This is delicious! How did you know I liked apple ales?”

“Like I said,” I told her with a wink, “I know things.”

“Mmm,” Elle moaned, and the sound caused an automatic reaction in my body. “You certainly did good with my drink as well.”

“Yes, very good job, Nick.” Natali gave me a wide grin that made my heart pound inside my chest.

“Thank you,” I said in a mock regal tone as I stood to give a small bow. “Thank you all very much.”

“Sit down and tell us a story about Shess,” Casey commanded with a devilish grin.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, and I did as she wished.

I told them of our adventures in the capital city of Shess, and I added dramatic flair and brought my friends in to embellish the details. However, when I got to the parts about getting closer to Treyin, I skimmed over most of it, but the topic reminded me that I’d wanted to talk to my girlfriends about the Slayer Knight.

“Sounds like you and Treyin are starting to get along better,” Natali noted as though she could read my thoughts.

“We are.” I gave the three of them a cautious look. “Can I ask you three something?”

“What?” Casey tilted her head to the side and gave me an encouraging smile.

“It’s about Treyin,” Elle assumed with a smirk.

“Ohh, do you want to add her to the mix?” Casey gasped. “I knew this was going to happen!”

“You did?” I raised an eyebrow at the enchantress.

“Of course.” Casey waved her hand dismissively. “We were the ones who suggested it first, remember?”

“I didn’t know if you were serious or not.” I shrugged. “I didn’t want to assume.”

“We are serious.” Natali gave me an enthusiastic nod. “I know she had some problems with you back on her homeworld, but I’ve come to be quite fond of her.”

“That’s good to know,” I said. “This… relationship with all of us is kind of new to me, and again, I didn’t want to upset the balance.”

“What, do you think we’ll be scared off by a little competition?” Elle laughed. “Come on, Nick. You know us better than that.”

“It’s not like we didn’t see this coming,” Casey pointed out. “She’s beautiful.”

“True…” I said carefully.

“And she’s had her eye on you from the start. Tell the silver Slayer to bring it on.” Elle lifted her chin confidently, and the other two girls echoed her sentiment.

“Alright, then,” I laughed as the four of us raised our mugs to toast.

How I’d gotten so lucky was beyond me, but I wouldn’t trade my life for anything. Four beautiful women wanted me, I was on one of the best ships in the RTF fleet, and on a mission given directly from the queen.

What more could a Space Knight ask for?

Suddenly, the din of the pub grew unbearably loud, with shouts and cries coming from the stage area. As I turned to find out what the commotion was about, I saw several Aquitanian Knights in crimson red power armor towering over a woman with shaggy brown hair and a bar towel slung over her shoulder. She wore a simple pink shift cinched at the waist with a stained white apron, and judging from the empty mugs in her hand, her only crime was asking the Aquitanians if they wanted a refill. Despite the distance between us, it was easy to tell the Aquitanian Knights were harassing the barmaid, and my blood began to boil.

That woman was just trying to do her job.

“This is how you treat an Aquita Original?” an Aquitanian Knight bellowed as he shoved the barmaid into the crowd. “You serve the Caledonians first?”

The woman with the shaggy brown hair fell into several men, who spilled their beers all over their shirts, and when they turned to growl at her, the barmaid merely pointed at the knights and shrugged.

The men with the spilt beer lunged forward with angry roars, and it was clear they were determined to get justice for their ruined clothes.

“This looks bad,” Neville observed as he scratched his fuzzy steel colored shadow of a beard.

“Yeah, looking less fun by the minute,” Casey added.

“We should get out of here,” I suggested. “I’ll take you girls back to the Stalwart.”

We all stood from our table and moved to the entrance, but then, in my peripheral vision, I saw Olav and Leith moving through the crowd toward the Aquitanian Knights, with Flannagan coming up behind them as a shit-eating grin spread across his handsome face.

Oh, shit.

“How dare they lay hands upon an innocent lady!” Flannagan roared from behind his two companions.

“Are you Caledonian women going to try to stop me?” the Aquitanian Knight who’d pushed the barmaid hollered across the pub. “This bar is supposed to be for the nobles, but they let in more riff raff and scum every day.”

“Hey, Olav,” Leith said in a loud voice. “Feel like teaching some assholes a lesson?”

“As long as there’s blood,” Olav replied with a wicked grin, and the growl emanating from our mohawked Berserker Knight could be heard even through the gasps and shocked sounds of the crowded tavern.

“Shit,” I muttered. “Olav is going to kill them, and the others are going to let him.”

“That’s very bad,” Nathan said with a worried frown. “Aren’t we supposed to play nice with the Aquitanians?”

“Exactly,” I groaned. “We can’t risk the negotiations being stalled even longer because of a bar fight. Our fellow knights probably haven’t heard from the Captain or Commander about the Dax threat.”

“What should we do?” Richard asked as his hand clenched into a fist.

“You guys get the girls back to the Stalwart,” I instructed. “I’m going to help the knights and try to keep Olav from killing everyone.”

“There’s no way you can do that alone,” Neville said. “We should stay and work together.”

“No.” I shook my head firmly. “If Olav holds a grudge over this, I don’t want him punishing you guys, too. I can handle him. Don’t worry.”

“No, Nick,” Elle attempted to stop me.

“I’ll be fine,” I assured her with a confident grin. “Now, get out of here.”

Natali gave me a worried look, but then she wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a tight hug. “Please be safe.”

“Always.” I smirked.

“Just don’t die before our date,” Casey warned as she narrowed her blue eyes at me. “I’m not losing just because you can’t show up.”

“Don’t worry,” I laughed. “I wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

“Gods, so mushy,” Richard groaned. “Let’s go before they start kissing.”

The girls giggled and waved goodbye as they followed Neville and the twins out of the pub, and once my women were safely out of reach of any rogue fists, I turned to scan the room for the location of my three fellow Caledonian Knights.

And just as I expected, they were already heading toward the Aquitanians.

Olav’s face was blood red as he stomped through the crowd. People leapt out of his path with gasps of surprise and fear, but he didn’t pay any attention to them.

I made a beeline to cut off his path, and I steeled myself to take the brunt of his anger.

“Olav, sir, stop!” I shouted as I stood in his way.

“Oh, Lyons,” the big man actually gasped. “I’m glad you are here. We need to kill some fools.”

“Captain said no fighting,” I reminded the senior knight.

“I’m going to kill them before they can fight back,” Olav said with a shrug. “Problem solved.”

“No, Olav,” Flannagan sighed from behind me. “You can’t kill anyone.”

I was surprised by the Herald Knight coming to my defense, but the mission took precedence, as always.

“Fine,” the Berserker grumbled under his breath as he moved his hands away from his hatchets. “But Captain didn’t say anything about not beating anyone to a pulp.”

“Technically, he said not to mess up relations--” I attempted to reason.

“Wait,” Leith said as his dark eyes narrowed at me. “Why are you here? Aren’t you supposed to be with Moses and Treyin on--”

“We’ve got a problem,” I said to the three of them. “With the Dax. They are coming here, which means we need to make sure we don’t fuck up these alliance talks so we are ready for the ugly bastards.”

“Fuckkkkk,” Olav groaned. “So, I can’t beat the snot out of these bitches because we need them to help us kill the Dax?”

“That’s the long and short of it, yes,” I said, but suddenly, a crash sound came from behind me, and then a chunk of wood smacked me in the shoulders. The blow might have floored a common man, but my bones, muscles, and skin were enhanced by the training and knight runes that I wore.

Still, it was annoying.

“Who threw that?” I snarled as I spun around to face my attacker. “I’m trying to talk my friends down so we don’t kill you idiots.”

“Little boy trying to keep the peace?” The Aquitanian Knight who’d pushed the barmaid held up the broken remains of a barstool like a letter of guilt. “Why don’t you go cry to your bitch of a queen.”

My fellow Caledonian Knights roared as they rushed forward. I was right by their side, and my anger drove me forward in search of retribution not only for myself and the innocent woman these idiots had shoved, but because that ugly bastard had called my queen a bitch.

And no one could ever get away with insulting the queen.

I’d only moved a few paces when one of the Aquitanian Knights swung a ham-sized fist at me. I ducked below his punch and tackled him around the waist, and we both went flying backward onto a table. The wood cracked beneath the man’s back and sent us both to the floor, but I managed to lift myself up enough to throw a solid punch into his gut, and I couldn’t help but smile as the air left his body like a popped balloon.

Another man grabbed me in a chokehold from behind, and I gasped for air as I clawed at his armored forearm. I managed to get his arm loose enough to get some quick breaths, but the knight on the ground shoved himself to his feet and wound back his arm like a viper getting ready to strike.

Suddenly, a loud thunk came from behind me, and the tension in the arm around my neck slackened. Then I wrenched myself free just as the attacking man made his move against me, and I managed to step to the side, grab onto the collar of his jacket, and smash my head into his nose. His face made the expected wet celery-breaking noise, and he tumbled back down into the table.

“Did you kill him?” I gasped as I spun around to see the choke-hold man lying on the floor unconscious with a pleased Leith standing over him.

“Nawwww,” the Slayer cackled. “Only shook his brain a little with the hilt of my dirk, that’s all. Oh, and behind you.”

I swiveled just in time to block a chair to my head. Then I gripped the stool’s leg in my hand and pulled it toward me with a quick yank, which removed it from my opponent’s hands.

“What’s the deal with the fucking chairs?” I yelled as I tossed the barstool to the side.

“Would you rather a sword?” The knight in front of me smirked as he swung a punch at my head, but I ducked and kicked his legs out from underneath him in one motion.

“I’d rather we just talk it out,” I panted as I jumped back up.

“Spoken like a true Caledonian coward,” the red-armored knight spat.

“Why are you all so stupid?” I groaned as I glanced over my shoulder to see Leith, Flannagan, and Olav all embroiled in their own battles.

I guessed this knight was mine.

The rest of the bar had emptied except for a handful of drunks wrestling each other in scattered groups. The knight who’d shoved the barmaid seemed fixated on me, but I didn’t mind. He’d insulted Queen Catrina and the order of Space Knights, two easy ways to get on my bad side, and I was ready to teach him a little respect.

Adrenaline pumped through me as I sized up my opponent. He was slightly taller than me, but not as tall as Moses, and judging by his stiff shoulders and the angry jut of his chin, he wasn’t interested in a discussion of differences. I could smell the alcohol on his breath from a meter away, and I watched his legs wobble as we circled each other.

He was shitfaced. Perfect.

I juked a move to the left and then hopped to the right to land a punch on the side of the knight’s head just as he turned to grab me. He spun around in a full circle with a dazed look in his eyes, but then I kicked at the back of his right knee, and his muscular frame collapsed like a broken tower. I didn’t give him any time to recover before I sent a chop to his nose that sent him to the ground and buckled the wood floor beneath him.

“Maaaa nozzzzz!” he screeched as he clasped both hands over his bloody face.

“That’s two of you with broken faces now. Maybe you should think twice about insulting our queen.” I took a few steps back to catch my breath and saw the first guy that I’d headbutted was rolling to his feet.

“I’m going to fucking kill you.” The first knight lowered his hands and gave me a bloody grin.

“Hey!” Olav complained from across the room as he held a man up by his hair and punched him repeatedly in the face without even looking at him. “If I can’t kill anyone, then they can’t, either!”

“No one is killing anyone!” Flannagan sang out as he kicked a drunken knight in the stomach. “Captain’s orders!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Olav grumbled, and he let the now unconscious man fall from his grip to the floor. “At least they look stupid when they get knocked out. That’s almost as fun as killing them. Almost.”

“You Caledonians are all the same,” my opponent spat. “You think you’re better than everyone else when you’re nothing more than savages and barbarians.”

“At least we didn’t hurt an innocent woman,” I argued with a coolly arched eyebrow. “And we never spoke ill of your king. He seems like a stand-up guy. Much better than the knights who serve him.”

“You’ll pay for this.” The knight glared at me and gingerly touched his nose.

“Pay for what?” I laughed. “Breaking your pretty nose? Aren’t you supposed to be a knight?”

“My family are among the oldest of the Aquita Originals,” the knight countered. “We have been Akrites for generations, and our name carries a lot of weight in the counsel and with the king. Soon, you will learn not to mess with a Von.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have started shit with us,” I snickered.

“His name is Von?” Flanagan roared with laughter. “What a stupid name!”

Apparently, all the other adversaries were knocked out, since the three Space Knights had closed the distance between us to stand in a semi-circle around me and the stuck-up asshole.

“You will rue this day!” Von yelled, and then he directed his icy glare at the other three knights. “All of you will, but especially the animal who broke my nose.”

“Sir Von!” one of the Aquitanian Knights moaned from the floor behind Leith.

“Whoopsie.” The Slayer stomped on the back of the man’s head without even looking at him, and a moment later blood began to seep onto the floor. The man wasn’t moving, but as I watched with my heart beat hammering in my chest, I noticed the rise and fall of his chest.

Thank the Gods, he was still alive.

“It’s four of us versus what’s left of you lot.” I cleared my throat and nodded to Von and his fucked-up companions. “What do you say that we call it here?”

“Fuck you,” the knight growled at me, but his barely conscious friends were already pulling him back toward the door, and then they were gone faster than a Slayer Knight would fade into the shadows.

“Uhhhh… we should get out of here,” I suggested to the other Space Knights as I glanced at the damage we’d done to the establishment.

We were probably going to get into trouble.

“Yeah, I think we’re all done,” Leith replied in a casual tone. “Unless someone wants to help Olav get another beer from the barkeep.”

“Not me,” I laughed. “I think we should enjoy the rest of the evening in our own galley, personally.”

“Not a bad idea, kid,” Olav chuckled as he licked the blood off his knuckles. “Our beer is better anyway.”

“You can say that again,” Flanagan said as he clapped the berserker on the shoulder.

“Our beer is better,” Olav repeated with a confused look.

The three of us laughed and shook our heads before we turned to leave, and we were almost out the door when a small hand reached out and grabbed me by the elbow.

I turned with my fist ready, but then I froze when I realized it was the barmaid.

“T-Thank you,” the girl said in a faltering voice. “I’ve never seen anyone stand up to Sir Von like that before. He’s not a nice man.”

“You’re welcome.” I grinned. “You shouldn’t let them push you around, you know. Next time they get that way, you should have them kicked out.”

“I couldn’t.” The girl shook her head vehemently. “The tavern was made for the Originals, we would get shut down if we turned them away for any reason.”

“That’s horseshit.” I frowned. “You should be able to stand up for yourself. What kind of kingdom doesn’t protect its own people?”

“You mustn’t talk of Aquitaine that way,” the girl gasped, and her eyes darted around in fear. “Someone will hear you and report you to the Originals.”

“Alright, I don’t want to start any more trouble,” I said in a softer voice. I didn’t want to scare the girl, since she had enough to deal with already with the cleanup of the bar.

“Sir Von won’t forget the insult to his honor,” she warned me. “Be careful in Aquita, his family’s servants are everywhere, and they speak directly to the king.”

“Thank you,” I replied, “but I can handle myself just fine.”

“Very well.” She smoothed down the wrinkles on her apron and cast her eyes to the floor.

“Let’s go, Nick,” Flannagan said as he patted my arm, but then the blond Herald Knight noticed the pretty barmaid and bowed his head low. “Glad we could avenge your honor, fair maiden. Please remember us, the handsome and physically perfect knights of the Stalwart, in your dreams tonight.”

“Yes, I will!” the young lady breathed as her eyes opened wide, and then the blond man let out a triumphant laugh as we all exited the pub.

I followed the three knights back to the Stalwart’s galley, and we drank merrily until the early morning while I told them about the group’s adventures on Montesh. I didn’t see Neville, the twins, or any of the girls in the galley, so I assumed they’d already gone to bed. It was a shame my night out with the ladies was cut short, but it just made me even more excited for our upcoming dates. By the time I went to my room, I was as wobbly on my feet as Sir Ugly, the nickname he’d garnered from us, had been.

As I stripped off my blood-speckled knight clothes and tossed them into a heap on the floor, my girlfriends passed through my mind. I hoped they weren’t too upset about me sending them back to the ship with my friends, but I was glad none of them had been involved in the fight.

The less Caledonians fighting with Aquitanians, the better.

Then I fell into bed, and I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.

My dreams were an odd mix of swirling beautiful faces, Grendels, and missing armor pieces. During one dream, we were clearing a Seraphic portal only to discover my squire level power armor in the chest. The other knights were pissed off at me because of it, but I kept arguing that I had nothing to do with it.

At least I got to spend some quality time with Casey’s freckled skin in a dream right after that.

I woke to the sound of my name being called from outside the closed door, and I opened my eyes in time to see Neville poke his head in. My skull was pounding with a hangover, and my mouth felt dryer than the Aquitanian desert.

“You awake?” Neville asked in a soft voice.

“More or less,” I groaned as I grasped my throbbing head. “I might be dead. Too soon to tell.”

Neville laughed. “I heard you, Olav, Leith, and Flanagan kicked those assholes into next week. More than enough reason to celebrate.”

“It feels like the royal band is celebrating in my head,” I complained, but I shook my head to dispel the remnants of sleep and rubbed my eyes. “What’s up, Neville? Why did you wake me up?”

“The Captain got that meeting with the nobles,” Neville informed me. “He is expecting us to deliver the report on the Dax log personally.”

“Fuck,” I moaned. “I thought he said it would take a few days?”

“That’s what he said.” Neville shrugged. “Come on, we shouldn’t keep him waiting. I’m sure everyone else is already in the galley getting ready to be briefed before the meeting.”

“Alright, alright,” I sighed. “I’ll meet you there. I need a moment to get cleaned up.”

“Don’t take too long,” Neville warned before he disappeared behind the door once more.

By the time I washed my face, pulled on clean clothes, and headed to the galley, the crew were leaving and walking toward me. Captain Cross gave me a stern look but didn’t say anything about me missing the briefing, so I joined the ranks of the crew marching behind him. Neville and the twins hung back behind the group, and I greeted them with a small wave. Everyone looked clean and sharp this morning, even Olav, and I wondered if the meeting with the nobles had anything to do with it. The Stalwart crew weren’t known for being prim and proper, but the seriousness of the task ahead of us had everyone on their best behavior and in their best clothes.

We sauntered through the city of Aquita and headed toward a building with three tall spires in a triangle shape. At the base of the building, a long series of pearlescent steps curled around a water fountain spurting droplets in artistic patterns. Tall iridescent windows graced the front of the building, and they reflected the light of the sun in a way that made the entire building glow with an orangish hue. It was truly a work of art, and I wondered at the craftsmanship it took to create such architecture.

Once we were inside the building, the sound of our boots echoed through the vast triangle shaped annex. Archways led to wide hallways on all three sides, and we took the one to the right of the entrance. The long hallway seemed to drag on and on, and with each footfall reverberating through the stone corridor, my head throbbed even harder.

How I was going to get through this meeting was beyond me, but I had to. If we couldn’t convince the Aquitanians to fight beside us, both of our kingdoms could fall to the Dax.

I wasn’t going to let that happen. I would do everything I could to stop the evil Dax, and I hoped the nobles we were about to meet felt the same way.

At the end of the hallway was a threshold where two huge wooden doors hung open. The ornate wood was covered in carvings depicting knights battling against Grendels, and the artist had managed to bring out the natural reddish hue of the wood to color the armor of the Aquitanians. It was breathtakingly beautiful, but I didn’t have time to stand around admiring it when the nobles who would decide our fate laid on the other side of the entrance.

The room beyond was long and narrow, with two tables stretching across either end and a dais at the back with a tall silver throne sitting empty. It seemed King Kevin Kentarch would not be sitting in on the negotiations after all, and I tried to stifle my disappointment as I scanned the faces of the nobles.

The Aquitanians sat at the table to the left of me, and all of them wore lavish robes and dresses made of expensive fabrics and decorated with jewels and fur. The red color scheme seemed to be a kingdom wide preference, since every noble at their table wore some shade of red.

The Caledonians faced them from across the rectangular room, and there was much more variety among their outfits, although there was a fair amount of royal blue.

“Ah, Captain Cross, at last,” one of the Caledonian nobles greeted us. “We’ve been expecting you for almost an hour.”

“I apologize for my tardiness,” the Captain replied in a surprisingly subdued voice.

I wasn’t used to seeing his diplomatic side, so I was looking forward to getting to know more about him.

“And why have you brought your entire crew to this meeting?” another Caledonian noble asked.

So far, the Aquitanians hadn’t said a word, and they were all looking down their noses at us in a way that didn’t sit right with me.

“I wanted the people who received the information to be the ones to share it with all of you,” Cross explained in a patient tone. “I think it’s important to hear it straight from the horse’s mouth.”

I heard a snort of amusement from the Aquitanian side, and I shot a quick glance over to see a man with a regal white beard and a bald head. I definitely wasn’t getting the most inviting of vibes from these nobles, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me from saving their lives if I could.

“You may begin your report,” the Aquitanian at the head of their table announced.

“Very well.” Cross nodded curtly and then turned to beckon me, Neville, Moses, Treyin, and the twins forward.

Moses took the lead since he was the most senior knight from our team, and Treyin stood slightly behind him. The rest of us fanned out behind them and waited to be called upon.

“Shield Knight Moses was on a mission on the planet Shess,” Cross informed the nobles. “While in the city of Montesh, they encountered the Dax. Shield Knight Moses, you can take it from there.”

“Yes, sir, thank you, sir,” Moses replied with a smile. “Like the Captain said, we were in Montesh when the Dax attacked. We managed to defeat them, but while we were aboard a commandeered ship, we found a log.”

Moses nodded to Treyin to indicate she should take over the next part, so the Slayer Knight stepped forward and shot the nobles a probing look.

I was sure with her empathic abilities that she was able to learn a lot about the people before us, and I made a mental note to ask her about it later.

“The Dax log indicated a plan to attack this planet,” she announced in a clear, calm voice.

A collective gasp shot through both tables of nobles, and looks of disbelief clouded the Aquitanian faces. Voices clamored to be heard, but everyone was suddenly talking all at once, so no one voice was completely intelligible.

“Impossible!” one of the nobles shouted above the din. “The Dax would never even dream of attacking our great city!”

“They do indeed dream of just that,” Moses said in a solemn tone. “See for yourself.”

Then he pushed a button on his prot-belt, and a holo projection of the Dax log was thrown against the far wall behind the empty throne.

There, in clear words for everyone to see, was the message we had intercepted.

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.

The words “dominion over all” still sent a shiver down my spine, and I always thought about how it was their patriotic pledge as well as a threat to the rest of humanity. The word dominion in the Dax language was verodax, so their very culture was based on the belief that they belonged at the top of the food chain.

And everyone else was intended to be their slaves.

I was beyond ready to send the Dax assholes to the nether regions of space, but to do that we would need the help of every kingdom in the Triumvirate.

“There is more to the message.” A nobleman in a blue flowing robe pointed to the end of the holo where the unencrypted words turned back into the jumbled puzzle.

“There is.” Cross nodded confirmation. “My team has only translated the first half so far, but I have others who can finish the encrypted section, and I will report my findings once I get them.”

“Very well.” The Caledonian seemed pleased with this response and sat back down.

Silence fell as all eyes turned to the Aquitanian table of nobles. My heart pounded in my ears, but I took a steadying breath and waited patiently.

Finally, the man at the head of the table, a younger man with a hooked nose and a haughty expression, shook his head.

“I do not believe this is real.” The man gestured to the holo projection. “For all we know, this is some trick you Caledonians are pulling to sway the debates.”

“It is no trick, sir,” Captain Cross insisted with a frown. “We don’t joke around about war. It is now more important than ever that we all put our differences aside to meet our common foes. Let’s finish this deal so we can begin preparations for the impending attack.”

“Then the Dax created a fake log to trick you.” The man shrugged. “I am not so easily duped, nor shall my vote be coerced by threatening messages.”

Murmurs of agreement went down the table in a wave, and it seemed like whatever this man said would be immediately accepted by his companions. Whatever power he held was strong enough to get them to deny what was in front of their very eyes.

“With respect, sir,” Cross argued, “I have no reason to trick you. I merely wish to protect the innocent lives of both our kingdoms and to defeat the Dax before they wage war on your planet.”

“We cannot allow parlor tricks to take precedence over the integrity of these negotiations,” a woman with curly brown hair and dark skin spoke up. “We should delay any further discussions until we are certain what is truth and what is a lie.”

“It is not fake!” Captain Cross’ voice echoed around the chamber, but he was met with only hard faces and silence. He sighed and raked a hand through his hair as he looked around the room in search of support, but not one Aquitanian met his gaze.

It seemed like all our efforts to protect the Aquitanians were for nothing. They would rather ignore the truth staring them in the face than take action. Their pride angered me, and the image of the barmaid flashed through my mind. Did they even care about their own people? Or were all the nobles only out for themselves?

I would kill every single last Dax by myself if I could, but I knew with the kind of numbers our enemy was bringing against us that none of our kingdoms could withstand them on their own. We had to work together to survive, but it didn’t look like the Aquitanians felt the same.

“If that is what you wish, then I have nothing further to share with you.” Captain Cross’ low and quiet voice showed his barely restrained anger, and his face was dark. “I hope you do not regret this decision when the lives of your people are being lost. Our queen wishes to be your ally, and she has sent our nobles here to negotiate such a treaty. We hope you all can come to an agreement sooner rather than later. If not, I will be taking the nobles back with me when the Dax do attack you.”

Cross’ words actually did seem to raise a few eyebrows, but none of them objected when our kingdom’s nobles stood and motioned for Cross and us to begin our preparations to exit the meeting room.

The group of Caledonians returned to the Stalwart under a blanket of silence, and I fought off the feeling of defeat, but as we all made our way up the docking ramp toward the Stalwart, I fell into step beside Captain Cross and cleared my throat.

“Yes, Nick?” he said in a hushed tone that the other knights couldn’t hear.

“Captain, are we really going to leave them to fight against the Dax?” I asked.

“I’m not sure, son,” he sighed. “These nobles are idiots, and they don’t see past their own noses. I’ll need to check with our nobles and see what they think, but the queen ordered us not to leave this planet unless we had a brokered treaty. So… I think we might be staying, and that means we will be fighting. On the one hand, if we do win, then their king will be in our debt, and we’ll have their hand in peace for sure.”

“On the other hand?” I asked.

“Well…” he growled like a bear waking up from hibernation. “There are worse ways to die than killing Dax. Aren’t there?”

“Yes, sir,” I agreed.

“Let us hope that we can convince our allies to prepare before the Dax are knocking on the gate,” Cross grumbled.

We’d faced incredible challenges before and pulled through, and I had total faith in the crew of the Stalwart to beat the odds once more.

The Dax didn’t know what they had coming to them, but I would willingly show them very soon.
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Chapter Four

“What do we do now?” Richard asked as we entered the galley behind the captain and the other knights.

I looked around for Faye, but I didn’t see the beautiful blonde woman. I did catch the eyes of my friend Zac sitting with the other artillerymen in the far corner, though, and we each gave each other smiles and waves before I sat down.

Moses took a seat next to Neville and me, and Treyin sat on my other side. The twins sat across from us, with Olav, Leith, and Flannagan beside them, and the black-haired Slayer and blond Herald brought a round of mugs for the whole table, which earned them a few grins of gratitude.

“The Aquitanians are a bunch of pricks,” Olav complained in a loud voice. “I say we let them die.”

His sentiment wasn’t reiterated by anyone else in the room, and the comment earned him a sharp look from Captain Cross.

“I didn’t mean it,” the Berserker Knight mumbled into his mug.

“Without the Aquitanians’ help,” Moses said, “how are we supposed to defeat the entire Dax fleet with just us?”

“We can’t.” Cross frowned. “We need them to fight beside us, which I’m sure will happen when the Dax fleet is entering the atmosphere, but we will need more prep time than that, and we need them to recall their knights from across the galaxy to aid in the defense of their homeworld.”

“But they don’t seem very willing to find common ground,” Flanagan noted.

“Not like the Caledonian nobles were much better during the negotiations,” Leith pointed out. “They kept bringing up the Dramwuer System like their lives depended on it.”

“We should start preparing for the attack as soon as possible,” Commander Reynolds said. “Even without the help of the Aquitanians, we still need to be ready.”

“If they would have believed us about the Dax message and began defensive protocols, then everything would be fine,” Moses sighed. “I feel personally responsible, sir. Maybe if we’d translated the rest of the log before showing it to them…”

“Nonsense.” Cross shook his head. “We didn’t have time for that. We have less than three weeks before the Dax arrive, and Reynolds is right. We need to be ready.”

“The only issue seems to be them believing in the threat,” I observed thoughtfully. “It’s not like the Aquitanians are in an alliance with the Dax. They know they’re the real enemy here, they just don’t think the attack is imminent.”

“No shit.” Nathan furrowed his eyebrows. “But what else are we supposed to do? Wait until the Dax show up and say, ‘see, we told you so?’ Well… that’s pretty much what’s gonna fucking happen. Ugh.”

“They don’t believe the log is real,” I mused as my mind churned. “So… we just need to change that belief.”

“I think you might be onto something there, Lyons,” Cross said as he scratched his salt and pepper beard. “How do you suggest we go about that?”

“Well…” I frowned in concentration as I thought over our available resources. “We need to make them think the Dax will come to Aquita.”

“So, we need to show them it’s possible,” Cross continued my train of thought.

“We have two Dax skiffs still,” I pointed out. “Maybe they could come in handy?”

“Did any Aquitanians see you with the skiffs?” Cross had a gleam in his eyes that gave me more hope than anything else could have in that moment.

“Not a soul,” Treyin confirmed with a grin. “We entered cloaked and slowed our descent through the atmosphere. We didn’t want to alarm the residents of the city.”

“Or be attacked by their border guards,” Richard added. “Not the friendliest bunch of guys.”

“If the Aquitanians were to find the skiffs unoccupied,” Cross mused, “maybe they would think the Dax were already here.”

“There’s no way anyone would find the skiffs without the coordinates,” Moses said in a helpful tone. “We would have to move them.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said with renewed enthusiasm. “We could plant the skiffs somewhere important, like right outside that government building or something.”

“We would need the threat to feel very real,” Cross said. “I would say next to the military headquarters and in the palace courtyard would be the locations that would scare them into action the fastest.”

“If they don’t see any Dax near the skiffs,” I added as I continued his thought process, “they may think spies have infiltrated the city.”

“Good.” Cross nodded. “That would put them on a heightened level of alarm.”

“Is it really a good idea to scare them before the negotiations are finalized?” Neville asked. “I wouldn’t want them to accuse us of manipulating the deal in Caledonia’s favor later on.”

“Only if we get found out,” Cross explained. “Otherwise, the Caledonians look like avenging angels compared to how they see us now. Once the threat is real, the Aquitanians will step up. I’m sure of it.”

“We should kill some Aquitanians to make it look real believable,” Olav suggested with a wicked grin as he raised his mug of beer.

Everyone in the galley rolled their eyes in unison. The Berserker was completely predictable.

“So, how do we go about getting two Dax skiffs into the city?” Moses asked. “Then getting out of the vessels and back here without being seen?”

“It will need to be a covert operation.” Cross seemed pleased with this idea, and I could see the wheels turning behind his eyes. “Small teams of two per skiff.”

“Isn’t the city video monitored?” Treyin asked.

“Yep.” Moses frowned as he crossed his big arms. “This city will also have heightened sensors over the area. We landed far enough away not to trigger them, but they’ll have guard patrols and enough sensors to detect thermal and air disturbances over their airspace. So… It is going to be near impossible to fly in unless we can turn off the sensors and the power to the city.”

“If I may, Captain.” I cleared my throat and leaned forward, and everyone turned their attention to me.

“Go ahead, Lyons.” Cross nodded.

“I don’t want to volunteer Matthias for anything, but he’s one hell of an amazing techno wizard. I bet if we could get him into the main security complex of the city, he can take down the sensors and power for a bit. I can get him in there with my teleports, and our two Slayers can fly the skiffs in, land them, and maybe bump a few Aquitanian heads around while Matthias also messes with their video footage. Then the four of us can make our escape with none the wiser.”

“I like this idea,” Leith cackled. “Especially the part where I bump some heads around.”

“I wanna kill some people,” Olav huffed.

“I do believe young Lyons chose the word ‘bump’ to indicate that we should just knock a few out, since they are supposed to be our allies,” Flannagan chuckled.

“Aye,” Olav sighed, “but that’s not very fun.”

“I like the plan, too,” Treyin purred as she gave me a heated glance.

“What do you think, Captain?” I asked.

“The plan has merit,” Cross agreed in his gravelly voice. “I’ll speak with Matthias and see if he also thinks it can work. Treyin, Leith, and Nick, be on standby. The Commander and I might need to debrief you at any moment.”

“What?” Olav groaned and slammed his mug onto the table. “What about me? I want to kill something. Soon.”

“Exactly.” Cross tossed back his head and let out a big belly laugh. “I can’t have you killing anyone while we’re on this planet, Olav. At least not until the Dax show up.”

“But me and Leith make the best killing team in the entire universe,” the Berserker Knight argued, and if he was anyone else, I would have said he was pouting. “This is such a wasted opportunity.”

Commander Reynolds rolled her eyes. “I’d have to agree with you if the mission is killing things, but again, this is covert subterfuge. Not your strong suit, Olav.”

“I like working with Olav,” Leith said as he raised an eyebrow and took a small sip of beer. “It always ends in a delightful bloodbath. However, Treyin is also skilled at murder, and my protege Nicholas is blossoming into the most beautiful of killing machines, so I’m happy.”

“Again, the Aquitanians are our allies, and I will not have them murdered.” The captain’s voice was firm and brokered no argument, so the two knights fell silent and focused on their mugs.

“When should we begin?” I asked as the familiar thrill of excitement coursed down my spine.

“Tomorrow night,” Cross said. “Under the cover of darkness. Get lots of sleep, we can’t afford any errors with this mission. The fate of all the kingdoms depends on what happens next.”

With the plan set, my mind and eyes began to wander around the galley, and I suddenly realized I hadn’t seen any of my girlfriends except Treyin since the fight broke out in the pub the night before. I knew they would get upset with me if I didn’t check in, so I swallowed the last dregs of beer from my mug and pushed back away from the table.

“I need to go see an enchantress about a sword,” I informed my friends, but they merely responded with knowing smiles and overly enunciated ‘sure’s.’

I ignored their playful jabs and teasing, waved goodbye, and then headed to the enchanter.

I found the redhead bent over a workbench with a rune drill in her hand, and I stopped and took a moment to appreciate the curve of her ass as she was facing away from me. She was wearing an ass hugging white mini skirt, black fishnet stockings, and a navy-blue tank top that highlighted her pale, freckled skin. Her lava-red hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, but the end of it had drifted over her shoulder as she’d leaned over her project.

She was gorgeous, and I couldn’t believe she was mine.

I couldn’t see what she was working on, but I hoped it was my Longsword of Propulsion. I’d really missed my two-handed sword during the last couple of fights I’d been in, and even though I had a lot of other equally awesome weapons, I was still pretty attached to my forcewave rune.

“Hey there, pretty lady,” I greeted after I’d drunk in the sight of her.

Casey jumped in shock and dropped the weapon she was working on. When it clanged against the table, I realized it was my longsword, and I almost whooped with joy.

“Oh, Nick,” she breathed as she planted a hand over her lovely cleavage. “You scared me.”

“Sorry,” I said as I crossed the distance between us and wrapped her up in my arms. “I was going for more surprise than fear.”

“Good scare,” she assured me with a mischievous grin. “I like it. Makes my heart race.”

“Well, there’s more where that came from,” I informed her in a gravelly voice.

“I bet there is!” she laughed. “Look, your blade is almost done. I was just putting on the finishing touches.”

To the unknowing eye, the longsword looked unremarkable, but I knew how powerful the weapon was. The glowing sigil on the handle for the non-regulation forcewave rune was an invention by Maximillian, the enchanter on Level 8 of the market spire in Fortress Bratton. It was a two-handed sword that fit well in my grip, and it had been one of my go to items for a while now.

“I really appreciate it.” I grinned as my hand drifted to grasp her hip so I could pull her to me. “You are the best enchantress I’ve ever met.”

“You can say that again!” Casey purred as her body melted against mine.

“You’re awesome,” I repeated, and I planted a kiss on her temple as I wrapped my arm around her shoulders.

“Okay, okay,” she said and waved a dismissive hand, “but give me a minute, and I’ll have this ready… and then… I’ll be ready for you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied, and I took a seat on a crate located nearby so I could watch her ass wiggle while she worked.

Casey was as good as her word, and a couple moments later, she turned and flourished the completed Longsword of Propulsion at me with an adorable smile.

“Ta-da!” she laughed as she laid the blade gently in my hands.

I grinned as I looked it over. The double handed sword was comforting and familiar in my grip, and I’d had it ever since I first became a squire, the same day I first joined the Stalwart crew.

“You did great,” I declared, but then I did a mental inventory of my weapons and realized I didn’t have enough space on my magnetons for all my heavily used items.

So, I’d have to give something up.

I eyed the longsword carefully as I thought it over. Casey had worked hard to repair the sword, she’d even sharpened it for me, and the forcewave rune was powerful enough to take out multiple enemies in one hit. I had my falchion, my lightning hammer, and the frost scimitar, but I couldn’t bear the thought of losing any of them, so I decided it was time to let the Longsword of Propulsion go.

“Casey,” I began cautiously, “I hate to say this, but…”

“Shit, what is it, Nick?” Casey eyed the longsword anxiously. “Did I mess it up? I swear I was beyond careful.”

“No, you did wonderful,” I reassured her. “It’s just… I only have so much space on my magnetons. I don’t think I want to keep the longsword after all. Could you strip the rune off it so I could put it on something else?”

“What?” she gasped and gaped at me. “After all the work I’ve put into it?”

“I’ve just gotten better gear since then,” I said as I gave her my most charming grin. “I’m also thinking about moving more toward the Summoner or Lich specializations, and the longsword doesn’t really fit in with any of the builds I have in mind.”

“Ugh,” she groaned. “But I spent all this time working on it.”

“Did you really?” I snickered and raised my eyebrows.

“Well…” She cleared her throat and blushed slightly. “You got me. I just started on it when I knew you got back. Only took me an hour. But still… I did it for you.”

“Well, I’d like to get my falchion upgraded, too.” I grinned. “Think you could manage that?”

“Obviously,” Casey huffed and flicked her ponytail over her shoulder. “What do you take me for? A novice?”

“Never,” I laughed. “I really appreciate everything you do for me, you know that, right?”

“I don’t know…” She cast me a mischievous look out of the corner of her eye. “You’re going to have to make it up to me if you’re refusing my gift.”

“Name your price.” My blood began to warm at the arousal I saw in her eyes.

Casey licked her lips, and her eyes trailed down my body before returning to my eyes. “Anything?”

“Absolutely anything for you,” I whispered.

“Be careful, I might just take you up on that,” she purred and pursed her lips, which caused an automatic reaction in my loins.

Those lips were begging to be kissed.

“You can take me anywhere you like,” I teased as I moved even closer to her and ran my fingers down her skin.

Goosebumps erupted down her bare arms, and that only turned me on even more. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d held her in my arms and given her the kind of attention she deserved. It seemed like it was nothing but back to back missions and life or death situations ever since I’d joined the Stalwart, but we had plenty of time now.

“Can I take you to your room?” Casey breathed against my neck as she nuzzled her nose into my chin.

“Not on a date?” I asked.

“Uhhh…” She blushed a bit redder, bit her bottom lip, and then began to nervously loosen her ponytail. “I mean… I want to go on a date, but… I haven’t seen you in a while, sooooo… Can we just go to your room? Is that okay?”

“Absolutely.” I grinned, but then my smile faded as I thought about Neville and the twins. “I’ll throw a sock over the door or something.”

“Clever.” Casey gave me a sly smile. “What are we waiting for?”

“For you to walk in front of me so I can look at you,” I growled playfully.

“Fine. Uhhh… Yeah… That’s good… ” Her words were urgent whispers, and her smile never faded as she put the Longsword of Propulsion into a crate, dusted off her hands, and then led the way out of the enchantry.

Soon, we were on my bed, wrapped up in each other’s arms, and our mouths were locked together in a passionate kiss. Casey always tasted of honey and cinnamon, and I was addicted to the sensations she caused any time she was near me. My hands roamed over her body, and she moaned against my mouth when my fingers brushed against the soft skin of her lower stomach where her shirt had ridden a few inches above her waistband.

“Where do you want me to touch you?” I whispered.

“Everywhere,” Casey gasped as she took my hand and pushed it toward her hips. “Here first.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I agreed, and the enchantress giggled.

Her skin was unbelievably soft, and the warmth emanating from beneath her skirt drew me in like a fly to honey. I knew she would taste sweet, too, but I wanted to take my time.

As my fingers inched further south and between her spread thighs, Casey arched her back and wiggled encouragingly. The outside of her panties was damp with her juices, and my cock throbbed as I ran my finger along the fabric.

The enchantress shivered from my touch, so I grew more adventurous. I pulled her panties to the side and gently ran my finger down the outer lips of her shaved pussy. Her hips bucked up to meet my touch, and I was amazed by how ready she already was. It made me want to taste her even more, but I still wanted her to orgasm before I removed even a single article of clothing.

So, I curled my finger and ran it up from the bottom until I hooked it beneath the hood of her clit, and then I applied soft pressure while I circled around her node of pleasure.

“Ohhh… Fuccckkk…” the redhead gasped as her body became putty in my arms.

I seized her mouth in a kiss and swallowed her moans like a fine wine. Then I added a second finger inside of her tunnel, but she was incredibly tight, so this one I could only slide inside her the smallest amount while simultaneously maintaining the pattern against her clit. It was enough to send the enchantress over the edge, and she groaned as her tunnel began to squeeze around me.

“Fuck, Nick!” A gush of sweet liquid spilled over my fingers, and her whole body shook as she orgasmed, but the shivers subsided after a couple moments.

“Hmmmm,” I purred as I pulled my dripping fingers out of her body and ran my tongue along them. “You taste so fucking good. Shall I drink directly from the spring?”

“Please?” she whined, and I grinned as I kissed my way down her body inch by inch.

I lifted her skirt and pulled her panties off her hips, and then I gently pushed her legs apart and lowered my mouth onto her wet entrance.

“You taste so fucking good, Casey,” I purred as I traced every crevice and every hollow of her with my tongue, and I drew soft teasing circles around the little pink nub I knew she wanted me to lick. I was building up to licking her proud little clit, but I needed her to get closer to another orgasm first. When I felt goosebumps trailing down her inner thighs, I knew it was time, and I attacked her clit with the thirst of a man lost in the desert.

“Oh, yessss, Nick,” Casey gasped as her hands shot to my hair. “You are soooo goooddd at thatttt… Ohhhhh…”

Her fingers buried themselves in the thick strands, and she gripped me tightly as I flicked my tongue up against her clit relentlessly. Her hips bucked as her build up increased, and she pushed me into her hips with so much force that for a moment, I was worried she might break my nose.

My hands roamed her smooth stomach, and I pushed her shirt up so I could play with her pink nipples. They were hard as rocks, and even the lightest touch made Casey arch her back and gasp. She was loving every minute of this, and so was I, but my own desire was growing steadily stronger the more I made her react. I loved the little sounds she made, the flushed color of her freckled skin, and the delicious taste of her pussy on my tongue.

She was perfect, and she was all mine.

With that thought, I slid my middle finger into her gushing tunnel while I lapped up her juices with my tongue. I made sure to rub against her clit with each stroke, and then Casey’s mouth suddenly opened in a silent moan, and her eyes went as wide as saucers. Her legs shook violently, and her hands went limp as the orgasm took control of her body.

“Oh, Nick. Oh, Nick. Ohhhh… Nickkk!” she chanted as her body bent backward and trembled.

“Hmmm…” I purred as I drank every drop from her gushing pussy.

My hands and arms were strong, so I easily held onto her while she shook like a leaf caught in an autumn wind storm. I forced the tip of my tongue deep inside of her tunnel when I thought her clit had suffered enough abuse, and then I rode out the tail end of her climax tasting her velvety walls while the tension slowly fled her body.

“That felt incredible!” The enchantress let out a long sigh as I gave her one last lick.

“I’m glad you liked it,” I chuckled as I pulled away from her and began to take off my clothes. “But it’s not over yet.”

Casey’s hands were on my cock even before I had my pants below my knees, and I hissed with pleasure when her soft skin grazed against my stiff shaft. The light touch was cool and refreshing, but the teasing sensation made me even harder.

“I need to be inside you,” I growled. “Now.”

“Then you better take your clothes off, huh?” she teased.

“Hard to do when you keep… Ohhh…” I groaned as she squeezed a bit around my tip, and I saw a few drops of my precum dribble out of my penis.

“He’s very eager, isn’t he?” Casey whispered as she gave the liquid coming out of my cock a hungry stare, but before I could respond, she tugged my pants down with her left hand, and then she switched hands on my cock so she could help me with the other side.

Once I was completely naked, I began to remove her skirt and shirt while she began to rub the tip of my cock with her thumbs. It seemed like a bit of extra work to take her clothes off since her pussy was already exposed and ready for me, but I wanted to feel all of her skin against mine.

“Let me go and lay back,” I ordered.

“Okay,” she sighed as she gave the tip of my cock one last swipe with her thumb, and then she laid back on the bed and slid her thumb into her mouth so she could taste me.

“You like the way I taste?” I asked as I leaned over her.

“Yes, I’ve missed you so much,” she whimpered and then locked my lips to hers for a long, slow, deep kiss.

Just when Casey was about to pull away to breathe, I gripped my cock in one hand, aimed it for her slick entrance, and slid all the way inside her in one slow motion.

“Ohhhhh…” Her eyes shot open, and her legs automatically wrapped around my waist to pull me into her even deeper.

“You like that?” I growled as I moved my hips forward in between her thighs.

“Oh, fuck! You’re… going… so deep,” the enchantress panted. “So… deep… inside of me…”

“Fuckkkk, Casey,” I groaned as her tight tunnel gripped my shaft, and I felt like I was as deep as I could go inside of her.

“You are spreading me open,” she whimpered.

“It’s been a while,” I purred into her ear. “You have to get used to me again. I’m going to start fucking you.”

“Please…” she gasped.

I moved slowly at first, and she let out another loud whine when I slid out of her tunnel so only my tip kissed the inside of her pussy lips, but then I slowly slid back into her, and she groaned when her tunnel was filled completely by me again. Then I increased my tempo with the next few thrusts, and I built up my rhythm and timing until I heard her breath coming in short, panting gasps again. After just a few minutes, I guessed she was getting close to another orgasm, and I wanted to take her the rest of the way there while I kneeled between her splayed thighs.

“Come for me again,” I ordered as I leaned back, grabbed her left ankle in my right hand, lifted her leg up high, and then reached down to wiggle my left thumb against her clit while I thrust in and out of her with slow, steady motions.

“How are you doing that?” she whined as her blue eyes rolled back into her head, and then her body followed my command, and her tunnel squeezed around my cock as if she was holding on for dear life.

“Yeaaahhh…” I growled as her pussy clamped and spasmed around me. “Good girl… You did just what I told you to do.”

“Nickkkkkk!” The combination of sensations and my voice sent her over the edge once more, and she bucked and shook around me for what seemed like an entire minute while I continued to steadily fuck her while rubbing her clit and holding her other leg aloft.

When I felt her reach her peak, I gave her one last deep thrust and stayed buried inside her while she gently rode her orgasm down. Then I stared at the perfect visage of her flushed skin and unfocused eyes while she struggled to catch her breath. Her red hair was splayed out across the bed like a blazing fire, and the image matched the fiery feeling in my blood as my desire began to build up to an intolerable level.

“Get on your hands and knees,” I growled as I pulled out of her tunnel and took a few steadying breaths to control my urge to orgasm.

“Yessss…” she breathed, and she quickly rolled to her side, came up on her hands and knees, and backed up a bit so her ass was closer to my hips.

“I just want to make you feel good,” I explained in a soft voice as my fingers traced the lines down her spine, around her hips, and then across her freckled ass cheeks.

“Oh, Nick, you’re making me feel amazing!” Casey panted as she threw her red hair to the side and glanced at me over her shoulder. “It’s been so long, please… fuck me hard.”

“Maybe…” I teased, and I reached down between her spread legs to feel how wet her pussy was.

Casey was dripping like a faucet, and my chest rumbled like an engine as I carefully slid back inside of her.

“Fuckkkk,” she moaned as soon as my shaft was deep inside of her again, and then she leaned forward into my pillow so she could let out another muffled moan.

“Push back into me,” I ordered, and she began to rock her hips back in a tantalizing rhythm. Her hair fell down around her face and painted my pillow with fire, and I gripped her hips to help her slide deeper back onto my dick.

Her walls were the finest velvet, and I felt myself slowly begin to unwind as she wiggled her hips and ass while I impaled her. Then she suddenly grunted, pushed back, and took in my full length deeper than I’d gone before, and her body froze as she screamed into the pillow.

“Gods, Casey,” I gasped in surprise when her tunnel clenched and pulsed around me. “You are so beautiful. This feels amazing.”

“Mmmmm,” she groaned through her climax, “I… I… like it when you say sweet things about me. Keep… keep… going.”

“You’re smart,” I gasped as she frantically clenched around me, and I couldn’t help but begin to thrust in and out of her scorching hot body. “And funny.”

“And cute, don’t forget cute,” Casey whined.

“Beyond cute,” I growled as I pulled her hips back and began to thrust into her faster and faster. “Fucking drop dead gorgeous.”

“I love you, Nick,” Casey groaned.

“I love you, Casey,” I hissed as her walls massaged every part of my cock.

“Good,” she whined. “Now, please fuck me hard.”

“As you wish,” I grunted, and I upped my tempo so I was slamming into her accepting body.

“Yes. Yes. Yes. Yesssss!” she screamed into my pillow as her back bent around my cock.

“Fuuck, you feel so good!” I groaned. The angle and friction were completely different in this position, and it felt like the underside of my cock was scrapping its entire length across the front of her tunnel.

“Yess,” Casey moaned. “Harderrrrrr.”

I did as she commanded, and I slammed my cock into her with every ounce of energy I had. I felt my orgasm nearing, but I ignored it to give the girl what she wanted. Then I grabbed a fist full of her beautiful red hair in my left hand and pulled her head up a little, which made her back curve into a sexy line and her ass to squeeze together into a cute little shape.

“Do you like that?” I growled as I thrust as hard and as fast as I could, and our bodies made beautiful wet slapping sounds as I impaled her.

“Yesssss!” Casey matched my sounds with her own adorable squeaks and cries. “Soooo goooooodddd!”

I wanted this moment to last forever, but I also wanted to feel her come again, so I let go of her shoulder with my right hand, leaned forward until I could wrap my callused fingers around her neck, and then squeezed gently while I continued to pound into her.

“You are mineeeee,” I growled as I held her prone, and a moment later, Casey’s entire body stiffened and froze. She was silent for a second as her mouth hung open, and then a guttural cry came from deep in her throat. It made my entire hand and arm vibrate, and the vibrations carried down my entire body as she trembled around my shaft.

“Ohhh, Nick!” she screamed as she bucked her hips up against me while her legs shook and her skin flushed a bright red. Sweat dappled her back, and her long red hair clung to her neck and face. “I’m co-coming!”

“Come for me, baby,” I whispered as I squeezed her throat a bit more and thrust my dick as far inside her as I could reach. Then I felt the bumpy texture of her womb’s puckered entrance, and the sensation was enough to cause me to tumble over the edge.

“I’m going to release deep inside of you,” I growled as my stomach and hips began to shake.

“Fuuckkkk,” Casey whimpered. “Oh, Gods! Fill me up, Nick!”

Her body convulsed like she was having a seizure, and then I was seizing right along with her as my body emptied its essence into her womb.

I groaned as the flood of sperm evacuated my cock, and it was like every part of my body was being electrocuted. The pleasure mixed equally with the pain of my incredible climax, and I had to let go of Casey’s neck and hair for fear that I would accidentally hurt her with the tension flooding my powerful muscles. I just hooked my fingers around her hips, and then I bucked up against her while I simultaneously pulled her back to ensure that every single drop of my seed sprayed past her cervix and into her accepting womb.

We couldn’t do more but whine, gasp, and groan for a solid minute while I poured deep into her, but then her tunnel gave its last few squeezes, and my cock gave its last few sprays of sperm, and we both collapsed onto my bed in a sweaty pile of limbs and sighs.

“Wow,” I sighed as I stroked her hair with my right hand.

Casey was still panting as if she had just sprinted a mile, but she managed a quick nod.

“Your heart is beating so fast,” I whispered, and she whined as I slid my cock from the embrace of her velvety tunnel, pulled her around so we were spooning on the side, and then wrapped my arms around her chest so I could pull her against me.

“It… incredible…” she gasped between gulps of air.

“I forget you aren’t a knight,” I purred into her ear as I held her close. “I fucked you hard like you asked, but are you okay?”

“Yesssss,” she finally said after she caught her breath. “I’m… better than okay… Damn… Nick… I’m… just… wowwww…”

“Glad I could please,” I whispered as I slowly kissed and licked the nape of her neck.

“Ohhh… fuck…” She shivered at my kisses. “You pleased me like… eight times? I lost count somewhere around five. For one of them… I just… I just kept coming and coming and coming. Damn… And when you pulled my hair? I just… melted. Then… Ohhh… When you grabbed my neck and told me I was yours. I think every cell in my body climaxed at the same time. Then you pumped your seed into me, and… fuck… Nick… I…”

Casey trembled again, and then she let out a small moan as she wiggled her back into my chest.

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” I kissed down the freckles on her shoulder, and then I began to work my way back up her neck “You can do that anytime you want.”

“I want to every night,” she sighed, “but I don’t want to be selfish. The other girls deserve to spend some quality time with you, too. This was a great date.”

“Uhhh, this was not our date,” I chuckled. “I still want to take you out. I haven’t really had a long conversation with you in forever, and yeah, this sex was amazing, but I love talking and laughing with you.”

“I love being with you, too,” she sighed, “but the others need their tur--”

“Oh, they will get a turn,” I laughed. “Don’t you worry about them, you just tell me what you want, and I will give it to you.”

“Okay, Nick.” Casey spun around in my arms so her breasts pushed against my chest, and then she gave me the sweetest and most loving kiss. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I murmured.

And I did. I really did.

Casey quickly fell asleep, still naked, with her legs and arms tangled together with mine like knots, and her body filled to the brim with my seed. It was blissful being with Casey again, and I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so happy.

Then I thought about the future, and warm joy spread through my satisfied body.

My life was pretty awesome. Four great girlfriends, good friends, a dependable crew, and assigned to the best ship in the RTF fleet. We would defeat the Dax, finalize the negotiations, and be back to our normal “humanitarian” missions of recovering the king’s armor.

The Dax didn’t know what they were in for.

They didn’t know Nick Lyons and the crew of the Stalwart never gave up.
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Chapter Five

“Nick, wake up!” I heard Nathan’s excited voice before my eyes were even fully open.

“Wha?” I gasped as I reached beside me for Casey, but my bed was empty, and my arms were actually tucked in securely under the blankets of my bed, so I guessed my redhead lover had left earlier in the morning.

“What’s up?” I yawned, freed my arms from the blankets, and stretched them over my head.

The Culbert twins rushed toward my bed with wide grins and eager expressions. They were already wearing their power armor and held weapons that I assumed they were planning on swapping or selling strapped to every magneton. The two brothers wore matching shades of bronzed red armor with golden highlights along the seams, but Nathan’s suit was bulkier while Richard’s armor had lots of mobility in the arms. Much like the twins themselves, with their identical sandy hair and lazy smiles, their power suits reflected the similarities and differences between them. Nathan was leaning toward becoming a Shield Knight to protect his brother from harm, while Richard wanted to prove to his parents he wasn’t a failure, so he was following the Berserker path.

“Our loot!” Richard announced.

“It just reached the hangar!” Nathan added.

“Come on, man!” Richard urged.

“It’s time to get those KPs!” Nathan grinned.

“Okay, okay, I’m getting up.” I had to laugh at their excitement. We’d been waiting for this moment for a long time, and after being cooped up inside the small skiff with thousands of KPs worth of loot, I was pretty eager to get the exchange over with myself.

“You have five minutes,” Nathan informed me.

“We’ll go grab the others and meet you outside the point clerk’s office,” Richard said. “Don’t take too long, or we’re going to split your cut.”

“After I agreed to share everything equally?” I faked a hurt expression. “Me and Treyin could have kept most of it to ourselves, you know. Pretty sure we did most of the killing.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Richard gasped. “I saved that loot from being damaged while we went through the asteroid field. I earned my cut.”

“Me, too,” Nathan argued.

“I’m joking.” I smirked. “You both know I’m a man of my word. Now, get out of here so I can get dressed.”

Once I was alone again, I got out of bed and crossed the room to the bathroom. Then I splashed my face with cool water, and I was a lot more awake by the time I started strapping on my power armor.

I wanted to have all my gear with me just in case Elle had some good things to exchange them with, but I definitely needed a new helmet because I was still using the novice Helm of the Reaver from when I was a squire. The beautiful point clerk didn’t have any good replacement options for me the last time I turned in loot and upgraded my gear, but at least I’d gotten some decent leggings and new knight level boots during my previous interaction with the Stalwart’s kingdom liaison.

I wanted to spend some time repairing and cleaning my gear today, but I was pleased to turn in loot and get my KPs first. I had a couple of new pieces I’d looted from the Dax who’d attacked Montesh’s nobles, and I wanted to dye them a royal blue to match the rest of my armor.

There was only so much matte black armor a Caledonian Knight could take, after all. We didn’t want to look like we were Dax.

“Here we are,” I said as I pulled the two new pieces of equipment out and examined them.

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 the 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.

Elle would have to register the shoulder pieces with her database, but then I’d be able to use them. They were a serious upgrade over my old equipment, and they allowed me to have access to more lich powers that would synergize with my Pendant of Lesser Vengeance.

The next new piece of Dax armor I pulled out were an interesting pair of bracers.

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.

These two items would replace my Knight Spaulders of Strength and Knight Rerebraces of Strength, but I felt that the trade-off was more than worth it. The Spaulders of Bloodbeast Sigil would allow me to summon more creatures, and the Deathtouch Bracers would give me extra offensive power. My old items were nice, but the rune effects on both pieces of armor were: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 30%. Can only remain active for thirty minutes due to the risk of muscle fatigue, and I didn’t really need that buff anymore because the Pendant of Lesser Vengeance gave me a 10% bonus to strength, speed, and agility when an ally died.

And when I summoned all my monsters, my enemies either needed to kill them, or they would die. Either way, I got more powerful through the death of my minions, or my enemies perished. It was a win-win.

A short while later, I was fully dressed in my power armor, and my Scimitar of the Blizzard was attached to my magnetons to sell. Casey would be taking the forcewave rune off the Longsword of Propulsion so we could reuse it on another item, so even if I found a weapon without a rune on it, I could adapt it into a powerful piece by adding the forcewave rune.

Finally, I left my room, and I headed toward the hangar.

I ran into Neville and the Culbert twins in the hallway, and we walked the rest of the way together. Moses and Treyin were waiting in the hangar outside Elle’s office, which was placed between four big tanks, and they both gave us small nods when we came to stand in front of them.

“You guys ready to become rich?” Moses greeted with a grin.

“If not, I will take your KPs as donations,” Treyin teased as she shot me a wink.

“Keep your eyes off my KPs,” Richard warned with a playful grin. “Or I’ll start eyeing yours.”

“Everything is going to be split evenly,” I reminded the knights. “Unless there’s a piece you wanted to keep, but I’m pretty sure we already went through and got everything we wanted, right?”

“Yeah, I don’t have the time or energy to dig through that much gear,” Treyin replied with a sly smile. “I’ve got everything I need already.”

“It’s very kind of the two of you to split everything evenly,” Moses said to the Slayer Knight and me. “The two of you are responsible for the majority of the loot we gathered, anyway.”

“We all fought together,” I told the Shield Knight, “so I think it was only fair.”

“Nick’s right,” Neville agreed with a nod. “We acted as a team, both in getting the loot and in getting it here.”

“I will follow Nick’s lead,” Treyin said with a graceful tilt of her head.

I knew the former prime minister of Ecoma had wavering morals when it came to the lives of others, but she showed more and more kindness and compassion each day, so I must have been a positive influence on her.

“Alright, enough stalling,” Nathan interjected as he eagerly rubbed his hands together. “Let’s do this.”

We entered Elle’s office as a group, but I had to take a moment to drink in the sight of the gorgeous point clerk. Her hazel eyes widened with delight when she saw me, and her lips curled up into a smile she seemed to be trying her hardest to contain. The raven-haired beauty was wearing a form fitting black dress with a sharp vee neck exposing the tops of her perky breasts, and the garment had two slits running down each side that showed off her tanned olive-skinned legs.

“I’ve been expecting you,” the point clerk greeted. “Reynolds had all your loot dropped off, and I’ve already started to process and catalog it all. I’m not finished just yet, though.”

“How much longer will it take?” Neville asked with a polite smile.

“There is so much!” Elle’s eyes lit up. “Have any of you gone through it to see if you have upgrades to your current gear?”

“We didn’t have much of a chance,” I admitted.

“Well…” Elle started as she tapped her chin and glanced at the pile. “If you all send me your current equipment specs, I can keep an eye out for any choice upgrades and set it aside for you all to look at later.”

“That would be very nice of you, Elle,” Treyin said as she smiled at my other girlfriend.

“Super nice,” Neville agreed, and the twins and Moses also nodded their heads.

“Send me it through your prot-belt interface,” Elle instructed, and the six of us all spent the next fifteen seconds messaging our current armor and weapon specs to the Point Clerk through the Kingdom’s interface.

“I also need you to register these two pieces of Dax armor for me,” I said as I handed the beautiful Point Clerk the Spaulders of Bloodbeast Sigil and Deathtouch Bracers. “They are a big upgrade.”

“Sure,” she said as she took them. “No problem. It will just take me a minute.”

“I was thinking of dyeing them our colors, too,” I added and then turned to Nathan and Richard. “Which reminds me. Do either of you want my old arm and shoulder armor pieces? They are Knight Rerebraces of Strength and Knight Spaulders of Strength, and they increase muscle capabilities by thirty percent for thirty minutes.”

“Ohhhh…” Richard wiggled his armored fingers as he looked at my armor. “Hit harder for thirty minutes? That’s way better than what I’m using.”

“Great,” I said as I began to unbuckle the armor. “They’re yours.”

“You are just going to give them to me?” the big twin asked as he raised an eyebrow.

“Uhhh, yeah,” I laughed as I gestured to the pile of loot behind Elle’s desk. “I’m pretty sure we are going to be good with KPs. Besides, we all have to take care of each other. The better gear we have, the better we’ll have each other’s backs. Right?”

“Right,” Neville and Nathan both said in unison.

I finished handing my armor over to Richard a few seconds before Elle finished registering the two pieces of armor, and she handed them to me with a raised eyebrow and pursed lips.

“Something wrong?” I asked as I took the pieces from her and began to attach them on my arms.

“No…” she hesitated, and then she quickly glanced at Moses and then back to me. “They are very nice pieces… For Dax gear.”

“And we’ve got a lot more that we’ve gotta sell!” Nathan laughed as he gestured to the massive pile.

“With it being mostly Dax gear, I might not be able to find a lot of better equipment,” Elle cleared her throat. “Selling won’t be highly efficient, either, since most of this stuff won’t be in our system. But even broken down for Dust, you are going to make a lot of points.”

“Now, that’s what I like to hear,” Richard laughed with a broad grin. “Show me the KPs!”

“I have an estimated total based on my initial scans,” the point clerk informed us, “but I didn’t know how it was going to be divided…”

“We’re going to split it evenly,” I informed her.

“Well, in that case, it’s easy.” Elle grinned and then projected a holo image onto the far wall. It was a spreadsheet detailing a massive list of pieces of armor and weapons, with estimated values in a column on the right, and the point clerk scrolled the holo projection until it showed the total at the bottom.

Estimated Kingdom Point Value: 9,846,553

My jaw fell open, and my eyes nearly bulged out of my skull. Then I blinked several times, but the number didn’t change.

“Now, keep in mind,” Elle said in a serious tone, “this is just an estimate. I won’t have the actual total until I’ve finished cataloging, and I might set a bunch of stuff aside for you all to look at for upgrades.”

“That’s over a million KPs each, Miss McGrath,” Moses pointed out with a frown. “Are you sure that’s right?”

“It’s my closest estimate so far.” The point clerk shrugged.

“Don’t argue with the lady!” Nathan gasped. “If she says that’s the number, then that’s the number.”

“We’re rich,” Richard muttered under his breath as he stared up at the holo projection with unfocused eyes.

“I knew we were going to make a lot of money,” Neville mused, “but I wasn’t expecting anything like that.”

“I don’t think any of us were,” Treyin pointed out as she looked around at our awed faces with an amused expression.

My mind swam as I thought over the possibilities. My mom could live in a mansion if she wanted. She wouldn’t have to worry about anything ever again. I’d done it, I’d made enough KPs to finally take care of her properly, and then my eyes welled with emotion when a rogue thought crossed my mind.

My dad would be proud.

“Do you need any help cataloging?” Moses asked. “I won’t be on the mission today, so I have time to assist you. I know what Richard, Nathan, Neville, and Nick might be going for in terms of their career, so I can help you set stuff aside for them.”

“That would be nice,” Elle replied with a sweet smile. “Thank you, Moses.”

“No problem.” The Shield Knight grinned. “After all, I’m going to get something out of it: The faster you process the loot, the faster we all get our balances.”

“Very true,” the point clerk laughed. “Alright, I’ll let the rest of you know when I’ve finished. Unless you had something else you needed from me?”

I thought about the scimitar I wanted to sell and how I’d wanted to find a new helmet. Once I got the KPs transferred to my account, I could have my pick of any gear in Elle’s inventory, but it wasn’t like I was broke.

I hit the button on my prot-belt to display my balance.

Kingdom Point Balance : 70,940

Total Kingdom Points Earned : 129,025

I definitely had enough to buy an awesome helmet already, but I didn’t want to take up Elle’s time when she was going to be so busy. It would be better to wait until she could give me her full attention, and I liked exchanging my gear with her alone anyway.

We all shook our heads, and I blew her a kiss before I turned away and followed my friends toward the door.

“I’ll come find you guys when everything is done,” Moses offered before we’d gotten more than a couple steps away.

“Thank you, sir.” I gave the Shield Knight a grateful smile over my shoulder.

“If I’m asleep, you have my permission to wake me up,” Neville said with a grin. “I’d rather be a tired rich person than a well-rested poor person.”

“Aren’t you already rich?” I asked as I eyed his expensive, sleek power armor.

“My father is,” the marksman confirmed. “But I want to be my own man.”

“That’s respectable,” I said as I gave my friend a nod.

“Thanks,” he chuckled. “I know you might think I’m spoiled because I was born rich, but--”

“Look,” I said as I clasped my right hand on his shoulder and my left hand on Nathan’s. “We are brothers in this, and I’m proud of what we’ve done. We’ve all proven ourselves several times since we became squires. We’ve made ourselves into what we are today.”

“And what we are today, is fucking rich!” Nathan laughed, and then the rest of us joined in.

Even though it was hard to believe how good our fortune was.

“A million KPs,” Richard breathed as though still convincing himself it was real.

“Over a million!” Nathan gasped and shook his brother by the arms. “Over a million KPs! I just… Fellas, this is amazing!”

“Let’s hold off on our excitement until Elle is completely finished with the tally,” I suggested. “Don’t get ahead of yourselves, some of those numbers could be higher than they really are.”

“Either way, we’re rich.” Nathan shrugged.

Suddenly, my comm crackled in my ear, and Commander Reynolds’ voice came through.

“Leith, Matthias, Treyin, and Nick,” the commander said, “please report to the bridge for briefing.”

“That’s my cue.” I grinned.

“Are you ready for some subterfuge?” Treyin suddenly purred into my ear, and we all spun around.

“How long have you been right behind us?” Neville gasped.

“Since you left the Point Clerk’s office,” Treyin snickered. “The only thing that distracts young men as much as pussy is money they can use to buy pussy. You should be happy I’m not a prankster like Leith. At any rate, Nick, are you ready to go fool our allies?”

“If it means saving innocent lives, then absolutely,” I said as we both broke away from my friends and started jogging down the corridors.

Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds were waiting for us on the bridge, and Matthias and Leith met us at the door. The jump mage gave both of us a slow nod and a slight smile, but Leith was picking something out of his teeth with his dagger, and his grin only got wider when he saw us.

Matthias was the lead jump mage on the Stalwart, and he looked almost more machine than man. The machina wore a cloak to mask the more unusual aspects of his being, but I’d seen it up close and personal enough times to be accustomed to his appearance. His limbs were composed of organic and prosthetic materials, and tubes and microchips showed beneath his transparent synthetic skin. His hands were made of a silver-platinum metal and more fiber-optic tubes, and the only visible organic body parts in him were a pink brain behind some parts of his gray-metal skull, and a heart encased in some crystalline material within his right breast. I’d grown to become friends with the intelligent and loyal machina, and I knew he would be a huge asset to our current mission.

The four of us took seats and waited for the captain to speak. Cross was currently sitting with his back to us, and Reynolds was in her typical guardian position standing between him and us.

Leith wore his slim black armor that allowed the slender, diminutive man to slip in and out of a battle with the precise movements of a deadly viper, and his blue eyes sent me a sharp glance before he swept his gaze back to the bridge door.

“All the kiddos finally made it,” the Slayer Knight snickered as he put his feet up on the desk.

“Who are you referring to as a younger human?” Matthias quipped in his equivalent of a comeback. “I was old before your grandfather was born.”

“Ehhhh…” The Slayer shrugged. “We’ve all lost track of the years, don’t you think, Matthias?”

Treyin said nothing, but before I could ask about what exactly Leith said, Reynolds cleared her throat to get our attention.

“Glad you all made it so swiftly,” the Commander greeted. “Time is of the essence.”

“Of course,” Treyin replied with a grin. “I would never keep you waiting, Vanessa.”

I swore I saw the Commander blush, but then the Captain swiveled his chair around to face us and steepled his fingers together against his salt and pepper beard.

“Are the Dax skiffs emptied?” Cross asked Reynolds.

“Yes, sir,” she replied with a curt nod. “The crew should be bringing the final load onto the ship as we speak. I had them cover the carts with tarps to hide the loot from the Aquitanians, but I received a report that an Akrite border guard needed to be bribed to let them into the city without an inspection.”

“That’s fine.” Cross scanned over our waiting faces. “Are the rest of you ready?”

“Ready as ever, Captain,” Matthias confirmed.

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

“I could do this in my sleep,” Treyin said with a dainty shrug of one shoulder.

“The Aquitanians won’t know what hit them,” Leith murmured with a deadly smile.

“Very well,” Cross said as he gave one slow nod. “I’ve spoken with Matthias and Reynolds at length about our tactics for this mission. Of course, this was Knight Lyons’ idea, but I needed to be sure our jump mage could perform the tasks, and that we understood the layout of the security systems. Matthias, will you take over for this part?”

“Yes, Captain,” the cyber-mage said as he waved his hand, and the map on the display screen zoomed into a building that was almost in the center of the city. “We will be operating in two phases. The first stage will include the palace, but in order to access the courtyard, we need to disable the security system located in the guard tower. I am certain I can hijack their computer system and display whatever I want to over their video feeds.”

“Then Leith and Treyin will infiltrate the security tower and distract the guards,” Commander Reynolds continued. “You’ll need to bypass the lock on the courtyard entrance to allow Matthias and Nick to enter the surveillance room without being detected.”

“Yes, Commander,” Leith and Treyin said in unison.

“Once we are inside,” the jump mage continued, “I will plant video footage of the Dax infiltrating the area and loop that over the footage of us. Nick, you’ll then need to use your ability to get back to the Dax skiffs. I’ll provide you with a modular device you can install in the control unit of the Dax vessel. It will sync with the new sensor settings on the security tower I’ve hacked and adjust the Dax cloak so it looks like a native vessel. That way you can fly the ships over the walls and land them when I have control of the system. Then you’ll need to do it once more with the second ship.”

“Couldn’t Nick just teleport me with him to the Dax ships?” Treyin asked as she tilted her pretty head so her white braid fell across her shoulders like a fine shawl. “Then we can both fly a ship into the city, and the mission will be over quicker.”

“Three reasons,” Reynolds replied. “First, there is a chance the Dax ships are detected, in which case the automatic defense systems would instantly trigger. Both ships would get shot down, and we don’t want to put you and Lyons both at risk, when Lyons can just teleport himself out if he needs to.”

“That makes sense,” Treyin chuckled.

“Second is you both might need to protect Matthias while he is handling the Aquita security system,” Reynolds continued.

“Also makes sense,” my lover replied.

“Third is we are planning on two locations,” Reynolds said, and then she nodded to Matthias.

“This will be our second drop point,” the jump mage said as he waved his fingers in the air to cause the map of the city to shift. “It’s a military guard post that might be a bit heavier guarded than the first location, since there will be more knights around.”

“Understood,” Treyin said with a quick nod.

“Lyons should be able to get both ships to the landing zone within a few minutes of the security systems being tampered with,” Reynolds finished as she gave me a nod.

“Think you can handle it, Nick?” Captain Cross asked.

“Yes, sir,” I confirmed with my chin raised. I’d worked with Matthias a few times before, so I was confident in the machina’s technological skills. This would be as easy as eating a slice of pie.

As long as we didn’t get caught by any guards.

Or shot down by the defenses in case Matthias messed up.

“If we’re seen, then the whole plot will be exposed,” Treyin said in a surprisingly worried tone. “If the Aquitanians find out we are behind the mock invasion, then the negotiations will fail.”

“That’s why you’ll be fully armored in Dax gear,” Reynolds explained. “Miss McGrath has agreed to hold off on breaking down the loot you guys scavenged so we can use four sets as your disguises.”

“If it wasn’t for Nick and I, then we wouldn’t have nearly as much armor to work with,” Treyin pointed out.

“I heard you both are quite rich now,” Cross chuckled. “You are doing very well, Knight Lyons.”

“Just doing my best, sir.” I grinned as I felt my cheeks flush.

“Knight Lyons’ head might burst if you keep complimenting him, sir,” Matthias teased.

“Very well,” Cross laughed. “Let’s continue. After the ships have landed, Matthias will ensure the video footage is set, and then you all will leave either out the front door to raise more alarms, or through Nick’s teleport powers. Either way, by the end of the day, the Aquitanians will be begging for our help defending the city against the Dax, and we should have plenty of time to organize our forces before they arrive.”

“Any questions?” Commander Reynolds asked, and the four of us shook our heads.

“Then head down to the Point Clerk’s office and get geared up,” she ordered.

“We were just down there counting our KPs,” Treyin laughed.

“Then you know your way,” Cross pointed out. “Alright, you’re dismissed. Send word over the comm system when you are in position.”

“Yes, sir,” all four of us said in unison, and we stood as one to leave.

“One more thing,” the captain added, and we all paused. “Do not kill any Aquitanians, even if they spot you. Disable methods only.”

He gave Leith a long, pointed look, and the Slayer Knight mumbled his agreement. Then Captain Cross gave Treyin a similar, although slightly softer, expression, and once he was reassured we were all on the same page, he nodded curtly and gestured to the door.

It looked like we were dismissed, so I headed back down to the hangar with the others. Moses was at work sorting the loot into piles of like equipment in the back of the space, and Elle was laying out four sets of Dax armor in our sizes on the table.

“You got that done fast,” I chuckled when she gave us a smile.

“When the Captain says to do something…” She shrugged her slender shoulders.

“Still, you found these suits for us quickly,” I said. “You are really good at your job.”

“I scanned these items into a temporary database so they can be synced with the ship’s systems for this mission,” Elle announced to the others as she blushed a bit at my compliment. “They don’t have any runes or magical properties, unfortunately, so you’ll be a bit underpowered, but I figured you wouldn’t be sad if you had to ditch them. Your prot-belts should be the only thing you’ll need.”

“Let’s suit up and get this over with,” Leith muttered as he moved to the armor built in the same sleek fashion as his own.

“Which one’s mine?” I asked as I scanned the other three suits. Two were almost identical in size, one was big enough for Matthias, and the last was obviously intended for Treyin’s perfect body.

“This one.” Elle pointed to the second biggest suit of power armor, and I stepped closer to analyze the totem designs etched into it. Matthias and Treyin caught on and moved to the other two suits, and I watched Treyin get geared up out of the corner of my eye while I exchanged my Caledonian colored power armor for the matte black Dax equipment as our other teammates did the same.

Leith seemed at home in his gear as he leaned against one of the tanks that formed the walls of Elle’s office, and he twirled his dirks impatiently as he waited for the rest of us. Matthias appeared almost human with his power armor covering all the tubes and chips beneath his synthetic skin, and Treyin looked like she could kill all of us with the intimidating skull shaped helmet situated on top of her silver hair.

Elle eyed me critically, and she adjusted a couple of pieces on my shoulders and legs before nodding her approval. “There you go, you’re all ready. Stay safe out there, Nick. Don’t spoil our date by getting arrested.”

“That was one time, and it was my first mission.” I shrugged. “Since then, I’ve just been awesome. Unless… you want me handcuffed up somewhere?”

“Ass.” She rolled her hazel eyes, but then she bit her lip and cleared her throat as she gave me a last lingering look.

She loved it when I teased her.

A short while later, we were all geared up and ready to start the mission. Our prot-belts were synced not only to each other but also to Commander Reynolds on the bridge, who would be directing the mission through the comms system.

It was late morning, and the streets were packed with the noon markets. So, the first step was to get through the city without being seen by the civilians. Elle had given us all long black cloaks that were nondescript enough to not draw the eye, but it would be hard to mask the shape of armor beneath the thin fabric. We took one of the few unmarked hovercrafts we kept on the Stalwart, and Matthias took the controls. We zoomed through the city in a chaotic zig-zag pattern as we clenched our cloaks to our bodies in the stinging wind, and after an hour or so of going through alleyways and abandoned buildings, we landed a couple of blocks away from the palace courtyard entrance. Then we parked in a shadowy alleyway, but we could see the palace walls from where we were hidden.

“I looped the security cameras set on the Stalwart,” Matthias explained as we stepped off the small hovercraft. “There is a possibility they can trace us with footage obtained through the city, but if our mission is a success, they will have other and more important things to worry about.”

“Smart thinking,” I said as I studied the distant walls of the palace. If my memory and the map Matthias had shared with us were accurate, then we were near the statue and the government building where the negotiations were being held. A pair of tall towers guarded a gateway made of an electronic protection field, and two guards in red power armor holding javelins and gigantic shields stood in front of the entrance.

“Aquilas,” Matthias observed. “We need to get them away from the entrance before I can disable the gateway.”

“What are Aquilas?” I asked with an arched eyebrow. “Special level knights?”

“Yes, they are much like the Guardian Knights of Caledonia,” Matthias said in his robotic lecturing tone. “The term ‘aqui’ in the Aquitanian language roughly translates into ‘protect’ in Caledonian. So, the city’s name, Aquita, means ‘protected,’ and the Aquilas are the ‘protectors.’”

“They’re kingdom’s name means to protect, and they still don’t believe us about the Dax attack.” I shook my head in dismay.

“They will after this mission,” Leith assured with a sly smile.

“Leave it to us,” Treyin replied.

“They are powerful, so please be careful,” Matthias whispered as he nodded to Leith and my lover.

The two Slayer Knights nodded back, and they hurried into the shadows along the building we had parked behind.

“Once the gateway is disabled, we will need to infiltrate the security tower,” Matthias informed me. “After I tap into their computer system, I’ll give you the module to attach to the Dax control panel. To the untrained eye, you will appear to merely be an Aquitanian hovercraft returning to the palace.”

The machina pulled back his cloak to dig inside a small leather satchel strapped to his side, and then he placed two circular pieces of metal into my hand.

“You can hold these for now, since I can transmit the data to them as long as you are standing near me. They will magnetize to the control panel and activate upon contact. I designed them last night after the Captain, Commander, and I came up with the details of your plan. I had to use the cloaking specs of the Dax ship we downloaded to our database. I have never had the chance to study their technology before, and I found it quite interesting. At any rate, it was fortuitous that you and your fellow knights managed to bring back two of the vessels for us to use. I assume you will be able to teleport to the skiffs once everything else is in place?”

“I’m pretty familiar with the inside of the Dax skiffs at this point,” I replied with a grin. “I can get there. Don’t worry.”

“Good.” Matthias nodded. “Then our biggest challenge will be entering the security tower unnoticed and getting out again when we are finished.”

“How many more guards do you think are in there?” I asked as I jerked my chin toward the two towers at the end of the alley.

“Many.” Matthias did the equivalent of a shrug. “They are the royal guards, and it is the palace, after all.”

“True.” I frowned. “I just hope they aren’t as powerful as our Guardian Knights are.”

“Much like our class of royal protectors,” Matthias said as he switched once more into his informative tone, “the Aquitanian version of the class has dwindled in prestige and rank over the years. There is much less draw to being a royal guard when the royals haven’t been attacked in generations. This fortune and mere luck have led a lot of the people of Aquitaine to believe their leaders are above the possibility of attack.”

“Rich people get lazy and full of themselves,” I snorted.

The Aquitaine nobles had seemed offended by the mere suggestion that their great city could be under attack. They would rather point their fingers at us for delivering the message than prepare themselves to be invaded by the Dax.

When I looked for Treyin and Leith, I saw they had split up to approach the entrance from opposite sides. They were stealthy, and they were already within a couple of meters of the Aquilas. As I watched, the pair of Slayers crept closer until they were within striking distance, and then they attacked.

I gasped, and Matthias’ eyes zoomed in and out as he tried to get a better look.

A moment later, the guards dropped to the ground, and then the pair of Slayers began to pull their bodies away from the entrance to hide them in the alley across the street from ours. Leith and Treyin were nothing but shadows as they crept back up to the entrance.

Then they slid something across a sensor, and the electronic prot-field barrier vanished.

“That’s our cue,” Matthias said as he nudged me with his elbow.

“I can teleport,” I whispered.

“Save your strength, Nick,” he chuckled as the two of us dashed forward, out of the alley, and up to the palace courtyard entrance.

Leith and Treyin stayed at the entrance to keep watch for more guards, but they made sure to stay out of sight of the camera aimed at the door while they watched our backs.

“I’ve tapped into the outside camera,” Matthias informed us, “but my method will only last a few minutes. It should be long enough for Nick and I to reach the surveillance chamber, but stay out of sight just in case.”

“You got it,” Leith murmured.

“Easy.” Treyin shrugged and slid away from the camera a little more.

I followed Matthias past the entryway and into the tower to the right side. How the machina knew where to go was beyond me, but I’d learned a while back to not question his knowledge. The door to the tower was made of thick metal, and it clanged ominously shut behind us like a funeral bell. We now stood in a circular gray painted annex similar to the one we entered when we’d first arrived in the city. Another door was situated at the end, and a stairway filled the center.

“Which way?” I asked the machina as my eyes darted to the camera in the upper right corner of the room. “And can they see us?”

“I can create a temporary closed loop feedback on any camera within ten meters of my person without accessing the mainframe,” the machina informed me in an electronic voice. “It will mask our position as we move through the area, but once I am too far away it will no longer work. That is why we must stay together, Knight Lyons.”

“Understood.” I nodded and then jerked my chin toward the door at the other end of the room. “Straight or up?”

“Straight.” Matthias crept forward toward the second door, but he paused just outside of it and gestured for me to get behind him. “I’m going to send a false call to the tech.”

Then he emitted a couple of beeping noises and other electronic sounds, and suddenly the door flew open. We were standing in such a way that the metal panel blocked us from view, but I saw a red armored guard dash up the stairs before he was out of sight.

Matthias swiveled inside the open door, and I followed quickly in his footsteps. We were inside a room filled with view screens, and panels lit up with buttons of various colors. I looked at the screen showing the entrance and the missing prot-field, and I thought I spotted the edge of a matte black boot in the corner of the screen.

Leith.

Matthias quickly got to work hitting buttons and typing in codes, and suddenly the view screens lit up with a Dax infiltration. It was perfect in its subtleness, and it really looked like a sneaky plot to break into the palace security systems.

“I am copying specs from palace ships to fit your cloaking manipulator,” my friend said as he closed his eyes for a second. “Ahhh… these ones will do. It should fool most who look up to the sky when you fly over. Now, it is your turn to do the difficult work.”

“Got it.” I nodded and focused on my nanorunes to activate them. I thought about how deadly the Dax would be if we couldn’t get the Aquitanians to fight with us, I thought about the barmaid who’d been so shocked I would help her, and I thought about what would happen to the Triumvirate if our current actions were discovered. A lot could go wrong, and it was all dependent on my ability to teleport to the Dax skiffs we’d hidden on the other side of the mountain.

My nanorunes shivered in my bloodstream, and I clenched my fists as every atom of my body dissolved and reassembled while my teleportation carried me across the city of Aquita to the desert mountain of impossible height.

Suddenly, I was standing in the familiar vessel, and I quickly leaned out the door to attach the metal device Matthias had given me to the control panel above the cloaking terminal. Then a soft green light blinked around the rim of the device, and I guessed it was working as my jump mage had planned.

“Time to save another planet,” I chuckled as I took a seat in the pilot’s chair and cracked my armored knuckles.

I’d learned to fly one of the Dax skiffs during our trip to Aquitaine from Shess. It had taken us a week and a half to get here, and we’d all needed breaks to sleep, so we’d taken turns piloting. It didn’t take me long to get the engines booted, but I’d never performed a take-off sequence, so I wasn’t quite sure what to do besides pressing the big green button on the roof.

“Ahh-haa,” I chuckled when the engine growled to life, and then I yanked back on the lever next to the engine button to lift up with the landing gear’s control arm.

I felt the vessel lift off the ground, and I breathed a sigh of relief when the view screens showed Aquita on the edge of my vision, but I made a wide arch to approach from a different angle. The Akrites at the border may have seen us coming from the mountain when we’d first arrived after our mission on Shess, and I didn’t want anyone connecting the direction of the Dax flight to the Stalwart crew.

I flew over the city and toward the palace at a slow steady pace like I’d done it a million times, and no one on the streets batted an eye, and no autocannons swiveled to target me, so I assumed Matthias’ device was working as planned.

So far, so good.

I flew over the palace walls, flipped back the control arm of the landing gear, and touched down in the courtyard.

“Halfway there,” I said to myself as I leapt out before the engine had even stopped purring.

Dust particles from the landing hovered in the air long enough for me to dash back to the security tower where Matthias was waiting for me. The entrance door to the tower was cracked open, which I found odd considering the loud clanging noise we’d heard when we’d entered. The annex was empty, though, so I rushed over to the surveillance chamber to fetch Matthias.

“All done,” I informed him.

“Very good.” He tapped a few more buttons before turning toward me. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Agreed.”

We rushed across the annex and to the entrance door, but it didn’t budge. I frowned. I had just gone through here, so what was going on?

“Treyin, Leith,” Matthias spoke over the comms. “Come open the tower door with the guard permissions you stole.”

“On our way,” Treyin replied.

“Hurry,” I added. “I think something is wro--”

Suddenly, I heard footsteps echoing from the stairwell above our heads.

Someone was coming.

We were trapped between a witness and a heavy metal door, so Treyin and Leith had better get it open quickly, or else we were all going to be discovered.

And the fate of the Triumvirate would be sealed.
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Chapter Six

“Is there any way to open it from this side?” I hissed to Matthias. “I could teleport us out!”

“I looped the video feed off this main camera,” Matthias explained. “It all centers on two individuals physically going through this door. I can copy images, Nick, not create them out of nothing.”

“Okay, okay,” I whispered, and I scanned the wall on either side of the door in search of a control panel. Then, in my peripheral vision, I spotted a red armored boot step down the spiral staircase in the center of the room.

Fuck, we were about to be discovered, and the alliance between Aquitaine and Caledonia would be doomed.

This was bad. So very bad.

Suddenly, the door opened, and Matthias and I swooped through it like water pouring down the drain. The entrance shut with us on the outside, and Treyin stood triumphantly with a badge in her one hand while her other laid on her hip.

“Hello, boys,” she snickered. “Miss me?”

“Thank you,” I breathed, and my heart continued to hammer inside my chest. “Now, let’s get the fuck out of here.”

“On to phase two,” Leith announced as he suddenly appeared by our side as if he’d teleported, but I knew it was just his uncanny ability to be so stealthy as to appear almost invisible. “And… my favorite part. The bashing of heads. Nick, let us try to make a song with the dull thuds of their skulls.”

“We’ll do what we can,” I laughed, and we all dashed out of the palace courtyard and down the alley to the hovercraft.

As we ran, Matthias attached another silver disc onto the hull, and I suddenly realized why no one had seemed bothered by our approach in one of the Stalwart’s secondary vessels. Matthias must have subtly placed one of the masking devices on our hovercraft to make it look like an Aquitanian vessel.

Leith took the wheel, and a moment later we were zooming over the building tops toward the eastern edge of the city where the military headquarters laid.

“Commander, we are moving onto phase two,” Treyin reported into the comms.

A second later, Commander Reynolds’ voice came through the static.

“Perfect. As a reminder: Team one removes the initial guard with nonlethal sneak attacks,” she ordered quickly and efficiently. “Team two tampers with surveillance footage. As soon as the second skiff is in place, I want everyone back on the ship.”

“Yes, ma’am,” we all replied in unison, and then the static cleared as the commander switched off the channel.

“The first guards we took out will be waking up soon,” Treyin warned. “I could go back and kill them.”

“No killing,” I reminded her. “We will just have to be fast. Get in and out before any alarms are raised. We don’t want you to get caught, we want them to be scared.”

“A little killing will scare them reallll fast,” Leith pointed out with a deadly smile. “Just one or two sacrifices to my blades.”

“It would be a direct disobedience of the captain’s orders,” Matthias said, which settled the discussion once and for all.

We fell silent after that, and a few moments later we were landing a block away from the military headquarters. Unlike the palace courtyard, which jutted up next to a residential area full of shadowy alleyways, the military fortress was out in the open and well lit. There were no buildings within a block of it, and the ones lining the streets on either side of the wide road were all merchants and restaurants.

Soldiers in light red armor patrolled the area, and there were far more than two.

“This is going to be harder than we expected,” I said to my friends. There was no way Leith and Treyin could go in and choke out all those guards by themselves, so they would need to cause a distraction that pulled every one of them down the street and away from their headquarters.

“Hard is a state of mind,” Treyin purred as she leaned into me. “Well… Unless we are talking about a specific body part.”

“Which part?” Leith asked.

“Uhhh…” I cleared my throat.

“Skulls might be a bit hard,” Leith commented, “but they are rather easy to break. “Jawbone? Yes… I suppose that is the hardest, but let me tell you, Lyons, I’ve broken more jawbones than there are stars in the sky. It’s quite easy enough. Well… if you are educated. For example, novices use a fist or something, but, ewwww… No. The real joy comes from breaking a jaw with your elbow or your knee. It just makes such a sharp and delightful crack when--”

“By the Queen,” Treyin cut him off with a heavy sigh. “I was talking about Nick’s cock. Leith, you’ve got a one-track mind about killing people.”

“Yes,” the obsidian-haired Slayer agreed. “It’s my favorite thing. But why would you be talking about Lyons’ cock? What an odd topic in the middle of a mission. Let’s focus on what’s important.”

“Of… course…” Treyin replied, and I could easily imagine her eyes rolling back into her skull as she feigned agreement with the other Slayer.

“We are quite outnumbered,” Matthias stated the obvious as we surveyed the base for a few more moments.

“Treyin,” I whispered, “you should run down the street sobbing or something like that and pull the guards toward you with your powers.”

“That’s a good plan,” she agreed. “I can handle them easily by myself.”

“Leith shall remove any stragglers between us and the front door while the rest are distracted,” Matthias instructed curtly. He would have come across as rude if he was fully human, but the clipped way he spoke was uniquely him and impossible to take offense to.

“Once we are inside, we can handle the rest,” I continued. “The two of you should head back to the Stalwart as soon as you lose the guards in the market crowds.”

“You sure you don’t need backup?” Leith asked as he crossed his arms, and even though I couldn’t see his face through his Dax helmet, I knew nice Leith was about to expire at any time since there was only so much not-killing a Slayer could do, after all.

“Awww, big brother wanna make sure I’m okay?” I chuckled.

“Maybe,” he snickered at me and then turned to scan the guards patrolling the street before us. “Let’s do this.”

We all nodded in response and leapt into motion. Treyin ripped off her Dax armor and then rushed out into the street in her skintight under garments. Her entire body was covered with her skin-tight bodysuit, so every delicious curve was in full view.

I swallowed hard at the sight of her, and memories of her body in my arms flashed through my mind, but I pushed that image away and refocused on the mission.

This was no time to get distracted by an amazingly sexy woman.

The Slayer ran toward the military headquarters and screeched out a long, pathetic sob. Suddenly, the sound of running metal boots filled the area as a horde of soldiers rushed to her aide. Treyin was wailing and sobbing now, putting on a really good performance, and she kept pointing down the street and saying, “They got away! The vile creatures! They went that way!”

A moment later, a platoon of soldiers trotted past our viewpoint between two market stalls. They raced off down the street, and Treyin jogged along beside them for directions on which way they should go.

Three men remained near the entrance to the military headquarters, two on the outside of the perimeter wall, and one visible on the steps to the building inside. I leaned my head out of our hiding spot as far as I could without feeling visible, and I peered through my Dax helmet at the wrought iron gate and into the courtyard of the fortress. There were topiaries and green sculptures of warriors, and I could hear the faraway sounds of grunting and metal on metal.

It sounded like a few people practicing or sparring, but I couldn’t be sure.

Before I fully registered what was happening, Leith moved across the open space like a black bullet, and in the next breath, one of the soldiers near the gate collapsed. The second turned and pulled out his sword, but an instant later, the Slayer Knight was behind him. Once the man stopped moving, Leith dragged both unconscious bodies away from the headquarters and into a hiding place nearby. Then, like a cricket, he hopped up onto the wall that separated the fortress from the marketplace, and he was quickly out of sight.

I held my breath as my heart beat hammered in my ears. Then I heard Leith’s voice crackle over the comms.

“Front doors’ open,” he mumbled. “Sure you don’t want me to clear the building?”

It was a tempting offer, but we’d had our instructions. Captain wanted Leith and Treyin to get us in, and that was it.

“It will be too difficult to work into the program I’ve already established for the video footage,” Matthias said in a matter of fact tone. “Return the hovercraft to the ship, and Knight Lyons can teleport me out. The illusion device shall sustain the mirage until you get back.”

I wasn’t sure if his diviner ability had allowed him to pick up on my hesitancy, or if he was speaking the truth, but either way, he had seniority.

“Very well,” Leith relented as he manifested beside us, and he tapped his ear to activate his comms once more. “Commander, I’m headed back to the Stalwart.”

Fuck. I hadn’t even seen him climb back over the wall.

“Roger, Manzo,” the commander’s voice crackled and then went silent.

A moment later, the Slayer Knight was on the hovercraft and flying away, and I breathed a sigh of relief that he hadn’t insisted on staying and killing at least one man.

I pictured him standing over a man afraid for his life saying: “Fear is the beginning of wisdom” with that deadly grin of his.

Not what we needed for this phase of the mission. It was up to me and Matthias to make sure the entire plan was a success, and it all hinged upon not getting caught inside the fortress.

The portal mage and I crept forward in bursts of motion, halted along the wall, and then slid inside the unlocked gate. Inside the walls was a garden, filled with fruit trees and shrubbery carved into the shape of great warriors standing with weapons drawn. It was extravagant and lush, much like Aquitaine herself, but I couldn’t deny I was impressed by the beauty of the garden, and I easily imagined walking arm and arm with Elle or Natali on a date while we enjoyed the beautiful design of the space.

Once we’d crossed the garden, Matthias and I paused at the front door. I didn’t know what was on the other side, but I assumed the machina had a better idea of what laid ahead of us, so I waited for him to give me the next order.

“Go ahead,” he whispered in his machine voice, and I pushed open the door so we could duck inside.

There wasn’t a foyer. Instead, a large gray and gold speckled corridor went left and right and was lined with even more doors. The design was more natural than the palace security tower, with wood elements for beams, polished stone floors, and a display case full of portraits and ancient weapons lining the far wall opposite of the entrance. As the hallway stretched from side to side, stone steps carved into the floor angled the corridor back and out of sight. In that direction, the distant sound of a man’s laughter and clattering dishes alerted us to the presence of soldiers, but they were far enough away, likely in a cafeteria, for us to remain undetected.

As long as we were careful.

“Where’s their surveillance room?” I whispered to Matthias as my pulse quickened.

“If my map is correct, it lays to the right of us,” the machina replied as he scanned the area, and his eye lenses zoomed in and out. “Three doors down.”

This was good. The voices and noises were coming from the left end of the corridor in the opposite direction.

We slid silently down the hall to the right, carefully moved down the stone steps, and then peered around the corner. Two guards were outside the third door, and the second my head popped out from behind the edge of the wall, one of them cried out in alarm and pointed.

“Shittt!” I hissed as I backed up.

“They’re between us and the control room,” the machina said. “We will need to eliminate the opposition in a nonlethal way before we can complete our mission.”

Then Matthias dashed forward with superhuman speed.

I barely saw him move, and in my next breath, he was landing a punch in one of the guard’s kidneys.

“Time to do my part.” I drew a deep breath and focused on the location directly behind the second guard, who’d just noticed Matthias’ presence behind his comrade. In the next instant, my atoms tore apart and rebuilt as I activated my nanorunes and teleported to the spot beside the control room door.

Then I struck out in much the same way Matthias had to my opponent’s lower back, and my target winced and spun with a sword drawn. I could see his eyes through his slitted red visor, and they widened with fear and shock.

“Dax!” the man breathed before he threw a wild haymaker at my head, but I’d expected his attack, and I teleported a few inches to the side so his hit went through empty air instead of colliding with anything.

I couldn’t land any deadly blows, so I would be damned if I got all bruised up for nothing.

I sucker punched the guard straight in the armored face, and while his head flung backward, I quickly repositioned to stand behind him once more. Then I latched onto his neck with my right forearm, locked it into place with my left gauntlet, and squeezed, but I wasn’t accustomed to this Dax power armor, so I wasn’t sure what would happen if I used my full strength.

Before I had to make that choice, the man ceased his flailing resistance and quieted in my arms.

He was out.

I let his body slide to the floor as I turned to help Matthias, but the machina was landing punch after punch at key points on his opponent’s body, and he easily dodged and swerved to avoid the guard’s swinging axe.

I marveled at his skill for a moment, but then I teleported directly behind his opponent and grabbed his arms.

“Be careful using your power too much,” Matthias whispered to me without looking my way. “We can’t afford for you to tire yourself out before our mission is completed.”

“I’m fine.” I moved to kick the guard’s feet out from underneath him, and he crashed to the ground like a dropped sack of rotten turnips.

Matthias had him straddled an instant later. Then the machina wrapped his gauntlet covered hands around the man’s neck and began to squeeze, and it looked like he’d hit some kind of pressure point or something important without crushing the man’s windpipe. The guard’s feet kicked, and his shoulders shook as he tried to fight off the attack on his throat, but it was of no use.

A moment later, he settled and ceased his resistance.

“Good job, Nick,” Matthias said as I checked their pulses quickly to make sure they were still alive and breathed a sigh of relief. Then I took a second and marveled at Matthias’ precision and exactness in attacks. Each hit had landed silently, but in an important area that weakened his target.

“What do we do with these guys?” I asked as I gestured to the passed-out soldiers on the floor.

“We leave them as evidence,” Matthias suggested. “When they awaken, they will recount a battle with the Dax, further adding to the believability of the footage.”

“Then all we have to do is get inside the control room and land the skiff in the garden outside.” I nodded toward the door.

Matthias tugged it open and glanced inside. One soldier sat inside in front of the view screens, and as the door opened, he turned and looked at us with a shocked expression.

“Dax!” he yelled and dove for a button on the far right.

I jumped in his way, grabbed his hand, and jerked it backward with so much force that I heard bones snap. The man screeched and cradled his arm to his chest, but in the next moment, Matthias pinched the exposed skin on the back of his neck, and the man slumped over in his chair like he’d randomly fallen asleep.

“Now, I will take over their systems,” the machina said in a casual tone as he shoved the man’s body from the chair and took it for himself. “Do you still have the second cloaking device?”

“Of course.” I held up the small circular device as further proof, and the machina blinked his electronic eyes in the equivalent of a wink.

“Get back as soon as you can,” he said.

I focused on the second Dax skiff and activated my nanorunes.

The shivering sensation rushed through me as my atoms dematerialized and then reformed again inside the Dax vessel. I wasted no time repeating the action of planting the mirage device, and a moment later, I’d pulled the skiff into the air. The military headquarters was even closer to the mountain than the palace courtyard was, so it didn’t take me nearly as long to reach the garden.

The landing was rough, though, and the vessel slid into one of the topiary carvings and knocked the depicted warrior over until his pointed sword was grazing the path.

“Shit,” I moaned as I inspected the damage.

Oh, well, I supposed that would only add to the invasion image.

So, I activated my nanorunes again and pictured the inside of the surveillance area, and an instant later, I’d teleported inside the control room to Matthias’ side.

The machina glanced at me over his shoulder but didn’t seem the least bit surprised by my sudden reappearance. I supposed it was expected, but I still enjoyed the small moments of shock I received when I teleported into people’s midst.

“Ready to get out of here?” I asked.

“Almost.” The cybernetic jump mage clicked a few buttons, and the view screens burst into an action scene depicting dozens of Dax warriors swarming the military headquarters.

I watched while four of them fought with the guards we’d encountered, and I realized what the machina meant about copying our physical bodies. If we hadn’t actually moved through the area, then he wouldn’t have anything to loop. The skiffs would appear as if by magic without any evidence of an actual invasion, and that would’ve certainly brought suspicion back on the crew who’d adamantly insisted the Dax were coming to attack the city.

“That’s amazing!” My mouth gaped as I scanned the monitors. It looked perfect.

“Thank you, Knight Lyons.” Matthias inclined his head. “None of this could have worked without your mutant ability, though. So, in a way, the people on this planet have you to thank. Let’s get back to the ship.”

“Yes, sir,” I chuckled. Then I took his hand in mine, and I activated my nanorunes for the final time.

Suddenly, an alarm blared around us, and a bright red light started to flash above the central view screen. I told myself not to panic and calmed my nerves before I turned to my partner in crime.

“What’s going on?” I asked the machina.

“One of the guards we attacked must have woken up and raised an alarm,” he replied. “Let me see…”

He tapped on a few keys, and a screen of print ran across one monitor. Matthias scanned it silently for a while, and every couple of seconds he would mutter something under his breath.

My heart slammed inside my chest as I tried to figure out what was going on. Treyin and Leith had to be out of danger by now, and hopefully they were both safe on the Stalwart, so I needed to focus on getting me and Matthias out of here.

“A memo was sent from the security tower in the palace courtyard,” he reported with a grin. “The log is full of mentions of the Dax, so it seems our plan is a success.”

“It won’t be a success until we get out of here,” I pointed out.

“Hold on,” Matthias said, and he pointed to a camera inside the surveillance room and then to a monitor that showed the two of us standing in the room. “I’ll scramble that one before we teleport.”

As he spoke, the monitor buzzed with static, so I took a deep breath and thought about the Stalwart. All my friends were there waiting for us, the captain was depending on me to get us back safely, and Matthias needed me to get us out of here.

My blood shivered as both of our atoms began to rip apart, but I kept my focus on the inside of the galley, where I pictured my friends laughing and drinking. An instant later, we were there, and my body settled back into its physical form.

I glanced to the side to check on Matthias, and he gave me the grateful equivalent of a smile.

“Thank you again, Knight Lyons,” the machina said.

The galley was empty when I looked around, so I let out the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding and initialized my comms.

“Matthias and I are back on the Stalwart,” I reported. “The mission was successful.”

“Good job, Lyons,” Commander Reynolds replied instantly. “Meet us on the bridge for debriefing immediately.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I responded, and I clicked off my comms.

“It seems the others have already returned,” Matthias informed me as we walked. “I can sense their prot-belts linked to the system.”

“You’ve got a lot of hidden talents,” I observed.

“You don’t even know the half of it,” the machina chuckled in an awkward robotic pattern.

“I’d like to learn more,” I said in a casual tone. I didn’t want to push Matthias, but I couldn’t help my intense curiosity.

“Someday, when this is over, we will sit down over a few drinks,” Matthias replied as he opened and closed one lens in what I assumed was a wink.

“I’ll hold you to that,” I laughed as we made our way toward the bridge.

We met Leith and Treyin on the way there, and the four of us entered together. Leith looked triumphant in the Dax armor with his helm removed and tucked beneath his arm, and it reminded me to do the same, so I pulled off my helmet with a sigh.

“Glad to see you in one piece,” I greeted the former Ecoma prime minister.

“I’d like to see more of your pieces soon,” she murmured softly against my neck as she walked next to me.

“Soon.” My neck flushed as I grinned and turned to face the commander.

Captain Cross was absent, but the Commander stood at attention in the middle of the bridge.

“Mission completed,” Treyin reported with a grin.

“Well done.” Reynolds nodded curtly. “The four of you should be proud of what you’ve accomplished today. The war effort hinges on what happens next, but just know that we did our part to sway things in the right direction.”

“Do you think they will fall for it?” I asked.

“How could they not?” Treyin raised an eyebrow. “We heard the alarms going off in the city, they’re already on guard.”

“The video footage will convince even the loudest naysayers,” Matthias declared in a confident tone. “They will believe there are forty Dax warriors infiltrating their city.”

“I didn’t even kill a single person,” Leith announced as he cleared his throat and raised his nose up into the air. “Despite my misgivings about the whole strategy.”

“How noble of you,” Treyin murmured as she smiled slyly. “If I had my way, the Aquitanians would have been fighting amongst themselves like monkeys with a single banana, but I will save that trick for another time.”

“The others should be back any minute,” the commander informed us. “The captain and the rest of the knights went to the negotiations today while the mission unfolded.”

“That was smart,” Treyin mused. “No one would suspect the Caledonians if they were all present during the debates. They know of Nick and I, though, since we spoke to them about the Dax log.”

“New recruits to the Stalwart are often given menial tasks to complete while planetside.” Commander Reynolds’ mouth curled up into a playful smile. “If they ask, they will be informed of the strict cleaning regimens the captain follows in great detail.”

“Clever,” I chuckled.

Then the rest of the knights and the captain walked onto the bridge, and they talked amongst themselves about what they’d just witnessed.

“The bald guy was sputtering,” Neville chortled. “It was hilarious.”

“The Caledonians didn’t seem surprised,” Moses observed.

“Almost like they believed us the first time,” Richard snickered.

“The Aquitanians need to get out more,” Nathan added.

“Ah, glad to see all four of you made it back,” Captain Cross greeted us, and the others fell silent.

“The mission was a complete success,” Commander Reynolds reported with a quick salute.

“I gathered that during our meeting with the nobles,” Cross said, and the crow’s feet around his eyes scrunched up as he smiled. “One of the generals rushed into the room and interrupted the negotiations. He was convinced King Kevin’s life was in danger since one of the skiffs was parked so close to the palace.”

“They were singing our praises a few moments later,” Flanagan chuckled, and the Herald Knight flicked his blond hair out of his eyes. “Off key, of course. And with not nearly enough ass kissing.”

“Now can we kill them?” Olav asked with an eager grin.

“Save your bloodlust for the Dax,” the Captain instructed. “You can unleash all your pent-up rage on them.”

“That’s what my axes like to hear!” Olav cackled.

“Your axes don’t have ears,” Leith pointed out.

“Don’t tell them that!” Olav gasped as he softly patted his weapons. “They’re sensitive creatures.”

“You’re sensitive to reason,” Flanagan teased.

“Alright.” Cross silenced the bickering between his knights with a harsh look. “We have more than enough on our plates even with the Aquitanians on our side now. They will be combing the city soon, so everyone needs to stay out of the way of the Aquitanian Knights.”

“As long as they believed it,” I murmured. There was still an inkling of doubt inside me, and I was half waiting for an army of Aquitanian Knights to barge onto the ship and arrest us.

“Oh, they believed it,” the Captain assured me. “They asked about the rest of our knights when we first arrived, but once I described our detailed cleaning protocols, they changed the subject. Your absence was not suspicious. Then all talk of our “perceived to be” fake log vanished as they began to ask for our advice on how to move forward. Our plan went off exactly as I intended.”

Cross turned to scan all our faces with a proud eye. His long royal blue trench coat swept along the ground behind him, and he held a regal air as he considered us.

“I couldn’t have done a better job myself.” He nodded to each of the four of us who’d participated in the subterfuge. “Without your hard work and determination, we could have been facing a fleet of Dax ships with just our crew and the small number of Aquitanian Knights stationed on this planet. You saved countless lives today. Congratulations on a successful operation. You have earned yourselves a drink, or two.”

We all laughed at that, and talk began to turn to celebration and how rich Nathan, Richard, Moses, Treyin, and I were. We would have time to get all of our accounts straightened out with Elle soon, but then we could shop for new supplies and gear at our leisure.

Life was amazing. Even if Elle’s estimate was wrong, and the number wasn’t as high as over a million KPs each, I still had more than enough to take care of my mom. I pictured her face as she received my next message, and I hoped she recorded a video transmission for me in return. Seeing her happy would make every battle, every injury, every moment of fear completely worth it for me.

Since I was rich, I could spoil my girlfriends to my heart’s content, too. I had my dates to look forward to, but I was also anticipating the training regimen I was sure the city would begin shortly. After my time in Montesh, I realized I thoroughly enjoyed working with inexperienced fighters and teaching them how to survive in combat. It was a way to save lives before a fight even started. We had two more weeks until the Dax invaded Aquitaine, and I would do everything I could to make sure the city and her people were prepared.

Then I would rain down death and hellfire on the evil warriors bent on total domination.

I was lost in thought and stopped listening to the back and forth conversations going on around me. The knights were laughing and joking with each other, and everyone was sharing their celebration plans.

“Wait,” Captain Cross said in a loud voice over the excited din. “You flew the skiffs here in two teams, right?”

“Yes, sir,” Matthias confirmed. “One planted in military headquarters, one by the palace.”

“Then where did you get the third skiff from?” The Captain frowned.

“T-The third skiff?” I asked as my mind raced.

“There was a third skiff found outside city limits during the initial street scan,” Cross explained as his frown deepened. “You put it there, didn’t you, Knight Lyons?”

My jaw slackened as I processed what he said.

A third skiff. I’d planted two skiffs today, the only two we’d flown here from Shess, so the only explanation was the worst possible scenario.

“Shitttt,” Treyin and I growled at the same time.

The Dax were already here.
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Chapter Seven

“Captain Cross, we did not plant the third skiff,” I explained in a steady voice as I stood up. “That is a real Dax ship.”

“You’re telling me we spent all this time faking a Dax infiltration,” Cross countered in a low voice, “only to have them actually invade the city at the exact same time.”

“That seems to be the case.” I pursed my lips into a grim line.

Captain Cross tossed back his dark hair and let out a loud, crazy sounding laugh. A moment later, Olav joined in with his own maniacal cackle. Then everyone succumbed to the ridiculousness of what had just occurred, and the entire room burst out into laughter.

We were about to face an actual invasion of the Dax assholes, and they could be deep inside the city already for all we knew, but here we were laughing away all the pressure.

“Oh, well,” Olav gasped as he wiped gleeful tears from his eyes. “More Daxes for my axes is good news! Just leave them all to me, no sharing. Well… Leith and Nick can have a few. I like them.”

“What about me?” Flannagan snickered.

“Ehhh… I like you, too,” Olav admitted as he rolled his eyes. “Alright, all you louts can kill. Just try to stay out of my way. Eh? I need more loot.”

Commander Reynolds rolled her eyes. “Who needs more loot? I’ve been hauling wagons for what feels like days now. Enough with the loot already.”

“We always need more loot!” Richard gasped as his blue eyes widened.

“Think of the KPs, woman!” Nathan added in a shocked voice.

“Woman?” Reynolds growled as she stared at Nathan, and I swore her eyes turned an even steelier metal-color.

“Uhhh…” Nathan cleared his throat as his face turned the same color as his teeth. “Commander… I’d like to get more loot… if that would be okay with you… Please?”

“Idiot,” Reynolds huffed as she shook her head.

“What wagons?” Olav asked in a low voice.

Silence fell as all eyes turned to the six knights who’d returned from Shess with two Dax skiffs stuffed completely full with looted equipment, and my heart skipped a beat.

“Didn’t you hear?” Commander Reynolds broke the silence. “The Shess team is rich. They brought back an ass load of loot, and it took the Point Clerk all day to tally the estimate.”

“Just… Just the estimate?” Olav seemed at a loss, and his crazy eyes swept over my face for a moment before they turned on Neville, the twins, Treyin, and finally landed on Moses. “You guys got that much loot?”

“I did see a bunch of loot in the Point Clerk’s office when I was in there last…” Leith shook his head and scrunched up his nose as if he was trying to remember. “Honestly, I was thinking about strangling people, so I wasn’t paying much attention.”

“I’ve been helping her count and sort it,” Moses explained and smirked. “It was quite a bit of loot. She might not be done for a few days yet.”

“I remember how long it took to load it into the skiffs,” Treyin added with a laugh.

“Don’t remind me,” Neville groaned as he rubbed his neck. “My back will forever hurt from that.”

“At least you didn’t almost take an axe to your head,” I pointed out.

“You should share with me, your mentor and favorite person,” Olav suggested.

“You didn’t just train me out of the goodness of your heart?” I chuckled.

“No,” he snorted.

“You didn’t just train me because you like teaching people to kill other people you don’t like?” I tried again.

“Yes, that’s fair.” The Berserker shrugged and gave me a wide smile.

“I claim ten percent of your earnings for aiding in your training,” Leith added with a twirl of his dirks. “You have until the end of the day to pay up.”

“Uh, that’s not happening,” Neville countered. “But I’ll buy you a beer.”

“Done,” the Slayer snickered.

“Leith!” Olav groaned. “Noooo… At least ask for a keg of beer! Your negotiation strategies are terrible.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” Leith said as he turned back to Neville. “A keg of-- no-- two kegs of beer.”

“Easy,” Neville said with a nod.

“Yesssss…” Leith hissed, and then he nodded at Olav, and the Berserker nodded back.

Both men seemed very pleased now.

I was amazed at my friends’ ability to tease the more senior knights. It seemed like over a million KPs could give a man more confidence, but it looked like they finally saw the older knights as equals.

It was entertaining to say the least.

“We’ll celebrate after the fight,” Richard laughed. “More Dax are coming for you to loot.”

“It still has to be fair,” Nathan interjected. “Whoever kills it, loots it. I’m not done gathering my riches, boys.”

“Nor am I,” Treyin added with a sly smile.

“I’d be willing to give up the next round of looting,” Moses offered.

“You guys do not need more loot, either,” Reynolds said to Olav and Leith. “You’re not exactly poor yourselves. I remember what kind of wagons you unloaded from Tachion.”

“We don’t talk about Tachion,” Moses said with a frown.

“Since when?” Reynolds countered with a chuckle.

“It’s the principle of the thing!” Olav complained as he threw his hands up into the air. “Fairness. Like when I get a keg of beer, then everyone else has beer, too. They get loot, I get loot. Fair.”

Reynolds snorted. “Because you’re such a staunch believer in civil rights.”

“Civil rights?” Olav waved a hand. “Bah. Who’s talking about civil rights? I’m talking about beer and looting Dax assholes of all their shit! Those are the two tenets of my life, after all. Beer and loot. Oh, and my axes. Three things. Equally important.”

“Go figure,” Richard scoffed. “He doesn’t care about civil rights.”

“I’m shocked, frankly,” Nathan added in a flat tone.

“It does seem out of character, doesn’t it?” Neville observed.

“And combat?” Flanagan suggested with a mischievous twinkle in his blue eyes. “Did you forget about that?”

“Oh, shit, you’re right!” Olav grinned. “Four tenets: Beer, loot, killing, and axes.”

“Do you ever wish thinking was on there?” Flanagan teased.

“I think I’d like to kill anyone who questions my tenets,” the Berserker agreed with a thoughtful nod.

“Alright, brother,” Moses said in a comforting voice, “we all understand who you are, and we value that. Even if you are an asshole.”

“Damn straight.” Olav clapped the Shield Knight on the shoulder, and the taller man winced slightly beneath the weight of the mohawked knight’s affection.

I couldn’t help but laugh, but when Olav’s eyes turned on me, I met his glare with a toothy grin and kept on laughing.

The older knight chuckled under his breath, and then the sounds of mirth erupted through the group once more.

When we’d finally calmed down, my eyes turned to the captain, who’d moved to his chair and swiveled it away from us. His hands were steepled and leaned against his chin in a thoughtful pose, and I wondered what he was thinking about. I assumed it was the Dax who’d snuck past us and into the city.

“We’ll find them, sir,” I said as I took a few steps toward him. “We will hunt down every single last Dax and kill them all. I swear it.”

“How many Dax would fit inside a single skiff?” the Captain asked without turning to look at me.

“Twenty, sir,” I replied.

“We have to assume twenty Dax are now inside Aquita.” Cross sounded solemn. “The Aquitanians won’t be focused on the area on that side of the city, so that’s where we need to focus our own search. They will be more worried about the palace and military headquarters than the city proper. The nobles will always put their lives above the lives of the peasants beneath their rule.”

His words were dark and ominous, but I had stood against the worst odds during my last mission, and I’d not only survived but came out of it a rich man. The captain didn’t sound very hopeful, but I knew he wasn’t about to give up, and neither was I. There was nothing I wanted more than killing every last Dax present on Aquitaine. My blood boiled, and I had to take a few deep breaths to calm myself down. I was still on the Stalwart, not rushing off into battle.

Suddenly, a yeoman buzzed into existence on a holographic projector near the captain’s chair.

“Captain, a representative of the counsel has arrived on the ship,” the yeoman announced. “They are requesting your presence in the negotiations.”

“I’ll be right down.” Cross buzzed on an intercom, and then spun his chair around to face us. “Reynolds, Moses, Treyin, Neville, and Nick, come with me. Take off that Dax armor first, though, and put on your uniforms and a small weapon. You could be useful in dealing with the nobles, but I don’t want you in full battle armor.”

Then he turned to eye the rest of the crew, including the twins and Olav. “The rest of you stay out of trouble.”

“Yes, sir,” we all said in unison, and then the five of us he’d named followed him out of the bridge.

Treyin and I split off so I could change out of the Dax armor and into my normal uniform, and we met the group outside the door to the hangar. Then we all went out into the cargo bay together.

The man waiting in the hangar next to an armed artilleryman wore a long flowing red robe with a gold sash tied around the waist. He was an older man, with age spotting his skin, and wrinkles sagging around his jowl line. The man had an annoyed air about him like a cloud of mosquitoes, and he huffed and puffed under his breath when he spotted the captain and the rest of us.

“I have been kept waiting,” the man grumbled. “My name is Mr. Briner, and I am here to escort you to the council chambers at once! This is a dire emergency, and you are shirking your duties, sir!”

“I’m not shirking anything.” Cross shrugged at the man as he walked past him and down the ramp onto the dock, and we all followed with chuckles and snorts.

The captain was a special kind of man, with a heart of gold and a don’t give a fuck attitude. I’d follow him into hell and back without question.

Mr. Briner had brought a hovercraft with a handful of city guards operating the machine, so we all climbed on board, but it was a little crowded. Treyin ended up half-way on my lap, and she breathed softly on the side of my neck as she leaned against my chest.

“Have you talked to your other girls about me yet?” she whispered into my ear.

I shot a glance around at the other knights, the commander, and the captain, but none of them seemed to be paying attention to what was being said between Treyin and me.

“I have,” I said under my breath. “Everything’s okay.”

“Just okay?” Treyin purred.

“No, no,” I hurried to fix it, “everything’s great. I told them everything, and it’s going to be fine.”

“They aren’t worried I’ll win?” Treyin murmured, and the tip of her tongue gently touched my ear lobe.

“You’d have to ask them that,” I whispered as I tried my hardest not to moan.

“Hmmm… I shall, then.” Treyin shifted against me again, and I knew she felt my cock urgently pressing against her leg.

We were flying through the city toward the triangle shaped government building we’d gone into to tell the nobles about the Dax log. It only took us a short while, but I still enjoyed the view of Aquita as we flew past. The palace was situated with one side bordering the ocean, and the coastline swept in a large crescent shape across the edge of the city. The walls curled between the water and the monstrous mountain to the east, and they covered the open space facing the desert in a circular formation around the city. It was laid out like a wagon wheel, but the palace, government sector, and military headquarters jutted out from the base of the mountains, and the streets angled out from the inner city toward the walls.

Aquita looked clean, pristinely so, and everyone was dressed in lightly colored hues of red, yellow, or simple white. The signs for the businesses were all well-made, the streets swept clean and paved with river stones, and overall it looked like a healthy, bustling city.

It didn’t seem like a city under attack, and I wondered why there weren’t horns blaring throughout the common areas, or people running and screaming. No one was boarding up their homes, or even pulling their children off the streets.

It was business as usual.

But the Dax could be anywhere, and my pulse quickened as I began to scan the city for invaders instead of the local sights.

It was early evening now, and the enormous sun cast long shadows across the buildings as it hid behind the mountain to rest. On any other night, I would have enjoyed the beauty of the brilliant orange and purple hues, but I was more worried about the matte black armor of the Dax blending in with the deep shadows in every crevice.

We made it to the council chambers without seeing any of the malicious invaders, but we entered into a chaotic scene anyway. Everyone was on their feet, and while the Caledonians were shouting for signatures, the Aquitanians were screaming about their impending deaths.

“They could be anywhere!” a brunette woman in a fine red silk dress shrieked. “We have to evacuate the city!”

“And go where, Luriel?” a man wearing the blue robes of a Caledonian noble hollered from across the room. “Into the ocean? We would die!”

“We will die here if we don’t leave!” the woman called Luriel huffed and began packing up her area of the long table.

“Silence!” the bald man I’d seen the first time we’d been here bellowed, and everyone turned to look at him. “The longer we bicker, the closer the Dax get.”

“He’s right,” the man who shouted at Luriel admitted. “We have to get them out of the city.”

“I hate to even say this out loud,” the bald man continued, “but we need the Caledonians’ help. They’ve already fought against the Dax more than we have, and survived. A small band of them even held off a Dax invasion of an inconsequential planet nearby.”

“They should help us whether we sign the treaty or not!” Luriel argued, and she sent a scathing glare at the nobles across the room from her. “If they save us from the Dax threat, then we will gladly sign.”

“If you do not sign,” Cross interrupted in a cold voice, “I will have no reason to stay and defend your city. I will not risk my crew’s lives for people who would turn their nose up at help, and then expect it anyway. The Dax are already in your city, so what are you doing to defend your people and homes?”

“We have combed the city streets near the fortress and the palace,” the bald man said in a calm voice, “and we haven’t found a single enemy.”

“And what of the skiff beyond the city walls?” Cross asked. “Did you search that area as well?”

“There was no surveillance footage of that area,” the bald man replied with a scoff. “Some have even suggested it was planted there to make the threat seem bigger than it is. No, there are no Dax near the city limits.”

“You can’t be certain of that until you look,” the captain retorted. “I will have my knights scour the area.”

“If you want to waste your time and not help us with the real threat,” the bald man sneered, “then that’s your choice. Your actions will be judged when this is over, though, remember that. You claim to be our allies, and we need you here until our own army of knights return to--”

“I will always go where the threat is highest,” the captain replied with a hard edge in his voice. “We will help where we can, but your kingdom’s own knights should focus on protecting the nobles and your king. We’ll do the best we can to help in the city.”

“How do we know the vessel near the city walls wasn’t planted by the Caledonians?” Luriel asked in a high-pitched whine. “They could be trying to manipulate us into giving away the Dramwuer System!”

“How dare you accuse us of something so vile,” Treyin spat. “The Caledonians would never participate in fear tactics.”

The Aquitanians cowered away from her, and then they sat down with submissive expressions. It was obvious Treyin was using her empathic powers, but I just hoped it would be enough.

“We did not mean any offense, my lady,” the bald man apologized with a bow of his head.

“Very well.” Treyin nodded, and it was as though the nobles were released from her spell. “I suggest you all think really hard on how you have behaved. I expect you to do better moving forward. We are here to help you.”

Ouch. That had to hurt their noble pride, but I was jumping for joy inside. I kept my face neutral, though, since I didn’t want to add fuel to the fire.

“Knight Treyin,” Commander Reynolds said as she beckoned the evolved beauty away from the nobles, and once the former prime minister was close enough for conversation to not be overheard, the commander lowered her voice to a whisper. “Let the captain handle this. We should step back and follow his lead.”

“As you wish, Vanessa,” Treyin murmured with a knowing smile. “I wouldn’t want them to question the validity of the treaty later, either.”

Commander Reynolds let out a sigh of relief and gave the empath a grateful smile. “Thank you for understanding, Treyin.”

So, the five of us stepped back into the shadows and watched from the edge of the room. The captain played moderator between the two sides, and his grace in debate mirrored his prowess in battle.

“We should begin planning our next move,” Reynolds said in a low voice. “Whether the treaty gets signed today or not, the Dax are inside the city. We need to eliminate the threat as quickly as possible before any of these people’s lives are in danger. If a single noble dies before the treaty is signed, the negotiations will be halted until further notice.”

“That seems ridiculous,” I argued. “How do they expect to have any alliances if they keep stopping them from being finalized?”

“The Aquitaine government requires every position to be filled before business can be conducted,” Neville explained. “If one of the council members dies, they have to fill the empty seat before they can vote on anything new.”

“Well, we won’t let that happen,” I assured my friends.

“That’s right,” Moses said. “We just need to find the Dax before they get deeper into the city.”

“And keep them away from the palace and King Kevin,” Treyin added.

“We will need to cover as much ground as possible,” Reynolds said. “We can’t afford to move in groups bigger than two, that way the entire crew can be spread out over the city.”

“I can teleport anywhere I have a mental image of,” I reminded them. “If we can tap into the city’s surveillance cameras…”

From the disappointed look on Reynold’s face, I knew that wasn’t going to happen.

“Last I heard,” the commander explained, “the city had shut down all surveillance due to the system wide hack that allowed the Dax to land in the city.”

“So, everyone is blind in the water?” I sighed.

“Basically.” Reynolds shrugged.

“Ughh,” I groaned. “Idiots.”

“Fine!” one of the nobles shouted hotly, and we all turned our attention back to the negotiations. “We shall sign your treaty on threat of our lives. Caledonia better make good on her word.”

“A Caledonian’s word is his bond,” one of the blue robed nobles said in a regal tone.

Then an office clerk scrambled to carry a document from one table to the other until everyone in the room had signed it with a flourish of pens.

A hasty alliance had been formed.

I breathed a sigh of relief, but it was short lived.

“What now?” Luriel asked as she glared around the room. “How do you plan to save us from the Dax?”

“We should all bunker down for now,” the Caledonian man insisted. “We will call for reinforcements from the Royal Trident Forces to assist Captain Cross in the defeat of the invaders.”

“How long until they arrive?” the bald man asked. “The Dax are in the city now!”

“I do not know how long it will take the fleet to arrive,” the Caledonian noble responded. “It might be three weeks.”

“But… Our own fleet with thousands of our own knights will probably return by then!” one of the nobles whined.

“Then we will have to trust in Captain Cross to protect us,” a Caledonian noble said as she shrugged.

At those words, all eyes in the room turned to the six of us, but we stood behind our captain with our chests puffed out in pride and our chins held high. Many thought the Stalwart was the worst ship in the RTF fleet, but those who’d spent any time onboard the motley mix of junk and brilliance knew how rare she was. The crew was much the same, with some of the most powerful fighters in the galaxy among our ranks.

“And what does Aquitaine do to protect her own people?” Captain Cross asked with narrowed eyes. “You must have more knights on this planet.”

“We have already sent out an order commanding all nearby troops to return to the capital,” the bald man allowed. “We have a hundred knights within a day’s travel. Then the majority of our fleet will be back within the week.”

“That may not be enough.” Cross frowned. “I will do what I can to hold off the threat, but we are no army.”

“I have heard each one of your knights fights with the power of ten men,” one of the Aquitaine nobles interjected, and he wore thin wire glasses and had patchy brown hair. “They say to avoid a tussle with a Stalwart knight.”

“Who are they?” the bald man questioned.

The man in the glasses cleared his throat and blushed. “A friend who works at a tavern, sir.”

“Gossip.” The bald man lifted his nose up into the air. “We’re doomed.”

“I beg to differ,” Captain Cross countered. “You have a hundred knights on the way, an army of reinforcements shortly after that, and in the meantime, some of the best fighters in the galaxy on your side.”

“When you put it that way,” the bald man said in an unconvinced tone, “there is reason to have hope.”

“There’s always reason to hope,” Cross replied. “We should beef up the city’s defenses in the meantime. Gather any civilian volunteers and begin training them in militia tactics. They will be motivated to protect their homes and families more than your rich knights.”

There was a huff from one of the Aquitanians, but they didn’t say anything to argue with him. In fact, one of the red robed nobles seemed to be taking notes, since he’d been furiously scribbling on a pad of paper since the captain started talking.

“I will be taking my crew back and directing them further,” the Captain continued. “I expect the rest of you to either find somewhere to huddle up for the next couple of days, or find a way to help out the citizens of your city.”

“I suggest we Caledonians retreat to the Stalwart,” one of the blue robed nobles on my kingdom’s side of the room said. “We will be safer there.”

“Very true.” Cross nodded. “If that is what you wish, then follow me.”

He gestured to the five of us and then turned to leave the room without another word. The Caledonian nobles scurried to catch up, but we were several paces ahead of them. We were able to cover more ground swiftly without the flowing robes of office like they were wearing, but walking back through the streets took longer than taking a hovercraft through the air.

We flanked the nobles when we headed into the depths of the city, and we made our way toward the dock where the Stalwart was stationed. The shadows of dusk were long and intense, and my nerves were raw. I jumped at every rat, every hiccup, but we didn’t see a single Dax roaming the streets during our walk back to the ship.

A short while later, we’d arrived at the Stalwart, and the nobles were ushered into their guest rooms. The four of us newest knights still hadn’t been assigned our individual rooms yet, so there were still lots of extra sleeping quarters on the ship for all of the nobles.

I hoped I got my own room soon, though. It would definitely make me feel like I’d graduated from being a squire into a full-fledged knight in my own right.

The captain gave us a one-hour break before we would join the second wave of searchers combing the streets, and we were given leave to don our armor once more. Matthias would be joining us, too, since he’d still been resting when the first wave was sent out.

I took the opportunity to go to my room and put on my power armor. I’d worn my regular knight’s clothes to see the nobles, since I thought they would appreciate some semblance of normalcy during such a stressful time, but after what I’d just witnessed of their immaturity, I doubted they’d even noticed my lack of gear and weapons.

Once I’d rested for a moment and changed into my full armor, I strapped my lightning hammer, my knives of the storm, my falchion, and my necroscythe onto my magnetons. It felt great to be wearing my magical gear again, and I wore a wide smile on my face when I reconvened with the others in the bridge an hour later.

It was well after dark by the time I met the others outside the bridge. Nathan, Richard, and Neville were already there, and the trio waved at me when they noticed my approach.

“Fancy meeting you here, lover,” Treyin suddenly whispered into my ear, and I spun to find the beautiful empath standing right behind me.

“It seems we’re on a lot of missions together lately,” I replied with a coy smile. “Is that chance, or is it your doing?”

“Me?” Treyin gasped as she laid a hand against her heart. “I would never manipulate situations in such a way.”

“Sure,” I chuckled, but then Matthias’ appearance distracted me away from her hypnotic features, and I turned my attention to him.

The cybernetic man wore his usual black cloak, but he’d pulled it away from his body, so every tube, chip, and blinking light was on full display. His mechanical eyes caught mine, and he closed one lens in what I considered to be his version of a wink.

“Like what you see, Knight Lyons?” Matthias chirped in his electronic voice.

“You’re quite breathtaking,” I snickered. “I had to stop looking at Treyin so I could bask in your beauty.”

“Ha!” the cyborg mage laughed, and Treyin also let out an uncharacteristic giggle.

Suddenly, the door to the bridge opened, and Commander Reynolds ushered us all inside. The captain was nowhere to be seen, but I figured he was busy elsewhere on the ship or even back at the government building talking to the Aquitanians.

“The six of you will be on the secondary search team,” the Commander began without preamble. “You’ll be divided into pairs.”

“Nick and I have made an excellent team against the Dax previously,” Treyin said as she cast a sideways smile my way.

“The teams have already been decided,” Reynolds replied with a frown. “Treyin, you’re with Neville. Nathan and Richard are a team, and Nick and Matthias on the third.”

“Great.” Nathan nodded at his brother, who mirrored the movement. “Where do we start?”

“The first search team focused primarily on the areas the nobles requested we search first,” the commander answered with an annoyed sigh. “So, we still need to begin the search around the third Dax skiff and move into the city from there.”

“The Dax could be long gone from that area by now,” Treyin argued. “We should start inside the city proper, places with the highest population density. That’s where the highest death count would be.”

“Ma’am--” Matthias began, but Reynolds cut him off.

“Matthias, you are a good two-hundred years older than me and one of the highest ranked Jump Mages in the kingdom. You could be captaining one of these ships if you cared to, so you don’t need to call me ‘ma’am.’ I’ve told you that before.”

“Very well, Commander,” the ancient machina clipped. “I have the drones I’ve been experimenting on ready for a test phase. I could implement them during this mission to spread out our search radius.”

“Good.” Reynolds nodded. “You and Nick go to the skiff and start there. Relay any tracks you see back to me, and I’ll redistribute the Culbert twins and the rest of the search team to follow any leads.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I saluted.

Then she inclined her head to Treyin and Neville. “The two of you may start in the market district if you truly believe that will be most beneficial.”

“I truly do,” Treyin replied with a bow of her head. “Thank you, Vanessa.”

“Alright, let’s get this over with.” Reynolds placed her hands on her hips and raised her chin. “I want every Dax on this planet dead before we go to sleep.”

“Yes, Commander,” we replied in unison, and then we filed out the door and headed to the hangar.

Matthias veered away from the group, but by the time we reached the hangar, he’d caught back up to us. He carried a metal trunk beneath one arm, and his cloak was pulled to one side to cover it, so I got the impression that whatever was inside was important to the machina.

I followed Matthias’ lead as he aimed for one of the hovercrafts. Our mission would take us furthest away from the Stalwart, so the need for transportation was obvious, but I could have teleported us to the city gates.

The machina had warned me against using my powers too early during our last mission, though, and his words rang true with my previous experiences. While my nanorunes were in my blood and seemed to be a part of me, they were not an infinite resource. I could feed them portals and magic to increase the potency, but that carried its own dangers.

I had much to learn from Matthias, and I was excited to have another opportunity to get to know him better. I knew he held a lot of the answers I’d been searching for, but I also understood he wasn’t going to give them freely. I had to earn them.

So, I gritted my teeth as determination took a hold of me. I would prove myself once again to the captain and to the whole crew.

We jumped into one of the hovercrafts parked in the hangar, and Matthias moved to the control panel to start the takeoff sequence. He stashed the metal box on the floor at his feet and turned his attention to driving the vessel. Then he gripped the steering wheel in steady, mechanical hands, and aimed us toward the open cargo bay door.

We flew out of the docking station dome through an open gateway, and then we hovered over the city as we aimed in a southern direction toward the tall, white walls. We travelled in silence for a while, and I kept my eyes peeled on the streets below in constant search of any enemy targets.

“We’ve landed in the market district,” Neville’s voice came through the comms and broke the silence between Matthias and me.

“The others will be in place soon,” the machina said as he increased the speed of our vessel. “We need to find the third skiff as quickly as possible.”

“Do we have the coordinates?” I asked as I stared ahead at the rapidly approaching walls.

“Reynolds patched them over to my maps system,” Matthias answered. “It landed five meters from the wall, near the ocean’s edge.”

The vibrant blue ocean glowed to our left, and it reflected the light of a crescent moon on its surface, which gave us more than enough light to see. Once we neared the walls, Matthias angled the craft in an eastern direction, and we followed the line of white stone to the coast.

I couldn’t see over the wall since the hovercraft couldn’t reach that altitude, but there was another gateway near the water’s edge, and a line of red armored guards stood in front of the buzzing prot-field that blocked the exit.

Matthias landed our craft in full view of the gate, and he leaped over the side of the open-air vessel and headed straight for the guards. I held my breath as he exchanged a couple of words with them, and then the machina waved me over.

“They said the Dax skiff is empty,” Matthias reported, “but they will allow us through to look for ourselves.”

“Are there Aquitanians guarding the skiff?” I asked as we trotted up to the gate.

“Not that I know of,” he replied.

The line of guards split to let us through, and the prot-field disappeared. Then we walked beneath the archway, and I glanced up to see a camera pointed toward the outside of the wall.

How had the Dax evaded being caught on video?

We kept a fast pace as I followed Matthias to the Dax skiff. He paused a couple of times to check some internal log, and then he would adjust our trajectory slightly. Finally, we crested a rise in the desert sand and spotted the skiff.

The black, skull-shaped vessel blended into the shadows between sand dunes, but a good amount of sand had already blown over the skiff to aid in its camouflage. A few more days, and it would be completely swallowed by the Aquitaine desert.

“Ready?” I grabbed my falchion and activated my prot-field.

“Yes.” Matthias pulled a short sword from his belt, and we inched forward with cautious steps.

“I know you aren’t a slouch in combat,” I whispered as we drew closer, “but we only have a few Jump Mages onboard the Stalwart, and you aren’t a knight, so--”

“I appreciate you considering my safety, Nick,” Matthias buzzed. “I’ll let you do most of the heavy lifting.”

The door to the skiff was closed and securely locked, so we wouldn’t be able to search inside without causing serious damage. I peered in through the view ports, and I didn’t see anyone. It was empty, for now, but I couldn’t imagine the Dax completely abandoning their skiff just to send twenty warriors against the Aquitaine kingdom.

“Nothing.” I frowned. “The sand has already blown away any tracks, so there’s no way to know which way they went from here, but probably the city.”

“Agreed,” Matthias replied. “Let’s get back to the wall, I left my drones on the hovercraft.”

“Do you think the border guards will mess with it?” I frowned. I’d kick anyone’s ass if they so much as breathed on something so obviously important to my friend.

“They wouldn’t dare.” Matthias let out a series of beeps and clicks that resembled a laugh. “I have a security feature on it that electrocutes anyone without the correct code.”

“That’s intense,” I laughed. “Where did you get something like that?”

“I made it.” Matthias’ cybernetic shoulders shrugged. “I’ve experimented with a few different things over the years.”

“How long have you been on the Stalwart?” I asked.

“That is a difficult question to answer, Knight Lyons,” Matthias mused thoughtfully. “I suppose it depends on what you mean by ‘long’ and ‘on’…”

“That’s not exactly an answer,” I chuckled.

“It is the best I can give.” Matthias turned and began to walk in the direction we’d come from, and it seemed the question and answer segment of our trip was over.

I wasn’t about to give up, though, so I took the time during our trip back to the wall to think over what I would ask him next.

The Stalwart was an interesting ship, a combination of parts from ancient warships, and the crew were just as eclectic. The mystery of missing crew members and mission logs still weighed on me, but I was careful not to push too much. After I’d mistakenly trusted Polgar over Captain Cross, the crew had viewed me as a traitor. I’d only recently proven my loyalty to the captain and to the Queen, and I wasn’t about to risk that trust.

We reached the wall, and the prot-field blocking the entryway disappeared again. The guards eyed us curiously, but they seemed pleased we also hadn’t found any Dax near the skiff.

Matthias jumped into the hovercraft and opened his trunk, and a moment later, six metal discs shot into the air and hovered above our heads. The machina grinned up at his inventions, and then he walked over to show me the controller he held in one hand.

“I’m using a neural link,” he informed me in a proud voice. “I mostly control them with my mind, but this device helps me fine-tune my instructions.”

“What can they do?” I was beyond curious.

“They have cameras, heat sensors, and bio scanners,” Matthias replied easily. “Motion sensors, and facial recognition. In theory, at least…”

“What do you mean?” I frowned.

“I haven’t had many opportunities to test them on a large scale,” Matthias supplied. “This will be the furthest I’ve pushed my abilities to control them.”

Suddenly, the six discs zoomed through the air in all directions, and they were so fast all I saw was a blur of silver before they were gone.

Matthias pushed a button on the controller, and a holo projection was painted onto the stone pavement. It was a grid of six squares, and it showed the heat signatures of dozens of people in several screens already.

“How do we tell the Dax apart from the civilians?” I asked as I pointed to the red silhouettes.

“I do not know,” Matthias sighed. “It is still experimental.”

“Let’s focus on isolated heat signatures, then,” I suggested as I indicated a screen that had only one red figure. “The Dax could have split up. Besides, if we gather up the edges and herd everyone in one direction, we’ll be able to do a more thorough search.”

“The Dax could be hiding amongst the people,” Matthias pointed out.

“If they are, then we have more problems,” I replied. “First things first, secure the perimeter.”

“Good point.” Matthias nodded thoughtfully, and then his eyes narrowed and went unfocused. “I have instructed the drones to encircle the city edge and work inward.”

“We will need some way to track where we have been,” I said.

Matthias pushed another button on his controller, and a map of the city began to etch into the air. It wasn’t a complete image, but the wall and both gateways were marked. As I watched, the lines grew longer, and a couple of city blocks were added to the holo map.

“The drones are helping me map the city,” Matthias informed me when he saw my puzzled expression. “By the end of the night, I should have the complete image.”

“Well, we should get started, then.” I nodded toward the open street.

Matthias returned my nod, and as we walked into the city, I made sure to take a good look around at the area surrounding our hovercraft so I could teleport us back to it later.

For the next few hours, we combed the streets of Aquita. We tracked down heat signatures and questioned the locals the drones led us to, and by the time we’d talked to our third Aquitanian, the rest of the heat signatures seemed to be inside houses with closed doors and dark interiors.

It was the middle of the night, after all.

We transmitted the location of other heat signatures further away from us to the other teams, but none of them encountered any Dax, either. The sun was just beginning to rise over the horizon when the commander’s voice came through the comms.

“The next team is ready to be deployed for search duties,” Reynolds reported. “Active team can return to the Stalwart.”

“I guess our shift is over.” I frowned. I’d betted on finding a Dax or two to kill, but we were returning empty handed.

“We will find them,” Matthias assured me like he could read my mind.

“We better,” I sighed. “The treaty depends on it.”

We teleported back to the hovercraft, and Matthias flew us back to the docking station dome. Knights could go many days without sleep, but the frustration of coming back empty handed weighed heavier on my shoulders than my armor, and I really didn’t want to take a break. Reynolds knew what she was doing, though, and I guessed she wanted to keep everyone as fresh as possible because of the larger Dax invasion on the horizon.

“Get some sleep, Knight Lyons,” Matthias suggested in a sympathetic tone. “I am going to turn in my report to the commander.”

“You sure you don’t want me to go with you?” I asked in a hopeful tone.

I could already tell sleep would elude me.

“It is not necessary,” Matthias replied.

“Alright.” I gave him a half smile. “I’ll see you later.”

With that, I went to the room I shared with Neville, Nathan, and Richard, and I stripped off my weapons and armor. Then I took a shower to clear my head and changed into my plain black pants, white shirt, and coat emblazoned with the RTF trident.

By the time I emerged, the other three knights I shared the room with had also returned and were taking off their armor.

“I hate that we didn’t find them,” Richard growled. “I wanted to spill some more Dax blood.”

“You’re sounding like Olav more and more.” Nathan rolled his eyes. “Don’t you even care about the nobles aboard our ship? How are they going to defend themselves if the Dax make it this far?”

“There are more than enough crewmembers on the Stalwart to keep the nobles safe,” Neville observed. “The knights should be focused on the streets.”

“Which we are,” I pointed out. “Matthias’ drones are creating a map of the city, along with the local defenses. We’ll have eyes on every corner before you know it.”

“We should get some sleep before our next shift,” Neville suggested as he moved to his bed.

“Can’t.” Richard shrugged. “Need beer first.”

“I second that,” Nathan chuckled. “Come on, let’s go get drunk.”

“Nick?” Richard asked as he turned to me. “You coming with?”

I considered for a moment, but then I shook my head as I took my coat off.

“I think I’m going to try to sleep,” I said as I hung my coat up on the wall. “I’m not really tired, but I can’t remember the last time I got a full night’s sleep.”

“You mean you didn’t nap for the entire week we were flying from Montesh?” Neville teased.

“Oddly enough, no,” I countered.

“Fine, but be quiet.” The marksman gave me a glare. “I am actually going to be sleeping.”

“See you guys later,” Nathan said, and the twins ducked out of the room and closed the door behind them.

When they were gone, I crawled into bed and scrunched my pillow into a more comfortable position, and then I squeezed my eyes shut. Images of the Dax killing civilians of Aquita flashed before my mind the second my eyes were closed, though, so I sighed and sat back up. Better to leave the room before I would wake Neville up by moving around.

“Going somewhere?” The marksman’s eyes popped open as soon as I stood up.

“Sorry, man, I knew it was going to be hard to sleep,” I said as I started putting my armor back on, and I instantly felt myself relax a little more. I wanted the security of my gear and weapons with a battle looming on the horizon.

“Figures.” He shrugged. “You should find something that will clear your mind, though. Can’t fight the Dax if you’re distracted and tired.”

“True enough.” I grinned. “Thanks, man.”

I dipped out the doorway and meandered down the hallway, but I didn’t have a specific direction in mind. After I’d wandered aimlessly for a while, I decided to check in on Natali and see how she was doing.

The infirmary was empty but well-lit when I entered. I glanced around for a bit, and I was just about to leave to look for the doctor elsewhere when she entered. Natali was wearing a blue, sleeveless dress, and her usual white coat was absent. The dress cut off just below her upper tight ass, and a pair of black thigh-high stockings left a few inches of delicate skin bare on her upper thigh, so my eyes fixed there as my mouth watered.

She looked delicious.

“Oh, Nick!” she greeted me with a smile. “I thought you were resting after your scouting mission?”

“Couldn’t sleep.” I smirked. “I wanted to see if you had time to talk. I haven’t seen much of you since I got back, and I’m sorry about that.”

“Well, we are together now,” the doctor murmured as she leaned up to kiss me. Her lips were cool and tangy like a refreshing beverage on a hot summer day, and I dove into her flavor like I was launching myself into a pool.

When the kiss ended, both of our faces were flushed, and our breathing was rapid. It took everything in me not to pull up her tight dress and have her on the exam table.

“I was going to wait until you woke up to ask you,” she said in a soft, husky voice, “but would you care to escort me to the ocean for our date? I hear it’s breathtakingly beautiful.”

“You are breathtakingly beautiful,” I murmured as I nibbled on her lower lip.

Natali giggled and blushed. “So?”

“Of course, I’ll take you to the ocean,” I laughed. “I’ve been dying to spend some one on one time with you.”

“So, we can call it our date?” she asked.

“Sure.” I grinned. “Does that mean you’re going to be on top of your game?”

“Is it my game or your game?” she laughed, and the sound was like music to my ears.

“When do you want to go?” I asked as I moved my armored fingers up to gently caress her slender neck.

“Hmmm…” she hummed as she looked up at the clock on the wall. “I’m actually off duty, but you are wearing your armor. Aren’t you supposed to be off?”

“Yeah.” I shrugged. “I’m not sure if I can make a trip to the beach now. They might need me if they find the Dax.”

“The beach is actually a bit closer to the city than the space port,” Natali said with a sly smile. “I bet they could just pick you up without wasting any time if they needed you. We can swing by the mess hall and ask the cooks to make us lunch.”

“I love it. Let’s get going, then.” I bent down to kiss her full lips, and then I helped her into her coat before we hurried out of the sick bay.

A date with Natali was way better than sleeping. Besides, the rest of the Stalwart’s crew was still scouring the city. I’d done my shift, so I deserved a small sliver of R&R before shit hit the fan again.

And if we did run into some Dax on our date, I’d kill them all before they could even think about touching a hair on the good doctor’s head.

“I’ll visit the chefs and ask them to make us something,” Natali said. “Can you go prep a skiff?”

“Yep. I’ll meet you in the hanger.”

Fifteen minutes later, we were flying one of the Stalwart’s skiffs to the coastline, and we laughed and flirted the entire ten-minute trip. A short while later, we parked at the docks and rented a small open-top hovercraft to drift out over the water.

The hovercraft was one of the luxury models that was a bit over thirty feet in length and laid out with plenty of cushions and amenities for pleasure cruising. The vendor didn’t seem nervous or scared of any impending attack, and I thought once more about the Aquitanians’ irresponsibility toward the lives of their people. It worked out in my favor, though, since I doubted I would have been able to rent a craft if the city had been shut down. The morning sun was hitting the waves, and it cast beautiful hues of purple and pink across the foamy wake kicked up by the boat.

The small rune machine on the hovercraft allowed us to zoom out over the open waves until nothing but water surrounded us on all sides. Finally, I halted the vessel, and we hovered over the water while the peaceful early morning air teased at loose strands of Natali’s bun. The chocolate-brown locks framed her face, and the glow of the rising sun highlighted her captivating beauty.

There weren’t even any hallucinogenic painkillers to blame this time.

I was enthralled with her until I noticed the self-conscious flush creeping up her neck.

“Sorry, I was staring,” I said. “I just can’t help myself, though, you’re so gorgeous.”

“You’re sweet,” the older woman replied with a smile. “I’m glad I’m here for you to look at.”

Suddenly, a splash from the starboard side pulled me out of my enjoyment of the beautiful woman, and I rushed to the edge to see what it was. An orange dolphin-looking creature with multiple rainbow-hued fins running down its back swam along beside the floating hovercraft, and it squeaked at me when we made eye contact.

“Oh, my!” Natali gasped as she placed a delicate hand over her mouth. “It’s beautiful!”

Then three more alien dolphins approached, and the four marine mammals swam in elaborate circles and jumped out of the water to land with a splash like they were putting on a show just for us.

“This is an amazing date,” I murmured as I wrapped my arm around Natali’s shoulders to hug her to me.

“A perfect morning,” the doctor agreed.

We spent the next several hours watching the dolphins play, and then Natali pulled a small lunch of noodles in sauce from her pack. She even had a stein of ale to share. We split the food and drink evenly, and once we were full, we leaned back against the hull of the hovercraft to watch the sun sinking from its zenith.

Morning had transitioned into afternoon, but I wasn’t ready for this day to end. So, I turned to Natali with hunger in my eyes, and she immediately met my look with desire.

“I’m going to make love to you now,” I growled softly.

“Yessssss…” she moaned as she fluttered her eyelashes and took a deep breath. “It’s been too long.”
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Chapter Eight

Our mouths met an instant later, and blissful stars burst behind my eyes as I tasted her refreshing flavor. I wanted more of her, so I broke our kiss and glanced around to double check that the waters were empty of any other vessels, and once I knew the coast was clear, I began to tug on her tight dress. She quickly got my meaning and slid the garment up and over her head.

When she was free of her clothes, I took a moment to savor the image of her laying in the bottom of the boat in her bra, panties, shoes, and thigh-high stockings. The bra and panties were white and see-through lace that let me see small hints of her skin, nipples, and her pussy lips.

I leaned forward and trailed kisses along her neck and jawline, then inched my way down to her bare shoulders as I slipped one strap off her pale skin.

“Not fair,” Natali laughed. “Take off your armor, too!”

“Yes, ma’am,” I chuckled as I leaned back and began to remove pieces of my armor. Then I placed them in a neat pile nearby, and once I was in my underclothes, I turned to devour her once more.

Our lips met, but this time it was full of heat and passion. Her tongue explored my mouth with a hunger and a need, and I was desperate to fill it. I returned the ferocity of the kiss, and I cradled the back of her neck in gentle hands while I pushed her to open even more with my tongue.

“Gods,” Natali moaned as she came up for air. “You do things to me I’ve never felt before, Nick.”

“I could say the same about you,” I murmured as my hands roamed over the toned muscles of her abdomen.

I teased my fingertips against the top of her panties, and a line of goosebumps rose up on her skin. Then I slowly slid my pointer finger down the indent where her lace panties indented over her pussy, and she let out a gasp.

“Touch me, Nick.” Natali shivered beneath my touch and pushed her body into my finger so she could get more friction across her pussy lips.

“That is exactly what I’m going to do,” I purred. “Just relax.”

“Oh, Nick… That feels amazing…” Natali breathed as I continued to tease my fingers against the skin of her stomach and the edges of her panties. I could see a damp spot forming on the lace between her legs, and I fought against my desire to just rip the pretty little bit of cloth off so I could lap up her delicious nectar.

“Do you want me to keep going?” I asked as I grazed the pad of my thumb over the outline of her nipple through the fabric of her bra, and the tiny bud instantly hardened beneath my touch.

“Yes!” Natali gasped.

I grinned as I hooked the straps of her bra in my fingers and pulled them over her shoulders. The doctor slid her arms free, and then she unclasped the button on the back. The tiny garment clung to her breasts for a moment before I peeled it away and latched my mouth onto her nipple with a ravenous growl.

“Ohhhh!” she gasped as I began to suck on her breast, and then she groaned when I reached up with my other hand and gently pinched her other nipple.

For a few minutes, she could do nothing more than whine and tremble while I attacked her breasts and nipples with a combination of my mouth, tongue, and fingers. Finally, I heard her breaths leave her throat in agonized gasps, and her hips were grinding against my thigh with a hot urgency, so I decided to give her chest a break.

“Damn, you are beautiful,” I whispered as I pulled away from her breasts and admired her face, hair, and torso. The sunlight shone on her skin like a beacon of glory, and I drank in the sight of her taut nipples bursting out of her perfect breasts. The lines of her stomach muscles looked delicious, too, so I moved my mouth further south and planted kisses along her abdomen.

And she continued to gasp and whine with every half inch I explored.

When my lips brushed against the top of her panties, Natali’s hips bucked toward me compulsively.

“I want you inside of me,” she whispered.

“Hmmm, and I want to taste every inch of you,” I hummed. “So, you are going to have to wait.”

“Ohhh… Nick,” she groaned as her eyes rolled back into her head.

“You taste like sugar. So delicious.” I returned to her breasts and continued my ministrations on her nipples. When her left nipple was swollen and moist, I moved to the right and applied the same sucking and licking motions as I had to the first, and then I licked down the lines of muscles on her stomach before repeating the process again.

“Taste as much as you want,” Natali moaned as her breaths came in ragged pants.

“I intend to,” I murmured against her skin, which elicited goosebumps to raise across her cleavage, and I kissed as many raised bumps as I could before my attention was diverted by the hollow curve of her throat.

Then I moved around her body like a starved man pigging out on a gourmet buffet, and the sounds escaping my lover’s lips only added more fuel to my fire.

“More!” Natali begged as she arched her back, and I complied by circling her nipples once more with my tongue and then latching on with a vengeance. Her hands dove into my hair, and she cradled my head against her chest as she pushed me to suck harder and harder.

“You want more?” I asked in a teasing voice as my hand trailed lower.

“Yes, please!” she gasped.

So, I slid my hand inside the fabric of her damp panties and searched for the node of pleasure at the top of her slit. It was swollen and hot beneath my touch, and Natali’s body shook with delight when I mirrored my tongue’s motions on her nipple with my fingers on her clit.

“Nickkkkkk!” the doctor moaned as an orgasm rolled over her like a boat bobbing on the waves, and her body began to tremble and shake like she was shivering. “Yessss!”

I wasn’t the kind of man who would deny a lady, so I yanked down her panties from her hips and shoved them off her legs. Natali kicked them away and spread open her thighs, and then I could see the trembling of her pink tunnel.

I wanted to do more than view it, though, so I trailed my tongue down her body from her breasts, dipped into her belly button, and then lowered my mouth over her mound while she shook.

“Hmmm… You like that?” I let out a shaky, warm breath directly onto her exposed tunnel, and I was rewarded with another shiver of pleasure from the doctor as her climax continued to climb.

Then I slowly lowered the tip of my tongue until it just barely grazed against her, and I licked her slowly from bottom to top with long, steady laps. Each time I landed on her swollen clit, Natali’s hips bucked toward my face, and she cried out in a deep moan.

“Oh, Nick, yes, yes, more!” she gasped between licks.

“You taste fucking delicious,” I growled as I came up for air. Then I dove right back into the juicy banquet spread out before me.

I slid my tongue inside her entrance and stroked a few times as I explored the folds of her lips, and I planted soft kisses on her inner thighs. Everything I did seemed to draw her closer and closer to another orgasm, and the buildup was causing her muscles to stiffen in expectation.

“This… is… the longest orgasm I’ve ever… haddddd…” Natali panted as her pussy began to gush sweetness into my mouth.

When the intensity of her breathing was turning me on more than I could stand, I stood up on my knees and pulled out my throbbing member.

“What do you want, Natali?” I asked.

“I want you inside me,” she whined as she looked up at me beneath half-closed eyelids.

The look of longing on her face was enough to almost send me over the edge, but I controlled myself and angled the tip of my cock toward her dripping entrance. As I rubbed the head against her clit a few times, her legs shook, and another orgasm gripped her.

“Ohhhh!” Natali groaned as her body began to tremble and shake again. “Put it inside! Please, Nickkkk…”

It was like her pussy was sucking my cock in, and I felt myself being drawn inside her hungry tunnel.

“Fuckk…” I hissed as the velvety sensation enveloped me. “You are so tight, wet, and warm around me.”

“Gods, you’re so big!” Natali moaned, wrapped her legs around me, and allowed my full length to slide deep inside her.

The air hitched in her throat as soon as my cock was as deep inside of her as I could get, and I looked down to see her eyes open, unfocused, and staring at the sky. I almost asked her if she was okay, but then she finally took a deep breath, and her tunnel began to slowly squeeze and release me.

I pulled out slowly and then thrust in again, and stars exploded in my head. It felt way too damn good. I never wanted it to end, and I found myself chanting her name as I slid in and out over and over again.

“Natali, oh, Natali.” I lifted up on her hips so her body was bent to meet each of my thrusts, and only her shoulders and head rested on the leather seats of the hovercraft as I pounded into her slender body.

“Oooh,” Natali moaned as a third orgasm hit her like a tidal wave. Her whole body convulsed like she’d gotten punched in the stomach, and if her face hadn’t been contorted into an expression of utter bliss, I might have worried for her safety.

“I can’t hold off much longer,” I grunted as the pressure built in my body. It was more than I could stand, the sensation of her thighs against me, her boobs bouncing with each stroke, her head thrown back and mouth hanging open in ecstasy.

She was stunning.

“Release inside me!” my lover begged. “Please, Nick! Fill me up!”

“Gooooodddd…” I growled as I slammed harder and deeper into her wet and clenching pussy over and over again, and with each stroke, I felt both of our orgasms drawing nearer.

“It’s…” she gasped. “You are so deep in me…”

“Oh, Natali,” I growled as I angled my cock upward so every part of my shaft and tip would scrap against the top of her velvet tunnel.

“Gods, Nick!” Natali shrieked. “I-I’m com-coming!”

Her body shook again, and her tunnel clamped down and squeezed around my shaft like a well-oiled hand. It was the final straw, and with one last push, I buried my cock deep inside her body entrance and exploded.

Stars burst in my eyes again as I unloaded cupfuls of seed inside her. Her orgasm kept coming, and we rode the waves together like two dolphins swimming in perfect symmetry while I filled her womb. Halfway through my climax, when I’d almost reached my peak, I managed to get enough strength back in my hips to thrust in and out of her while I was still releasing. It had the result I hoped for, and my rough movement caused her to screech again and dig her nails into my shoulder while her pussy clamped around me even tighter.

“Take my cock,” I growled as I forced my rod deeper into her puckered tunnel, and Natali bit my shoulder and screamed into me as her orgasm doubled in sweet agony.

It was several moments later when we both came back to reality and blinked around at the late afternoon sun.

“Wowwww…” I sighed as I came up on my elbows and gave my lover a few gentle kisses.

“Wow… is… correct…” she panted. Then she reached up to cup my cheeks and pulled me back down for a longer kiss.

“It’s been too long,” I whispered as I touched my forehead to hers.

“It has,” she whispered. “You are still so very hard inside of me, Nick, and you poured so much sperm into me. It felt wonderful.”

“That’s the idea,” I chuckled.

I reluctantly pulled out of the doctor, and her pussy clenched, which caused some of my sperm to drip out. Then Natali quickly dipped her finger into the cream and brought it to her lips with a delighted smile.

“You taste good yourself,” she murmured as she licked her finger clean.

It was enough to make my cock pulse, and Natali’s eyes focused there as a playful smile danced across her lips.

“Can you… ” she began.

“Get on top of me this time,” I ordered as I laid back on the leather skiff seats so my erection pointed up at the sky.

Natali was straddling me almost before I got the words out, and then we were both moaning as she slid her cream-filled pussy back around my penis.

We went slower this time, and I wrapped her fingers in mine as she rolled her hips with me deep inside of her. We didn’t speak, we just stared at each other and let out soft moans as our climaxes slowly built over the next half an hour. Finally, we both reached our peaks, and Natali arched her back and cried out to the sky as her body tensed and released a dozen times around my cock. I came a few moments after her, and she fell forward onto my chest while I pumped her womb full of my essence.

Then we laid there together for another ten minutes and cuddled. I was still hard inside of her, but neither one of us wanted to do more but run our fingers slowly across each other’s skin.

“I… I love you,” she whispered, “I will do whatever you want, Nick. I have never felt this way before.”

“I love you, too,” I said as I wrapped my arms around her shoulders.

“All I want is a next time,” she breathed. “I know you are a knight, and I know you might not come back after each mission, but… I just want there to be a next time, and a time after that. This game with the other women… We all feel the same way, so it’s not much of a game. We just all want to be happy. We just want to see you again. We just want to be close to you.”

“Yeah,” I said, since I didn’t know what else to say.

“We should head back,” she sighed. “I need to get lots of sleep before my medical conference tomorrow, and you might be called at any moment to save this planet from the Dax.”

“I haven’t gotten much sleep myself,” I chuckled. “Although, this date was exactly what I needed to help me relax.”

“I’m glad.” Natali gave me a brilliant grin. “I needed this, too. My mind was racing trying to prepare for the speech I have to give tomorrow, and I’ve been worried about you. Sometimes, all we need is a good distraction.”

“Well, let’s get you back to the Stalwart so you can get your sleep,” I said as she sat up on me.

“You really filled me up,” Natali whispered as she slowly came up off my slick penis, and then we both let out a sharp gasp when a river of my sperm poured out of her and splashed onto me.

“And I made a mess of you,” I chuckled.

“Hmmm… don’t worry about me.” Natali gave me a wicked smile. “I like feeling your seed inside of me. It is warm, and the pleasure spreads everywhere. Let me clean you up.”

Natali’s wicked grin grew wider, and then she held her rich chocolate-colored hair back with one hand while she leaned down and began to lick the cum off my cock and stomach. My cock was at half-mast after my second orgasm, but the feeling of her tongue and mouth on me made it as hard as a steel sword, and she let out a husky laugh as she licked up and down all the sides of my penis and gently sucked on the tip.

Natali had me cleaned up a few minutes later, and then she gave my cock one last deep suck before she popped off it, licked a bit of my cream off her fingers, and gave me a mischievous grin.

“That… That was really nice…” I panted.

“Good,” she laughed. “You deserved it. Now, let’s get going. I had a wonderful date, and your cock did, too.”

“That’s for sure,” I chuckled.

I began to pull my armor back on, and then I handed her the dress and her undergarments with a dramatic flourish, which earned me a giggle in reward.

“If only the conference was as much fun as our date,” Natali teased. “I’d be way more excited about going.”

“I’m surprised they’re still having any conferences like that,” I noted. “With the Dax in the city, everyone is in danger.”

“The Aquitanians won’t allow much to interfere with their daily lives,” Natali explained. “They would much rather turn a blind eye to their neighbors’ suffering than to change their normal behavior for one day.”

“It could cost a lot of lives,” I said with a frown.

“Don’t worry, Nick,” Natali assured me as she laid a comforting hand on my shoulder. “We will stop them before they hurt anyone.”

“I hope so.” My frown deepened. “But I think I should escort you to the conference just to be safe.”

“I’d like that.” She smiled.

With that settled, I turned the hovercraft motor back on and aimed for the shore, and a short while later, we were back on our skiff and then docking in the Stalwart. I kissed Natali goodbye and headed to my room, and I was practically asleep before my head even hit the pillow. It was still light out, but the sun was fading fast. I’d spent the entire day on the water with Natali, and I didn’t regret a single moment of it.

Still, I hoped the search crews found something to lead us to the invading Dax.

My dreams were turbulent and full of conflict, but when I woke up they quickly faded away and were replaced with memories of Natali’s scent and her cries of pleasure. I’d thoroughly enjoyed my time with the doctor, and I hoped we got another date again soon.

At least I’d get to spend time with her on the way to her medical conference. Still, worry gnawed at me. I didn’t want to run into any Dax while I was taking Natali to her event, but I knew she would go without me even if I said it was too dangerous.

I groaned and rubbed my face before I pushed myself out of bed.

“What’s wrong, sleeping beauty?” Nathan teased from his bed. “Bad dreams?”

“No,” I chuckled. “I was just thinking about how many Dax could be hidden inside the city walls right now.”

“Try not to worry so much,” Neville suggested. “We’ll be out there searching soon, and until then the other knights have it under control.”

“I promised Natali I would escort her to a medical conference this morning,” I admitted. “I’m worried about running into trouble on the way.”

“We can go with you,” Richard offered and shrugged. “Strength in numbers and all that.”

“That’s actually a good idea,” I replied as I thought it over. “As long as Natali is okay with us having company.”

“It’s not like you’re escorting her to a lodge or anything,” Neville snickered. “I’m sure you can keep it in your pants for a short walk, right?”

“I have no issue controlling myself,” I chuckled. “I’ll go ask Natali if she’s okay with it. I’ll come grab you guys in a bit.”

I raked a hand through my hair and straightened my knight’s clothes that I’d fallen asleep in. Then I walked through the hallways of the Stalwart in a half-asleep daze, but by the time I reached the infirmary, I was more awake.

Natali was bent over a notebook with a pen tucked into her braid, and I knocked on the door frame.

“Good morning,” I greeted.

“Good morning!” Natali turned around and dazzled me with a brilliant smile. Then she scanned me over with creased eyebrows. “You’re not dressed. Aren’t you still escorting me to the conference? I have to leave in less than an hour.”

“Yes, of course, I am,” I assured her. “I just came to ask you if you would mind the twins and Neville tagging along. I’d feel better having more firepower with the Dax wandering the city, and the Captain hasn’t indicated he needs us to patrol.”

“That’s a good point.” Natali frowned. “I half expected to have a cancellation letter in my inbox when I woke up, but they are moving forward with the event as planned. If your friends are willing, I’d be happy to have them come with us.”

“Good.” I grinned. “I’ll go let them know, and we’ll be back in less than an hour.”

“Thank you, Nick,” Natali said with a wide smile. “For the escort… and… for yesterday…”

“You’re very welcome,” I replied with a wink, and then I retraced my footsteps back to the room I shared with the other new knights.

“What did she say?” Nathan asked as soon as I entered.

“She said yes,” I confirmed before moving to my trunk to get geared up. “I suggest you guys hurry, we have to leave in under an hour.”

“Yes, sir,” Richard chirped with a mock salute.

“Hey, you don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” I reminded them.

“We’re going,” Neville insisted. “The four of us haven’t hung out together in forever. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me, too,” I said, and the twins nodded their agreement.

A short while later, the four of us were headed to the infirmary when we ran into Elle, and the point clerk looked stunning in her golden coat and her raven hair pulled back into an elaborate braid.

“Where are you knights off to?” she asked after she’d given me a sweet kiss on my cheek.

“We are going to escort Natali to her medical conference,” I informed the beautiful woman.

“I’m jealous,” Elle teased. “You get to go see the city, and I’m stuck inside categorizing gear for you and breaking down gear into Dust.”

“We are very grateful you are doing that for us,” I said.

“Yeah, thank you so much, Elle.” Nathan nodded fervently.

“We really appreciate it,” Richard said. “You are doing us a solid favor.”

“Yeah, thank you,” Neville said. “When do you think you’ll be done with it, and do you need any more help?”

“I’m fine, gentleman,” Elle laughed. “Thank you for your words of appreciation. I should get through the lot of it in another day or so, Moses is really helping. I do have one request, though.”

“Name it,” I said. “We are in your debt.”

“I’m about to have too much dust for regulation, and Casey said she’s fully stocked. There’s a Dust dealer nearby… Perhaps I could get an invite to accompany you five, and we could swing by?”

I exchanged a questioning look with my friends, and they all nodded eagerly.

“My dear lady, would you like to come with us and visit the Dust dealer?” I took her hand in mine and gently kissed it.

“Ohhh… My… Well… I’ll have to check my plans for the day…” Elle pretended to think about it for a moment with a dainty finger tapping against her perfect lips, but then she grinned and nodded. “Sure, thanks for asking.”

I laughed and pulled her under my arm. Even with the threat of Dax looming around every corner, it was going to be fun to spend time with Natali, Elle, and all my friends.

“Do you need us to carry some dust?” Nathan asked as we began to walk toward the infirmary.

“Nope,” Elle laughed. “There is wayyyyyyy too much to carry. Even for you knights. I’ll just broker the deal and have it delivered.”

“Makes sense,” Neville said.

Natali was ready to go when we made our way to the infirmary, and the six of us took off on foot through the docking station dome. There were Aquitanians bustling around like normal in every direction, and I still had trouble believing there wasn’t a city-wide panic.

“No one seems scared,” Neville observed as he glanced around. “Don’t they know about the Dax invasion?”

“I do not believe they do,” Elle said as her hazel eyes scanned the busy dock. “There isn’t even an increase in military presence.”

“Maybe they don’t have the numbers to increase,” I pointed out. “The nobles we spoke to mentioned pulling troops and knights from nearby star systems.”

“So, the Aquitanians spread themselves too thin,” Richard surmised. “And now we have to be the ones to pick up their slack.”

“Perhaps they are approaching the Dax threat as spies more so than a militant invasion,” Natali mused. “If they alerted the entire city to the danger, then the Dax would know their presence was detected.”

“The fact they haven’t attacked anyone yet makes me nervous,” Nathan admitted. “It feels like something bad is coming, but I don’t know what.”

I knew what he meant. With the Dax’s presence in the city not being treated like the big deal it truly was, more and more lives were put into jeopardy every minute that passed.

We left the docking station and entered the city proper, and we saw the same level of activity and business as usual in the market center. Hawkers and vendors shouted their wares in every pocket of the crowded street. Jewelers, craftsmen, and weavers displayed their goods on stands around the square, and children with sticky faces ran between all the people giggling. Everyone seemed to be having a good time except for us, and our solemn faces were met with questioning glances, suspicious glares, and silence.

A single guard stood in the center of the square leaning on his staff with an air of casual boredom. A single Dax warrior would decimate a crowd like this if they chose to, and my gaze darted from side to side as I analyzed every stimulus.

The medical building was a short, long rectangle with bright white x designs on the exterior. The flag of Aquitaine flew above the entrance, and several people were filing into the building when we approached. Unlike the market square, this building was lined with guards, so I breathed a sigh of relief.

At least the Aquitanians were smart enough to protect their medical experts during a crisis.

“This is the place,” Natali announced. “Thanks for getting me here safely, Nick.”

“Yeah, only Nick,” Neville said with a roll of his eyes.

“I did ask Nick for the escort,” Natali laughed at my friends, “but thank you as well, Neville.”

“Don’t be an ass, Neville.” Elle smirked as she smacked him in the arm. “Nick deserves the credit. You three just follow him around like ducklings after their mama.”

“A baby duck?” Nathan snorted. “What did Nick actually do, though? Besides walk around with a shit eating grin on his face?”

“Exactly,” Elle and Natali said in unison, and we all burst out laughing.

“Okay, I really have to go now,” Natali informed me, but she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me firmly. “I’ll see you later.”

“Absolutely.” I grinned, and I waved her off as she turned and joined the crowd headed into the building. Then I turned to my friends and motioned to Elle. “Now, we go sell your Dust.”

“If it helps,” Elle said as her lips turned up into a smile, “it’s the last step I need to complete before I can start transferring some of the balance to your accounts.”

“Let’s go!” Richard cheered enthusiastically, and we all laughed again.

We were making our way through the market center once more, since the Dust dealer laid on the side closer to the docking station, when I heard an angry shout to my right.

“You!” a familiar sounding voice yelled.

I swiveled to see who had shouted, and I saw an Aquitanian Knight in full red power armor marching toward me with a scowl. I hadn’t noticed his flowing mane of blond locks when we’d fought in the bar, but I’d recognize the crooked angle of his nose anywhere after that night.

“Fuck,” I muttered. “That’s one of the knights we fought in the bar the other night.”

“He seems to remember you,” Richard observed in a casual voice. “What, you break his nose or something?”

“Uhhh…” I cleared my throat.

“You broke his nose…” Nathan sighed.

“What’s the plan?” Neville asked as his hands hovered over his rapiers.

“I’m going to try to talk us out of this, so follow my lead,” I whispered, and then I spoke louder to address the quickly approaching knight. “Hello! Sir Von, isn’t it?”

“I’m sure you remember me,” he huffed. “Who are you? Sir Nobody?”

“Oh, so you have heard of me,” I laughed. “I didn’t realize I was famous.”

“Oh, you’re famous,” Sir Von sneered. “The freshly knighted famous squire they call a Hero of Tyranus.”

“That’s me.” I shrugged. Tyranus felt like a lifetime ago, and I’d accomplished so many things since then it sounded like child’s play when I thought back to that terrifying mission.

“What’s the most successful squire of Caledonia doing on Aquitaine? Oh, that’s right, he’s on the shittiest ship in his entire fleet.” Sir Von crossed his arms over his chest like he’d just landed a hot insult, but my friends and I exchanged a confused glance over what had sounded like a compliment.

“Funny,” I snickered. “I’ve never even heard of you, but you’ve heard of me and my ship.”

“Damn!” Neville and the twins exclaimed.

“That had to hurt,” Richard quipped.

“I think I have an extra med kit on me,” Nathan offered with a grin.

“Come on, guys,” Elle said as she shot a scathing glare at the Aquitanian knight. “Let’s stop wasting our time with this piece of trash.”

“Takes trash to know trash,” Sir Von countered as he eyed Elle with hatred. “If you’re looking for trash, just look in the mirror.”

“What did you just fucking say?” I growled under my breath, but the beautiful point clerk laid a warning hand on my arm.

“Don’t let him affect your emotions,” she warned. “He’s not worth it.”

“Listen to your little kingdom whore,” Sir Von spat, and Neville, Richard, and Nathan also growled as they moved their hands to their weapons.

“That’s enough,” I said in a deadly calm voice. “This is your one chance, Sir Von. Apologize to the lady.”

“Or what?” he sneered. “Big bad squire will make me?”

“Knight.” I frowned. “And yes, I will.”

What kind of manners did they teach the Aquitanian Knights? I’d thought Emeric’s violence and vileness were unique, but the more interactions I had with these knights, the more Emeric looked like the norm.

“Let’s duel, then.” Sir Von gave me a wicked smile full of loathing. “If you’re not scared.”

“One on one,” I insisted.

“Nick, no,” Elle pleaded.

“No one calls you a whore,” I said.

Sir Von was already pulling his sword free from its magnetons, though, so I grabbed my falchion and ushered my red-faced friends back. Then, once there was a wide space clear of people, we began to circle each other.

The people milling about in the area closest to us quickly caught on to what was happening, and everyone created a wide circle around us to watch. There had to be upwards of a hundred people standing around, but they stayed far enough away that I didn’t worry about them getting hurt by a stray swing or blow.

We touched the tip of our swords together before we swept them away with the formal bow signaling the start of the duel, and then we circled once more.

“Scared yet, kid?” Sir Von taunted as he lunged forward to aim a slice at my neck.

“Are you trying to kill me?” I asked as I raised my falchion in time to block the blow. My sword caught his on the angle, and I spun my arm in a wide arch to knock his blade out of reach.

“Damn,” Sir Von huffed as he retrieved his sword from the ground.

“Are you done?” I taunted.

“I’ll be done when you’re dead,” he growled, and judging from the way he charged toward me with his sword raised, he absolutely meant to kill me.

“Oh, so this is a fight to the death, then?” I hissed as I easily blocked his attack and then sent a half-effort thrust at his stomach to test his defenses.

“Isn’t it obvious?” he growled as he smacked aside my blade with the speed I expected from him.

His admission meant I’d have to defend my life, but I didn’t want to mess up relationships at the moment, so I’d have to take out Von without killing him. I’d managed it the last time we’d fought, but there hadn’t been weapons during the bar fight.

I stepped to the side just as his blade swooshed through the air where I’d been standing, and I whipped out my falchion to nick the back of his knee.

Sir Von winced and swiveled to attack once more. His blows were wide and aggressive, but it left the perfect opening for me to get some minor cuts in at the seams of his armor. So, I sliced at his knees, elbows, and dipped my blade into the gap between his arms and shoulders.

A short while later, Sir Von’s breaths were coming in ragged pants, and his armor was dappled with his own blood. He’d yet to land a single blow on me, and I hadn’t even initiated my speed sequence or any runes.

But I wanted to keep the duel clean and win it by technique and skill with my falchion alone. This is what I had practiced for.

Suddenly, Sir Von faked a move to the left, so I pretended to fall for it, and when he darted to the right in the last moment and tossed his sword from one hand to the other, I was ready. I met his sideways slice with an upper cut of my falchion, and I caught his blade on the hilt of my sword.

If I didn’t have my gauntlets on, his blade would have cut deep into my fist, but as it was, I had the leverage and angle I needed to rip his sword from his grip for the second time.

I made sure to fling it even further away, and it clattered against the stone pavement like a siren of defeat.

Sir Von hung his head, but he didn’t make a move to pick his sword up again.

I’d won the duel, and he couldn’t deny it.

“Now,” I said in a loud, clear voice as I pointed to Elle. “Apologize to the lady.”

“I will not apologize to a kingdom whore,” the knight spat in response.

“You’re an asshole,” I informed him with a hard look.

Sir Von’s face went dark, and his glare was so full of hatred I could feel it across the distance between us. Then he tapped a button on his prot-belt.

“Assistance needed in the market center,” Sir Von said into his comms. “I’ve got some trash that needs to be cleaned up.”

A moment later, three more knights dressed in red power armor emerged from a nearby business and headed toward us.

Not good.

“Four against one isn’t fair,” Neville pointed out. “You’re going to need back up.”

“Yeah, Nick,” Richard argued. “Let us help you.”

“We’re a team,” Nathan reminded me. “Same as always.”

“Alright.” I nodded. “Let’s kick their asses into next week.”

The crowd cheered when the Aquitanian knights entered into the open area they’d created on the edge of the market center for Sir Von and I to duel in. It seemed like the citizens were rooting against us. It was ironic because we’d made their safety a higher priority than their own leaders and protectors had, but I wouldn’t have expected Caledonians to behave any differently if the tables were turned.

The Aquitanian Knights seemed to get riled up by the crowd, and one of them even turned to amp up the gathered people even more. Then they started chanting.

“Teach them a lesson!” someone yelled from the crowd.

Suddenly, Sir Von charged forward and tackled me around the waist. We slammed into the ground in a crash of armor, and the fight was off with a bang. I shoved the tall man off me with a growl, and then I jumped to my feet just in time to dodge a punch from another knight.

Neville stepped in and sucker punched the guy in the side of the head, and his whole body spun from the motion. He came back around and kicked out at Neville with a sideways foot, but the marksman darted quickly out of reach.

Nathan and Richard were also embroiled with their own opponents, and by the time I turned my attention back to Sir Von, he was on his feet and lunging for me again.

I landed an uppercut on his chin, and then I squatted down to rain several punches into his stomach. When his head flew forward again, I met it with my knee, and I felt a crunch resonate through my leg.

Pretty sure his jaw was broken.

“Meuuahhh!” Blood sprayed from Sir Von’s previously broken nose and face as he flew backward to slam into the ground.

I didn’t give the asshole any time to recover, though. I quickly straddled him and began to pummel him in the face like one of the cooks on the Stalwart would tenderize meat before cooking it.

Von took a dozen or so hits to the face, but then another one of his knights kicked his toe out toward me, and I had to bring my hands up to block my face so my skull wouldn’t get kicked off my shoulders.

Sir Von maneuvered out from underneath me in my moment of distraction, and he grabbed his sword from where it had landed a few paces behind us. Then he charged forward with a sword raised and aimed for my head.

I reacted with split second instincts to bring my falchion away from my magnetons just in time to block the blow, and I swept his blade away with a circling motion as I got to my feet.

“Why are you trying to kill me?” I asked in a calm voice. “Our kingdoms are allies.”

“Caledonia wishes to subvert the Aquitanian people,” Sir Von snarled. “I will not allow my people to be changed by your ways.”

He swung at my neck, but I blocked it easily.

“We aren’t trying to change you,” I argued. “We’re trying to save your people from the Dax, you dumb fuck!”

A hush went over the crowd at my words. I hadn’t realized I’d spoken loud enough for the gathered audience to hear, but maybe it was for the best that they found out exactly what was going on in their city.

“Lies!” Sir Von hissed as he attacked again. “You’ve come to enslave my people, and dishonor the line of Aquita Originals!”

I skipped to the side and missed his swing by inches.

“I don’t even know what that is!” I countered as I raised my falchion once more. “The Dax are inside the city, and you are wasting time trying to pick fights with us.”

“More lies!” Sir Von growled and charged toward me at breakneck speed.

I didn’t have time to get out of the way, so I angled my shoulder forward to catch the brunt of the impact.

He slammed into me like a bullet train, and I grimaced as my feet slid backward over the paving stones. I kept my stance, though, and managed to stay upright.

We were locked together at the shoulders, but I flipped my falchion around in my grip so the blade was pointed toward the ground, and then I slammed the hilt of my blade into Sir Von’s temple.

His eyes went blank as his body slackened, and he fell to the ground in an unconscious heap.

“You should have apologized,” I spat, and then I glanced up to see Nathan holding one of the knights in a chokehold, Richard dancing around a second with fists flying like a well-trained boxer, and Neville moving so fast his motions were a blur as he hopped around his enemy.

Elle caught my eye from the sidelines, and her expression was full of worry.

It was time to end this.

So, I pressed a button on my prot-belt to display the stats for my falchion.

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.

I would have five seconds to dispatch at least one of the knights and get the upper hand on the fight again, so I activated the rune and felt the shroud sweep over me. A surprised gasp shot through the crowd as I vanished, and I grinned as I darted toward the knight fighting against Neville.

It took me three seconds to get into position, but by the time the invisibility wore off, I had him in a choke hold. A moment later, he was out.

Two down, two to go.

I glanced over at the twins and saw them fighting two-against-one while a red armored heap nearby indicated they’d knocked out one of their opponents.

My friends were kicking ass and not taking any names.

It didn’t take them long to vanquish their final enemy, and then the four of us stood among the pile of unconscious men catching our breaths. Elle rushed up to me and flung her arms around my neck, and she planted a hard kiss against my lips before she smacked me in the shoulder.

“Not sure if you’re happy or mad,” I observed with an arched eyebrow.

“Both!” Elle huffed. “I’m happy you’re okay, but I’m mad you went and defended my honor like that.”

“You mean acted like a knight?” I chuckled. “I’m not going to stand by and let some asshole call you names.”

“But now the Aquitanians will have reason to break the treaty,” Elle argued. “We should have just stayed out of it.”

“I fought that asshole before and nothing happened.” I shrugged. “Maybe this time he finally got some sense knocked into him.”

“He was the one in the bar who shoved that girl, huh?” Neville asked as he rolled Sir Von over with his boot.

“Yep.” I frowned. “I haven’t seen him be anything but a prick from the moment I met him.”

“I suppose we shouldn’t worry about him, then,” Elle relented with a sigh. “Come on, let’s sell this Dust so I can get you guys your KPs.”

“You took the words right out of my mouth,” Richard breathed, and I swore I saw currency signs in his eyes.

“You definitely do not have to ask me twice,” Nathan added with a broad grin.

“Just as long as we don’t have to fight our way back to the Stalwart,” Neville bemoaned. “I’ve had enough action for one day, and we could still run into the Dax.”

“Let’s get this over with and get back to the ship,” I said. Then I gestured for Elle to lead the way, since she had the location of the Dust Dealer marked on a mental map.

The point clerk was one of the most intelligent women I’d ever met, and her unique ability to manipulate computers amazed me. She called it a Medusa Link, and the name was apt given the black, snake-like tendrils that emerged from Elle’s face to connect to the electronic interfaces.

The rest of the afternoon was uneventful. We escorted Elle to the Dust Dealer, and we stood outside while she haggled prices over the amount of Dust she’d gathered. They made arrangements for a pick up from the Stalwart, and the two of them shook hands to finalize the deal.

Then we all made our way back to the ship, and we were almost back to the docking station dome when a man darted up out of nowhere and grabbed me by the arm.

“Sir, sir, please,” he pleaded.

“What is it?” I asked with a frown.

“You have to believe me,” he continued.

Suddenly, I recognized him as one of the citizens Matthias and I had questioned during our search for the Dax invaders.

“I’ll believe you,” I insisted. “Please, tell me what’s wrong.”

“I saw it, I swear, I saw it!” he exclaimed as he grabbed my arm even tighter.

“What was it?” I demanded, and I was quickly losing my patience. “What did you see?”

“I spotted some of the men you are looking for!” the man announced. “The warriors in black armor are here! I saw them! I swear, I did!”

My blood pounded in my ears. It was confirmed. The Dax were inside the city. This man had survived the encounter, but how many others wouldn’t be as lucky?

We had to tell the Captain, and fast.
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Chapter Nine

“Tell me exactly what you saw,” I directed the Aquitanian man who’d approached me.

The man had greasy brown hair and bags below his eyes, his clothes were old and worn thin, and his hands were roughly callused from hard labor. If my memory was correct, this man was a farmer, and he’d explained how the majority of the working population lived in the outer limits of Aquita.

“You were asking if I saw anything suspicious,” the man explained in an urgent voice. “Well, I was on the farm near the outer limits of the city on the south side when I saw a group of men I didn’t recognize.”

“It’s not like you know everyone in the city,” Nathan pointed out.

“Yeah, that’s impossible,” Richard added.

“Let him speak, guys,” Elle groaned as she turned sympathetic eyes to the desperate man before us.

“I know what an Aquitanian looks like and sounds like,” the man insisted in a desperate voice. “Please! You have to believe me! These men were speaking a language I did not recognize, and they wore black armor, just like you said!”

“We believe you,” I assured him. “We just need more information. Is there anything else you can tell us? How many were there?”

“I do not know.” The man shook his head. “A lot. I turned and ran as soon as I saw them…”

“Why didn’t you alert the guards?” I demanded as anger caused my blood to rush through my veins.

We’d been searching for the Dax for days, and this was the first lead we’d gotten. I wasn’t about to let it slip away. I would make the Dax regret ever stepping foot on this planet if they killed one innocent person.

“I did!” the man sighed. “They told me to go tell the council of nobles…”

“Ridiculous,” Neville scoffed. “I bet they didn’t listen, huh? Why didn’t they raise the alarm?”

“I told them I saw strange men on the edge of the city with metal cylinders in their hands,” the man pressed. “At first, they did not want to believe me. Then they kept asking if the foreigners were headed toward the palace. The nobles didn’t seem to care about the outer limits.”

“Cylinders?” I frowned. “Why didn’t you mention that earlier?”

“One of the men was giving them to the others,” the man said as his voice grew increasingly angry. “Please, Mr. Knight, you have to help us.”

“We will.” I gave him a look of grim determination. “First, we have to tell our captain, though. Come with us. I’ll need you to repeat everything you’ve told me to Captain Cross.”

“There’s no time!” the man gasped. “You must stop the Dax now, and I have to go protect my children.”

“If there’s any hope for your children, or the city for that matter, it starts with the captain,” I assured the man. “I know you’re worried about your family, but this is the best way to make sure everyone in the whole city stays safe.”

“Alright,” the man relented as he pursed his lips. “I will go with you to see your captain, but as soon as I am done I must find my children and take them home.”

“Thank you,” I said, and I gave him a reassuring smile. “What’s your name again? I’m sorry I don’t remember from the last time we spoke.”

“It’s okay, Sir Knight, my name is Kevin Griffin,” the man replied with a curt nod. “You spoke to a lot of us workers that day, I’m sure the names were hard to follow for an outsider, but I thank you for listening to me when no one else would.”

“Nice to meet you, Kevin.” I inclined my head. “I’m Nick.”

“You did the right thing by stopping us,” Elle said in a comforting voice as she took Kevin’s hand and patted it softly. “Nick is a good knight, he will help your people.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “You are brave, Kevin. Let’s go help your people. Follow me.”

We were already close to the docking station dome, but any time wasted could be another innocent life lost. I didn’t know what the cylinder thing was about, but I was sure Captain Cross would get to the bottom of it, and I would do anything I could to help him out.

I thought briefly about teleporting Kevin to the bridge, but I figured it would scare the shit out of him, and I didn’t want any more people than necessary to know about my mutation.

The others fell into formation beside me, but I noticed the twins hung back to flank our civilian witness in order to protect him while we ran. They’d really progressed as knights since our first meeting as squires, and I was proud to see my friends’ growth. All three of them kept their eyes on our perimeter, and their hands hovered over their weapons’ hilts. I kept the pace at breakneck speed for a while, and the sound of our stomping boots echoed down the street behind us. People were still crowding the pathway, but they leapt to the side when we didn’t slow down.

“I’m going to call ahead to alert the command team,” I said as I activated the menu from my prot-belt, selected Captain Cross’ channel, and spoke into my visor’s microphone. “Captain, sir, this is Lyons.”

“What is it, Lyons?” Commander Reynold’s voice came through the comms instead of the captain’s.

“I have a witness who saw the Dax on the south side of the city,” I informed the commander. “I’m bringing him to the bridge to tell the captain what he saw.”

“Very good,” the commander’s voice replied. “We’ll await you on the bridge.”

“They’re waiting for us,” I informed my team without slowing our pace.

Kevin began to slow down, though, but I was surprised he was actually keeping up with us at all. Not every man trained as a knight and went through the rigorous physical regimen we did, but the farmer had a stout frame and wore a look of determination on his face. He seemed like a good man, and I was happy he’d been looking out for his people.

Elle was physically fit, and in another life, she could have trained to be a knight. My dark-haired girlfriend still wasn’t as strong or athletic as Treyin, but she’d stood beside me during several battles in the past, and she had no problem keeping up with the pace I set. When I glanced at her, I noticed the corners of her lips flick upward, and her cheeks grew pinker.

A short while later, Kevin, Elle, Neville, the twins, and I were all crowded onto the bridge with the rest of the Space Knights, Matthias, the commander, and the captain. We all listened patiently while the Aquitanian man repeated his observations, and when he’d completed his tale, silence fell.

Finally, the captain cleared his throat, and his dark eyes scanned the room full of expectant eyes.

Everyone held their breath to hear what the next move would be.

“If the Aquitanian nobles are going to turn a blind eye to the outer limits,” he said in a hard voice, “then that’s where we need to focus our efforts.”

“Thank you, sir,” Kevin gushed. “Thank you for helping my people.”

“Thank you for telling us of the problem,” Captain Cross said as he gave the man a nod. “If you tell Commander Reynolds your contact information, we will ensure you receive a reward for your brave actions.”

“Begging your pardon, Sir Knight,” Kevin said as he bowed his head. “I do not need a reward. I just need my people saved, even if they are too foolish to take this seriously.”

“We’ll do our best,” Cross said, and then he turned back to all of us.

“We have to check it out,” Reynolds pointed out. “All hands on deck. Each knight will take an artilleryman and spread out around the outer limits.”

“My axes are thirsty for Dax blood,” Olav cooed with a loving stroke to one of his weapon’s handles. “Leave them to me.”

“The cylinders are a curious detail,” Matthias observed. “Once I have one of them, I should be able to pinpoint the thermal output on every device and create a map of their locations.”

“Shouldn’t be too hard to find.” Leith shrugged. “Kill anyone holding a shiny cylinder. Problem solved.”

“Our first duty should be to protect the people ignored by the government,” Moses argued, and the shield knight furrowed his brow. “I’ll work on clearing the outer limits and evacuating the people toward the palace courtyard.”

“I’ll follow in your wake and scan for shiny things,” Flannagan offered as his blue eyes glittered with amusement.

“Sounds like you all know what you’re doing,” Captain Cross observed. “Get to work, team.”

“I’m ready,” I insisted. “Tell me where to go.”

“I’ll go with Nick,” Elle offered. “I may not be an artilleryman or a knight, but I can hold my own against the Dax.”

“No, Elle,” I argued as I turned to my girlfriend. “You’re the only point clerk we have. We can’t afford to lose you.”

“We can’t afford to lose anyone, Nick,” she countered and lifted her chin defiantly. “And we’re already going to be spread thin as it is.”

“Miss McGrath has a point,” Captain Cross interjected. “She is Academy trained, just like you. Plus, I’ll need some artillerymen to stay on board the Stalwart to guard the Caledonian nobles, and some to escort me to the palace to demand the Aquitanians do something for their own people. Matthias, work on your drone map and have it ready to send the coordinates of all the cylinders to every member of the team. Elle and Lyons together, everyone else split up and grab an artilleryman.”

With that settled, Elle and I turned to leave, but Commander Reynolds held up her hand to stop us, so we paused to hear what she had to say.

“I’m going to patch over the map Matthias’ drones are compiling to all of you,” Reynolds informed us. “We’ve already compiled some data from our searches and have points of interest to start your hunt. You should be able to modify it and cross off locations already investigated. That way we aren’t wasting our time checking the same places over and over again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied with a quick salute.

Then Elle and I trotted out of the bridge and entered the elevator. I hit the button for the first floor, and a few moments later we entered the hangar. A beep in my ear alerted me to a new database available through my prot-belt, and I assumed it was the map of the city Reynolds had mentioned.

It would be very useful if our search was going to be thorough, which I had every intention of it being. First things first, though: I needed to check out the area where Kevin had first seen the Dax. He’d given Captain Cross the coordinates, and it lay just beyond the market center on the side closest to the walls.

Elle and I jogged through the docking station dome and out into the city. I didn’t want to take transportation and risk missing anything on the ground, so we remained on foot.

The market square was less populated as the sun began to set. Only a few vendors remained shouting out their available wares, and they almost sounded like the ocean birds squawking over fish. We turned left to leave the square, and the businesses shifted into multi-level houses and community spaces shortly after we entered the side street.

We headed toward the outer edges of the city, and as we got further away from the market square, the streets grew more and more ragged and rundown. Human waste was tossed into the street from second story windows, muddy children played sword fighting with gnarled sticks, and everywhere we looked, the people were scowling.

The scene reminded me of my home world. It was a far cry from the pristine white washed inner-city near the palace and government building. It seemed like there were two very different cultures residing in Aquita: the nobles with their selfish motivations, and the peasants scraping by on what the nobles left for them.

My shoulders tensed as I scanned the dark corners and muddy alleyways. Ratty tapestries draped from terraces and created a network of fabric much like the Wayfarer’s area of the Market Spire on Fortress Bratton. A chill ran down my spine at the memory, and my hand hovered above the hilt of my falchion.

The area wasn’t as densely packed as the market center had been, but there were still a few people milling around. Children ran up and down the street and chased each other around with their stick swords, but nobody seemed afraid.

With a group of Dax Star Spears in the city, why hadn’t there been an attack yet?

“Not a place I’d visit on my own,” Elle muttered under her breath, “but I must admit, this is a very exciting date, Nick.”

“Let’s hope it gets more exciting,” I said as I hit the button on my prot-belt that displayed my current inventory of synchronized gear.

Something in my gut told me I was going to be fighting soon.

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 into an enemy. Effect increases with multiple weapons.

I’d scavenged the knives from a Dax initiate while I was on Ecoma. The initiate had died helping me and the Ecomese people fight off Grendels on the Den Ark. I’d used the blades many hundreds of times to stun my enemies, and they’d always come in handy.

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.

I’d grown very attached to my falchion, especially since it was made by Elle and Casey, and the added Greater Shroud rune helped me turn invisible. I could use it offensively to do a Slayer type murder attack, or I could use it to get away if the battle got too dangerous.

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.

The Hammer of Lightning Elemental was the first summoner weapon I’d ever picked up, and even though it needed to be repaired often, I couldn’t picture myself ever parting with it.

Unless I found something even more badass.

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.

This wasn’t my favorite weapon in my arsenal, but Dax Star Spears were as powerful as Caledonian Knights, and slowing them down, even just a bit, helped me to get the edge I needed. This effect was especially useful when I had a lot of summoned or undead minions that attacked quickly.

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.

This was my most powerful weapon that paired perfectly with my summoner equipment. It had taken me a bit to get used to the idea of turning the corpses of my summoned pets into bone monsters, but once I got the hang of it, I was able to manage a small army of creatures that served me.

Next, I moved to my armor and quickly studied each piece.

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.

My void serpents weren’t very powerful, but when I duplicated the portals and increased the amount I summoned, the effect was like a tidal wave of venomous monsters that could quickly overcome any foe who couldn’t escape their slithering doom.

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%).

I was still wearing Squire level helm and gloves, but this was the next piece of gear I needed to replace. They did keep my legs relaxed after a long period of running or standing, but the effect was more for comfort than any sort of actual combat ability.

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%).

These boots also weren’t great, but they weren’t terrible, and I was hoping Elle would have an upgrade for me figured out in the next few days after she sorted through the giant pile of Dax loot.

Armor Type: Deathtouch Bracers

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: +10% void defense

Runes inscribed: Deathtouch

Rune class: Knight (Slayer)

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.

This was one of my newest pieces of armor, and I was actually a bit surprised to see the Royal Trident Forces’ database had classified the new Deathtouch rune as a Slayer class, but I supposed it could have been either that or a Lich. I was really looking forward to testing this out, and I wondered if the “Killing 10 enemies” part would apply to anything my minions killed.

Armor Type: Spaulders of Bloodbeast Sigil

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Raise Bloodbeast Sigil

Rune class: Knight (Lich)

Rune effects: Upon activation, ground beneath the user is marked with a sigil. Any living creature that dies within the sigil marking returns as a bloodbeast under the user’s control.

My second new piece of armor was a significant upgrade to my old shoulder piece. I couldn’t wait to give it a try, and I knew it was going to synergize wonderfully with my other magic items.

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.

My chest piece was relatively new, and it was really good. I didn’t quite need the 10% increase to my musculature capabilities anymore because of my Pendant of Lesser Vengeance, but it was still useful. The real benefit to the armor was being able to create duplicates of myself, and I imagined I’d be using this chest piece for a long time. Unless I could find a Lich or Summoner one that really blew me away.

I only had one ring on, and I would love to get another, but it was really damn good:

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.

The Wolf’s Hour was one of my favorite items, especially since I could use my mutation to increase and split the summoned portal effect. The Fenrir wasn’t as strong as a Space Knight, but if I quadrupled the power of the portal, the wolf-monster that emerged would strike fear into the heart of any Star Spear.

I turned my eyes to the stats of my necklace, and I felt my chest warm as I thought about how lucky I was to have found this seemingly poorly designed rune.

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.

This was the most powerful item I owned, and it offered me unbelievable synergy with my other Summoner and Lich equipment. With the Allied Vengeance rune, I was practically a one-man army, since I increased in power when any of my summons or undead minions died. If I could manage my summons and nanorunes as accurately as I had on Shess, then I could handle a few Dax and keep Elle safe at the same time.

It was the item that held my entire build together with almost unlimited synergy, and I wondered if I might become one of the most powerful Space Knights in the RTF once I got a bit better gear around the theme.

“Is everything okay, Nick?” The beautiful point clerk glanced at me out of the corner of her eye as we walked side by side.

“Yeah, of course,” I replied quickly. “Just checking my gear.”

“Ahh,” she said. “I meant to talk to you about that… but I didn’t want to say anything in front of your friends and Moses.”

“Moses is also my friend,” I chuckled, “but I think I know where this is going.”

“Look,” she began and averted her eyes. “I know… I know you have to do what you have to do to serve the queen. We all do. I just care about you… more than I’ve ever cared about anyone else.”

“I care about you, too, Elle,” I said as I gave her a smile. “You are very important to me. You don’t have to worry about me using Lich gear. I can handle it.”

“It was banned for a reason,” she said as she shook her head. “In the old days, Lich Knights began to drift too far toward the darkness. They wanted life to end so they could control it.”

“It’s just a tool,” I countered. “And I’ll use the power to protect you and everyone else I love.”

“Okay,” she sighed. “But just remember we do love you, okay? We all worry about you with every mission, and the Lich stuff… well… it makes me worry more.”

“I’ll remember,” I said. “But I also want you to remember I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you, Casey, Natali, and Treyin safe.”

“I don’t think you need to worry about Treyin,” Elle chuckled. “She’s plenty badass on her own, but I get what you are saying. Also… I talked to Faye a few days ago. She keeps missing you in the dining hall. Maybe pay her a visit when we get back?”

“Seems like you want to add another woman into our little game.” I smirked.

“Faye is a sweetheart,” Elle said. “She’s also quite smitten with you. Every time she sees you, she practically swoons. It’s adorable.”

“I know a certain Point Clerk who pretended she didn’t swoon when she first saw me,” I teased.

“Oh, I still swoon,” Elle laughed and slapped lightly at my armor. “I’m just swooning a bit less because I have a literal mountain of gear to sort for you and your friends.”

“I really appreciate that,” I said. “I know I keep thanking you, but you are doing us a real favor, and I’m guessing we are all going to get a lot of upgrades to our gear with the stuff you find.”

“You won’t have to worry about gear anymore,” she snorted. “You will have more than enough KPs to get whatever armor and weapons your heart desires. We’ll just need to get back to a core world where they have more access to equipment.”

“What if my heart doesn’t just desire weapons and armor, huh?” I winked at the beautiful girl, and I saw a blush creep up her neck.

“We should stay focused.” Elle made a point of glancing around at the quiet street.

“I can multitask,” I teased, but I did as she suggested and returned my eyes to the road around us.

The sun had slid down the horizon behind the taller buildings, and the shadows grew lengthy across the broken paving stones. My instincts told me we were getting close, so I double checked the coordinates of the location where Kevin had spotted the Dax, but we were still two blocks away.

Elle and I took a right turn a block away from the coordinates, so we could come at it from the back side. I scanned the street for thermals and came up with nothing, but that didn’t mean the Dax couldn’t have some sort of equipment that blocked their heat signatures.

This street was close to the wall, and an alley along the perimeter connected the roads of the city in a wagon wheel shape, so I knew I could get to the next avenue by going left. We crept toward the corner cautiously, and I craned my neck as I tried to check every crevice.

Suddenly, a door to my right opened, and a man beckoned to us.

“Nicholas, come here!” the strange man said. Long, gray hair dangled around his shoulders, and his wrinkled face spoke of countless years. His eyes were cloudy, as though age had stolen his sight, but he looked right at me.

“Do I know you?” I asked with furrowed eyebrows, and my hand inched toward my falchion. “How do you know my name?”

I’d introduced myself as Knight Lyons to the civilians Matthias and I had interrogated during our search shift, so there was no reason an Aquitanian should call me by my first name without having done some digging. I didn’t know who this man was, and I was confident I would have recognized him if he was one of the people I’d already talked to.

It seemed like I was about to find out, though.

“Please, Nicholas, come here,” the man repeated. “You and your woman are in grave danger!”

“How do you know his name?” Elle questioned with a hard look at the man as she moved to stand between us.

“There’s no time,” the man urged. “Please, come inside, I will explain everything.”

Elle and I exchanged a nervous glance, and I shrugged.

“It could be a trap of some kind,” I pointed out. “We have no reason to trust this man…”

“Even if it is a trap,” Elle said as her hazel eyes twinkled with curiosity, “don’t you think the two of us can handle one old man? He doesn’t look dangerous, and we’ve fought off stronger enemies together before.”

“You’re right about that,” I chuckled. “But I don’t want to waste a bunch of time when we have a mission to accomplish. The Dax could be anywhere.”

“We can spare five minutes, though,” she countered. “I want to hear how he knew your first name.”

“Yeah… me, too,” I conceded with a frown, so we followed the blind man inside his house.

It was a humble affair, with two low, stained couches in an L shape and a shelf along one wall with lavender incense burning on top. The walls were lined with tapestries depicting grand battles and lavish fields of grain. The biggest tapestry took up an entire wall by itself, and it consisted of a giant sigil of Aquitaine. The tapestries were all worn, stained, and in desperate need of repair, but it was easy to see they were very intricate and well made.

How a poor old man had acquired such things was beyond me, but there was definitely something unusual about our host.

“Please, sit.” The old man lowered himself to a couch cushion with a groan as his knees audibly popped.

“We don’t have a lot of time to spare,” I said, and I tried to hide my frustration over his sudden lack of urgency now that we were inside his house.

“Sit,” the old man repeated as he gestured to the couch on his right. “Let me explain.”

Elle and I reluctantly sat on the other couch, and I turned toward the old man with my eyebrows arched expectantly.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Elle murmured almost compulsively.

I knew the Point Clerk was noble born, so I supposed some of those manners were deeply ingrained in her.

“You’re very welcome, Elle,” the old man said as he inclined his head. “I know you are very fond of Nicholas, and you are both on a mission, so I will get to the point.”

“Please, do,” I urged.

The old man leveled me with a steady gaze, but with the white fog covering his eyes, it was hard to read what he was feeling. He was like a blank canvass. When he spoke again, though, his voice sounded different, almost as though someone else was speaking from his body.

“A great power has taken residence inside your soul,” the old man moaned in an otherworldly voice.

“He’s a diviner!” Elle gasped and clasped my arm in her hand. “I’ve never seen one so close before.”

“Beware, Nicholas!” the man intoned. “You must tread carefully for there are those who would use your gift for their own gain.”

My blood ran cold as the words I’d already heard from a different diviner came tumbling out of the old man’s mouth like they belonged to someone else. When the Wayfarer in Fortress Bratton had mentioned my gifts, I assumed it had to do with my mutation and the incident on Tyranus where I’d upgraded the portal. I’d gained a firmer grasp on my abilities since then, and I could even control the portals my summons came out of.

But Sylvester Polgar, the man I’d reported to when I’d agreed to spy for Duke Barnes, was dead. Who else could be after me for my gift?

My mind reeled as I processed the old man’s words and flashed back to the first time I’d heard them. The day I graduated and joined the crew of the RTF Stalwart, I’d been stopped by a diviner just like this old man.

How could two people say the exact same thing? They both seemed to have known me, and they called me by name. It was too much to take. I still needed to track down the Dax and figure out what the cylinders were for.

I rushed to stand, but my muscles didn’t respond. It was like I was frozen in place on the couch, and I wondered if the old man had placed some sort of powerful magic on me.

“Tread carefully, Nicholas.” The old man’s voice sounded monotone, like he was in a deep trance, and his eyes began to roll into the back of his head. “Someone is coming for you! You are in grave danger, and this universe needs you. You are important for our future. It’s all gray… so unclear… Elle… you must help protect him from the evil on all sides. You… and his other lovers must… ”

“That’s enough!” I shouted and sliced my hand through the air as though I could cut through whatever spell the diviner had placed on me. Whatever I did worked, though, and I was on my feet an instant later. My heart was hammering inside my chest, but I ignored it and reached for Elle’s hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Okay,” Elle replied as she stood from the couch, but she shot a curious glance at the diviner. “Are you sure?”

“Positive.” I set my lips into a thin line and jerked my chin toward the door. “Let’s go.”

She nodded, and we left the man sitting in his living room. Then we were out in the street once more, and my nerves were on edge. Every shadow could hold a Dax warrior, every noise could be a life lost.

“Take a deep breath,” Elle suggested as she rubbed her hand up and down my arm in a comforting rhythm.

“I’ve had another diviner tell me that exact same thing,” I said as I hastily gulped down a few breaths. I could feel myself beginning to calm down, and I knew it was necessary. Going after an enemy while I was agitated would not end well.

“Word for word?” Elle’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“Well, the first one didn’t bring you into it, and she didn’t mention my other lovers.” I frowned. “The first time, I was running away from some thugs on my way to the Stalwart, so I thought the ‘someone is after you’ stuff was about the thugs. I doubt they followed me to Aquitaine, though, so what could it really mean?”

“I’m not sure,” Elle sighed. “But whatever it means, I will help you figure it out. You know how good I am with puzzles.”

“Good point.” I grinned as my pulse finally steadied. “To be honest, I’d almost forgotten about the diviner back on Fortress Bratton, but now I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget those creepy words.”

“Don’t let it get to you,” Elle said with a sympathetic smile. “We still need to find the Dax, remember?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Let’s focus on the mission, investigate the coordinates, and see what we find.”

It didn’t take us more than a minute to arrive at the coordinates and find…  nothing. The alley was empty, and so was the connecting street.

“I pretty much expected it to be empty.” I grimaced.

What if the Dax had just been here, but I missed them because I was talking to that crazy old man?

“We’ll find them, Nick,” Elle assured me. “At least we can cross this location off the map, though.”

“That’s true,” I sighed. “I just wish I knew where they were.”

“What’s that?” the Point Clerk asked suddenly, and she pointed down the street.

“What?” I squinted to see into the shadows where she’d indicated, but it was too dark to tell what she’d seen.

“There’s something over there.” Elle marched forward decisively, so I had no choice but to follow along behind her.

I drew my falchion and held my breath as she moved closer to the corner between two doorways. Then Elle bent down and picked up a silver, metal canister.

It was a cylinder, just like Kevin had seen the Dax warriors exchanging.

“That has to be what Kevin was talking about,” I gasped as I examined the object closely. It looked like a thermos, but a small screen held a digital readout, and it was smaller, maybe five inches tall and two inches wide.

“I wonder what’s inside of it?” Elle asked as she took the canister from my hands to examine it.

“Maybe it’s some sort of mapping device,” I suggested. “Like Matthias’ drones.”

“No, there’s something inside of it.” Elle shook her head, and she pointed a slender finger to the sealed ring around the top. “See here? It’s a lid.”

I looked closely and nodded when I noticed the rubber circle around the top most part of the canister.

“It looks like a countdown,” Elle observed as she tapped the numbers on the digital readout.

Then I realized what the point clerk was holding, and my heart stopped dead inside my chest.

“It’s a bomb.” I pressed my lips together into a firm line as my mind swam over this new information. “Here, give it to me. You shouldn’t be holding it.”

“Why not?” Elle asked as her eyebrows rose coolly. “Because I’m a girl?”

“No, because it’s a bomb, and I don’t want anything to happen to you,” I persisted. “Couldn’t it go off at any second?”

“Don’t worry, Nick,” she assured me. “It looks like it’s stable for now. I doubt it will go off unless a trigger is released or the timer counts to zero.”

“Fuck, there could be countless bombs all around the city,” I muttered.

No wonder there hadn’t been any isolated attacks on citizens of Aquita. The Dax were trying to take down the entire city in one shot.

“This is bad,” Elle said with worry in her voice. “We should take this back to the captain.”

“You’re right.” I nodded and scanned the street, but then a glint of silver caught my eye. “Look, there’s another one.”

I crossed the distance to the second canister, about ten meters, and scooped it up. I was almost to the next intersection of streets, and when I glanced around, I noticed a third cylinder situated another ten meters further down the street.

“Fuck, they’re everywhere,” I muttered as I rushed to pick up the third and returned to the point clerk.

Elle gasped when she saw how many I had in my arms. “Nick, I just realized something.”

“What?” I asked as I shoved two of the canisters into my side pouch.

“The lid here is airtight,” she said. “And see those little holes on the side? Ports for air. These are gas bombs. The numbers are counting down to when the canisters open, and the city will be covered in poisonous fumes.”

“I think you are right,” I said as I examined the canister remaining in my hand.

“I won’t be sure until we can open one in a secured environment,” Elle pointed out. “I don’t want to risk it by trying to open one where there are civilians nearby.”

“Let’s see how many we can find before we head back to the Stalwart,” I suggested. “The more we pick up, the less that can open on the streets. If nothing else, we can lock them all up inside a tank or something.”

“I’m not sure what we could do to deactivate the bombs,” Elle mused. “The captain might have an idea, though, so we shouldn’t take too much longer.”

We walked for a few more minutes, and we looped from the street to the alley that ran along the perimeter wall of the city. I found several more canisters, and it got to the point where we couldn’t carry any more. We were almost to a side alley between two larger streets, so I decided to duck into the alley to stash all of the bombs. I’d take one to show the captain and then come back for the rest with something to carry them all in.

Then I turned down the alley and froze.

In front of me were a group of men with totems tattooed on their necks and faces. They were wearing the robes of Aquitanian nobles, but they spoke in hushed tones in a language I recognized, and a shudder went down my spine as I realized what I was seeing.

The Dax.

How had they gotten Aquitanian nobles’ clothes? I hated to think about what happened to the garments’ previous owners, but I hadn’t heard of any attacks.

I backed away from the alley and pulled Elle with me. I didn’t know if we’d been seen already, but on the off chance we hadn’t been spotted, I wanted to get the beautiful Point Clerk far away from the evil assholes in the alley. I’d counted ten warriors, but it was hard to tell if they were regular fighters or Star Spears without their normal armor and gear.

The Dax Star Spears were their equivalent to our Knights, and I’d only had one positive encounter with one of them so far. While I was on Ecoma in the Den Ark, I’d run into a Star Spear named Sir Nugan Uram. That was where I’d first encountered the Dax, but since then I’d had several interactions, and none of them had been good.

“What’s wrong?” Elle asked, and I realized she hadn’t heard the Dax speaking. To her, it must have looked like a gathering of Aquitanians.

“Those men in the alley are Dax,” I informed her in a grim voice, and she gasped.

“We have to get out of here.” Elle grabbed my hand and began to pull me down the street. “Come on, let’s get a little further away, and then you can teleport us back to the ship.”

“Hold on,” I whispered after I hit my prot-belt to open up communications. “Commander, Elle and I found silver canisters in the south quadrant. We think they are gas bombs. I’ve also spotted ten Dax that looked to be planting them.”

Both of us waited a few seconds as Elle pressed her head against my helmet to hear Reynolds’ response, and then we glanced back up at each other when nothing came back.

“Commander?” I asked after I pressed my button again.

“… Locationnnn…” I heard Reynolds’ voice echo through a thick layer of static in my ear. “Canisters?… North… Location?”

“Shit,” Elle and I groaned in unison.

“Of course, it would make sense for the Dax to do something to block communication frequencies in the city if they were about to set off a bunch of gas bombs,” Elle hissed. “What are we going to do?”

“I can’t leave them.” I shook my head and pulled my hand away. “It’s taken us this long to even find a single lead, I’m not letting ten Dax warriors out of my sight.”

“Ugh,” she groaned. “I knew you were about to do something heroic, but we can’t take on that many alone. You’ll die, and what good will that do?”

“You’re right,” I agreed. “We can’t take them on.”

“Alright, what’s the problem, let’s go?” Elle began to pull on my arm again.

“We can’t take them on,” I continued as I shoved the one remaining gas canister I held into her hands, “because you’re going back to the ship alone. Give the captain my coordinates and show him the gas bombs.”

“Nick, no!” Elle hissed. “This is exactly what I was talking about earlier. You can’t fight them alone! There are too many, and they will kill you.”

“Not if you get back here with the other knights as fast as possible,” I insisted, and I pushed her a little to get her moving. “I’ll keep trying to transmit my location, but you have to let them know what’s going on. Hurry, Elle, it’s very important you get that canister to the captain before the timer goes off so we can figure out how to counteract them. Please?”

“Damn you, Nick.” Elle bit her trembling bottom lip, and her eyes welled up with emotion as she gave me one last stubborn glare. Then she huffed, spun on her heels, and trotted away from me at a quick pace without another word.

Once she was out of sight, I turned and gathered my strength of will. I’d had Treyin at my side the last time I’d faced the Dax with odds as large as I was about to fight, and while I was confident in my ability to take care of myself, these could all be Star Spears for all I knew.

Then a voice in my head whispered about the possible weapons I could scavenge if they were higher level warriors. That was enough to get me motivated, so I formulated a plan in my head while I checked my weapons and runes.

Finally, I took a deep breath and got ready to enter the alley.

I’d take on every Dax in Aquita if it meant saving the lives of my friends and the innocent people who lived here.

The evil empire’s plot to destroy the Triumvirate would not succeed.

Not as long as I still lived.
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Chapter Ten

“Here it goes,” I whispered to myself as I initiated the rune on my prot-belt.

A small portal popped into existence in the street beside me, and two void serpents slithered out. They paused to look up at me as though awaiting my commands, and I gave them instructions to disrupt the Dax warriors around the corner from me.

The serpents wiggled around the corner, and I heard the Dax shout a second before I heard swords leave their scabbards.

My gut wrenched as my serpents died, but then my visor displayed a readout that boosted my confidence.

Allied Vengeance buff 20%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

Suddenly, the Dax ran out into the street and scattered in multiple directions. They knew they’d been found, but instead of attacking me, they were running away.

“Shit,” I hissed.

They were either cowards, or committed to seeing their mission through. Either way, I would stop them. I just needed to hunt them all down individually.

I scanned the scattering Dax and tried to decide my next move. I could only go after one enemy at a time, and I had to choose quickly.

“You’re the one,” I said as my eyes focused on the biggest looking Dax in the group. Then I took chase after him as he headed in the direction of the market center.

I keyed a button on my belt to send Commander Reynolds my location, and then I focused on my hunt. I hoped the other knights had managed to evacuate the majority of the outer limits so there would be less chance of civilian casualties, but I knew better than to get my hopes up. With our communications down, it was going to be really hard to organize any sort of search or resistance against the Daxs’ plans.

Shit was about to get violent.

I was gaining ground, but the Dax had almost reached the next intersection, so I watched closely to see what he would do, and his long flowing red robe flapped around his legs as he skidded to a halt and looked back at me.

Good. It looked like he was stopping to fight.

I grabbed my Lightning hammer and slammed the end onto the pavement to summon a lightning sprite. A portal bloomed into existence, and I immediately fed its magic to my nanorunes and split it into two rifts. An instant later, two sprites emerged and charged toward my opponent as the few people on the street screamed and scattered.

I joined my sprites in the chase, but by the time I reached the Dax, they were both dead. With how quickly my summons were being eliminated by these warriors, they had to at least be initiates if they weren’t all Star Spears, and I barely had time to register the flashing number on my visor readout before I brought my hammer up into a swing.

Allied Vengeance buff 40%.

My swing landed hard against the Dax’s upraised sword, and I noticed my target’s arm shaking from the effort of holding off the blow. The strength with which he held me back was amazing, and I knew he had to be a Star Spear. Sweat dripped down his tattooed face, and his eyes were full of hatred as he glared at me.

“Fucking Caledonians,” he muttered as he shoved my hammer to the side and came at me with his sword aimed at my neck.

“Yeah,” I snorted as I blocked the blow with my hammer. “We are always ruining your fun.”

“You’ll die for this,” he growled as he swung at me again, but I stepped back out of his range and glanced down at the display on my visor.

I had three minutes before I could summon another sprite, and I didn’t want to use my wolfkin or any more serpents at the start of the fight, so I was on my own for the moment.

“What’s inside the cylinders?” I landed a sidekick that shoved the Dax away from me and into the wall of an alley.

“Ahhh!” he gasped when his body bounced off the wall, but he surprised me by jumping out of reach of my hammer. “You’ll find out soon enough, dead man.”

“Pretty sure it’s gas,” I said as I holstered my hammer and grabbed my falchion. “And I’m pretty sure you’ll be dead in a few seconds.”

I activated the Greater Shroud rune and smiled to myself as the Dax searched the street for his now invisible opponent. The invisibility rune would only last five seconds, but that was long enough for me to get close to my enemy and dig my falchion deep into his abdomen.

But before I did so, I activated my new Raise Bloodbeast Sigil rune.

The ground of the street within a thirty-foot radius suddenly glowed red with dark power, and the Star Spear glanced down at his feet as his mouth hung open.

Then I punched my sword through his unarmored stomach and ripped it up and out of his chest. Blood sprayed across my helm’s visor, and the man fell to the paving stones while gurgling sounds emerged from his throat.

One down. Nine left.

I looked at his corpse as he took his last shuddering breath, and then, not even a second after his eyes rolled back into his head, his body began to shift and change before my eyes.

It was as if his skin was turning inside-out and swallowing his disguise. His body seemed to sink a bit into the pulsating-red rune on the ground, and then the bright-red and wet shape of his body seemed to turn into liquid. The crimson gooey mess twisted in on itself like a whirlpool for just a moment, and then a long-limbed red form stood up on slender legs. It looked somewhat like a gorilla since it hunched over on its knuckles, but its arms, legs, and torso were narrow and made of a muddy-looking composite of organs and blood, and its face was a blank and eyeless canvas that was absolutely alien and a bit horrifying.

“F-Follow me,” I gulped, and the blood-demon made a slight nod of its head to show it understood. The timer on my visor said I had twenty-minutes with the creature, but the refresh timer on the rune showed another hour before I could place a second one. I probably should have waited to use it, but I didn’t quite have the opportunity to test out the Lich item before today, so I was happy enough to get one new minion.

“We are hunting Dax,” I explained to the creature as I glanced down the street.

Movement to my right caught my eye, and I raised my head to see a Dax climbing up the side of a building and onto the rooftops of the multilevel houses.

How the fuck was I supposed to get up there?

I was about to vocally order the blood-demon to attack the Dax, but it seemed to sense my intention, and the monster scurried forward at a surprising speed, jumped to the nearest building, and began to climb up its vertical surface like a spider.

I looked for another route, and I spotted a ladder leading to a catwalk that clung to the side of a building in the connecting alley. With a flurry of presses on my prot-belt, I initiated my speed sequence and dashed toward the ladder. It didn’t take me more than a minute to reach the top, and I was rewarded with a gasp of surprise from my target.

The roofs were flat, and several buildings were built so close together that the tops were practically connected. The only gaps I could see were where the streets and alleyways connected to each other, and from this vantage point, I could really see the wagon wheel design of the city layout. Far behind me and to the right were the imposing spires of the palace, the government building, and the docking station dome, and they were all nestled between the enormous mountain beyond the walls and the vast open ocean. It was kind of a majestic sight, even though it was obtained in one of the poorest neighborhoods of the city.

Just proved how important perspective was, I supposed.

Plasma fire suddenly rained down on me, and I dove to the side behind a chimney as the energy bullets disintegrated into my prot-field. He continued firing into the stone of my cover for a few seconds, and dust and rock sprayed into the air, but then I heard a shout along with more fire, but none of the shots hit the brick where my back was pressed.

I glanced around the corner and saw the Dax grappling with the blood-beast. The red-liquid monster had grabbed the Star Spear’s gun arm with its left hand, and it was using its right hand to claw and beat at the enemy’s face.

It was hard to tell if the Dax was bleeding from cuts on his body, or if the blood-monster I’d summoned was leaving its own bits and pieces on the man, but one thing was sure from the Dax’s facial expressions: He was just as horrified as he was hurt.

Then my blood-beast pushed its face against the man’s arm that held the rifle, and the Dax screamed as the creature began to gnaw on him. The Star Spear dropped his rifle and was able to use both arms to push and kick my minion away, and then he reached under his cloak and pulled out an expandable silver spear similar to the one I’d seen Sir Uram use on Ecoma.

I figured now was my chance to jump into the mix, so I stood from behind the chimney and made my way across the roof toward where my blood-demon and the Star Spear exchanged melee attacks. Prot-field 70% flashed across my visor screen. The plasma fire had eaten away at my prot-field, but I still had enough to keep going for a while. As long as I could get the Dax to fight with melee weapons, then I could maintain that level.

“Didn’t expect monsters?” I laughed as I ambled casually toward him.

“Is this your beast?” the Dax snarled as he shifted the point of his spear to aim at me instead of my blood-demon.

“Are you planting gas bombs in this city?”

My question enraged him further, and he charged at me with a spear raised. I jumped to the side with super powered agility, and I easily avoided the tip of his weapon, but the movement gave me the perfect opening to land a kick on his midsection.

The Dax went flying away from the impact, and he landed on his side several meters away from me.

Damn. The added strength from my Allied Vengeance Pendant was seriously coming in handy. If one kick could do that much damage, my body was practically a killing machine.

The Dax groaned as he got to his feet, but before he could turn to face me for another round of righteous retribution, my blood-demon took the opportunity to jump on him. My minion seemed to be pretty damn good at grappling, and it easily straddled the Dax and proceeded to tear its bloody-hands across his arms, face, and torso like a butcher trimming fat from a cut of beef.

Now that I was closer and could easily observe my minion fight, I saw every time it touched the exposed skin on the Dax man’s arms, neck, and face, the skin there began to boil and bleed. Soon, the man was covered with bloody welts, and the spear slipped from his grasp since his slick hands couldn’t both hold onto it and try to push off my minion.

The blood-demon tore into the man with slick looking claws at the ends its blood fingers, and while the Dax warrior was plenty strong, he wasn’t wearing his power armor, and his movements got pained and jerky after a half a moment.

“Finish him,” I ordered my new servant, and then the creature did something I would have never expected.

It leaned down and shoved its empty face into the Dax man’s like it was making out with him. Their jaws touched for just a moment, but then I heard the Star Spear let out a muffled scream, and his skin began to pale and whiten.

My mouth fell open as I watched what almost looked like two lovers kissing, but each second turned the Star Spear’s tan skin a paler shade of white, and it almost seemed like my blood-beast was getting bigger and more muscular.

Then, a good ten seconds after they’d first kissed, the Dax’s eyes rolled back into his head, and I heard his last breath rattle out of his body. It almost looked as if the life had been sucked out of him, but then my blood-demon stood up, and he really did look more like a gorilla than ever before. His arms, legs, and torso were thicker, and he had indents where his eyes, mouth, and nose should have been. He almost looked like a fetus in an early stage of development, but made out of blood.

“Shit…” I whispered as I prodded the dead Star Spear with my toe.

His body was just a husk now, and it looked like every drop of his blood had been sucked out of his body.

Then I noticed the timer on my minion was no longer twenty minutes.

It was now forty minutes.

“Shittttt…” I repeated, but there was way more awe in my voice now, and I started to think about more ways I could feed my blood-beast to keep it alive for longer. Then I shook my head and thought back to what Elle had said.

I’d use the tools of a Lich Knight, but I was never going to succumb to evil. These were just tools I could use to protect those who needed it, and that was exactly what I was going to do.

“I don’t suppose you can figure out where his other friends are?” I asked my minion a bit in jest, but then it nodded its head and began to race north across the rooftops.

“It is a useful tool,” I said as I took off after him.

My new minion was definitely fast, and he seemed even faster now that he’d consumed the second Dax, but I had the 40% buff to my speed and strength along with my boots, so I was easily able to fall in right behind him, and we jumped across roofs and slid across tiles like two squirrels playing chase across a pine tree’s branches.

Then I saw another Dax running straight for the edge of the rooftop, and the concrete material beneath his feet was going to transition to open air in only a few meters. The distance between the two roofs was about sixty feet, so I half expected him to fall to his death, but then I gasped as I watched him leap across the opening, barely grasp the edge of the next roof, and pull himself up. He must have been desperate to get away from us, since he would have fallen an equal distance if he’d missed grabbing the ledge.

“They must know we are hunting them,” I said to my minion.

Was my forty percent buff going to be enough to jump across the massive gap? Worst case scenario, I could teleport across, but I didn’t want to risk the chance of any surveillance footage of my mutations finding their way back to the Facility. Even though the Aquitanians were our allies, I wouldn’t put it past them to sell out a Caledonian Knight who did odd things in their city, and I was already a bit worried about the attention I was going to get from having a horrific blood-demon following me around.

Plus, Matthias had warned me to reserve my energy for when it was most needed, so if I could make the jump without my abilities, then I had to at least try.

“Think we can make it?” I asked my powered-up minion, and after he nodded, I took a couple of paces backward to give myself enough time to build speed. Then I pressed buttons on my prot-belt with a flurry of finger movements while I ran at the gap. My speed sequence kicked in right before I leapt from the edge with all my strength, and the added boost pushed me another three meters or so into the air.

While I was mid-flight over the alley, I held out my foot in anticipation of the landing, and I planned the trajectory of my body weight based on my direction and speed. It would be close, but if I flung myself forward into a roll at the last moment, I should clear the gap and make it to the other roof.

Air whistled past my face as I floated, and for a moment I couldn’t help but enjoy the weightless sensation of being completely airborne.

Then the moment ended, and my foot scraped against the edge of the concrete roof on the other side of the alley. I flung myself forward, and I caught the hard slab on my right shoulder as I tucked the rest of my body into a ball. I rolled and came to my feet in one smooth movement, and then I quickly glanced over my shoulder. I didn’t see my blood-demon, but I still had the status for him on my viewscreen, so I guessed he might have missed the jump and was climbing up the wall.

I turned back around to look for my Dax quarry, and I saw him on the other side of the roof some twenty-five meters away from me. He’d been waiting to watch me fall to my death, apparently, because he just stood there staring at me in awe. He gripped his spear in white knuckled fists, and even though he appeared surprised, he didn’t seem like he was going to stand down and turn himself in.

“Give it up,” I said, and I was only slightly out of breath from the exertion of the jump. “You’re not going to get away from us.”

“You will be the one not escaping,” he countered as he leveled his spear at me.

I grabbed my falchion and rolled it in my grip until I got a comfortable fit. Then I took up a dueling stance and gestured for the Star Spear to fucking bring it on.

The Star Spear lunged at my chest, but I brushed his blow aside with the curve of my blade, swiveled, and managed to cut into his forearm on my downward swing. Blood leaked through to darken the red of his clothes, and I wondered why the Dax were not wearing power armor. It had to be about the Aquitanian disguises, but they had to be pretty confident about their mission to go into enemy territory without protection.

We parried back and forth for several moments, and I realized our skills were fairly well matched. My Allied Vengeance Pendant gave me a slight upper hand, though, and I noticed my opponent beginning to tire. His swings grew sloppy, and he left me more openings. A few blows later, his red robes were dappled with fresh blood.

I was ready to end it and find the others, but I couldn’t get close enough to deal a mortal hit. I kept pushing forward, shuffling my feet like a champion swordsman while keeping my balance perfectly, and then I had the Star Spear up against the edge of the rooftop.

The Dax warrior growled and shoved me away with the shaft of his spear, but the motion caused him to lose his balance, and one of his feet scraped against the edge of the concrete.

I lunged forward with a stab at his gut, and when he swiveled to block my blow, his feet lost purchase on the edge, and he tumbled over. I heard the splat and crunch sound as he hit the paving stones in the street below, accompanied by the scream of a random onlooker.

I peered over the edge and almost threw up in my mouth at the sight. His limbs were mangled, bones jutted out from the skin, and his face was unrecognizable. It was grotesque, but I couldn’t look away. There was no way he’d survive those injuries, but I wanted to make sure. When there was no movement for several long seconds, I finally turned away and scanned my perimeter.

Then I saw my blood-minion standing right behind me.

“What took you so long?” I snickered, and the creature bobbed his head with what seemed like an apologetic look on its quarter-formed face.

“Can you take his blood?” I asked as I gestured down to the body. “Will it make you stronger?”

The blood-demon nodded, and then it quickly crawled down the wall of the apartment building face down like a red spider. The citizen who’d been in the alley before had already ran away, so my minion was able to feast on the Star Spear’s blood while I scanned the rooftops for any other movement.

Three Dax were dead, but I still had seven more left to kill.

The other Dax could have gotten far away from the outer limits of the city by then, so I pulled up the map Matthias had made with his drones and began to mark the locations I’d seen the Dax. I marked my current coordinates as well, and I added the spot where I’d stashed some of the cylinders.

Then I tried to initiate my comms, but I was met with only static. Something was still interfering with our communication channels.

Could the cylinders have something to do with the communication error?

Without being able to check and see if the other knights were close, I was on my own, but I didn’t mind. My lightning hammer cooldown was over, I still hadn’t summoned a Fenrir, and I had the new blood-demon that now looked almost as big as an actual gorilla with an hour-long countdown until he was unsummoned. Even though there were more enemies still out there in the city, I knew I was capable of killing them all.

Especially if it was two on one like the last two fights had been.

I turned on my visor’s thermal sensors and scanned the area. There were dots everywhere in my vision as I glanced around at the city, and I sighed in frustration. It would be incredibly difficult to pinpoint which heat signature belonged to a Dax warrior. I was also unsure how good my minion actually was at tracking, and I didn’t really like the idea of relying on it to lead me around the city.

Then something caught my eye.

One of the heat dots was moving very quickly, and it was headed in the direction of the market center, where a group of heat signatures were gathered.

Why would anyone except a Dax be running like that? It was worth checking out at least, but going on foot would take too long. By the time I got there, the figure could be mingled in with the crowd, and then I’d never be able to find them.

I had to reach them before they got to the market center.

“Hey, I’m going to teleport across the city--” I started to say to my blood-beast as it climbed back up onto the roof to stand next to me, and I almost recoiled when I saw its face now had beady little eyes, a small hook nose, small goat horns, and a mouth filled with lamprey teeth.

Yeah. Might not be a good idea to teleport with this thing.

“I want you to travel across the roofs and meet me in the center of the city.” I gestured toward my destination. “If you see any Dax along the way, kill them, but your first priority is to meet up with me. Understood?”

The blood-demon nodded, and I could have sworn its lips curled up into a smile. The way it was starting to look almost human was very unsettling, but it was my creature, so I knew it would do what I told it to.

Lich powers took some getting used to for sure.

I’d traversed the area between the outer limits and the market center so much already, I had a gallery of images of different streets and alleys in my mind. I tried to remember what the area looked like a block ahead of the running heat signature, and then I activated my nanorunes.

I thought about all the innocent civilians ignorant of the danger they were in, and about Elle running back to the ship alone. I didn’t even know if she’d made it back to the Stalwart alive, but I knew she was capable of taking care of herself. Still, I manifested a mental image of her dying at the hand of a random Dax, and anger boiled inside my stomach.

Then my atoms disintegrated, and my very being was ripped apart molecule by molecule. I was surrounded by a vast emptiness, and then I was put back together once more with my feet on solid ground.

I blinked and looked up to see a Dax Star Spear running straight at me. His eyes widened in shock when I appeared in front of him out of thin air, and he skidded to a halt a meter away.

Then the Dax warrior backpedaled, darted to the side, and pulled open the door to one of the apartment buildings lining the street.

“Shit.” I frowned.

There could be people inside.

A flurry of buttons on my prot-belt initiated my speed sequence, and I burst into the building right on the Dax’s tail.

I heard cries of fear and a scream of panic, and my heart hammered inside my chest as I entered a living space. The Dax had a plasma rifle aimed at the residents of the home, and they were huddled on the couch with terror on their faces.

“Turn around and leave,” the Dax Star Spear commanded, “or these people will die.”

“How do I know you won’t kill them as soon as I leave?” I asked with a coolly arched eyebrow.

“You don’t.” The Star Spear grinned mirthlessly, and my blood ran cold.

I scanned the room like I was looking for more people, and I got a good look at the area behind where the Dax warrior was standing.

“I don’t want anyone to die,” I said in a fake scared voice.

“Then leave.” The Dax glared at me. “Now.”

“Okay, okay,” I said as I held up my hands in surrender and slowly backed away.

“Good Caledonian mutt.” The Star Spear smirked triumphantly and pointed his plasma rifle in my direction as I retreated.

Once I was out of sight, however, I activated my nanorunes. I took a deep breath as shivers ran down my spine, and my atoms tore apart once more. When I reappeared, I was standing right behind the Dax Star Spear. He kept his eyes glued on the entrance where he’d last seen me, and he didn’t even notice when I pulled out my falchion and impaled him from behind just as easily as I would cut into a breakfast melon.

He gasped in shock and pain as my blade burst through his chest, and the terrified screams of the civilians rang in my ears. Then I ripped my blade free, and the Dax’s body slumped to the ground. Blood began to pool across the floor, and the people jumped back as though it was poisonous.

“It’s okay,” I assured them. “He won’t hurt you anymore.”

“How did you appear behind him?” a man gasped, and I surmised from his protective stance in front of the others that he was the father of the family.

I pointed to my belt. “It’s my Space Knight magic, and you’re welcome for saving your lives from the Dax.”

“Ohhh,” the man breathed as he seemed to finally understand what happened. “Thank you, Sir Knight.”

“No problem. The guards should be on their way soon.” I reached down and rifled in the Dax’s robes until I found the metal cylinder in a pocket. I added the silver rod to the others in my pouch, then hurriedly left the apartment.

Four down, six to go.

As I trotted back out to the street and scanned the perimeter with my thermal sensors, I spotted another lone heat signature bending over something over on the next street. The Dax didn’t seem to have any interest in cloaking themselves, but they were hellbent on scattering those weird cylinders around the city’s outer limits.

My new blood-demon hadn’t reached me yet, so I grabbed my lightning hammer and brought the staff down on the paving stones to summon another sprite. Then I gave my summons the command to attack the figure huddled in the next street over.

It didn’t take long for my sprite to die, and I swallowed down the gut-wrenching sensation as my visor readout flickered and changed.

Allied Vengeance 50%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

A moment later, I heard a cry of alarm, then a man wearing red robes with a totemic emblem tattooed on his forehead limped out of the alley. He spotted me and turned to flee.

I did the pattern of presses on my prot-belt to initiate my speed sequence while I took off after him, and with his limp and the increased buff from my Allied Vengeance rune, I quickly caught up to him.

I tackled him around the waist, and we both fell to the paving stones. We rolled and grappled, but I managed to maneuver the Dax face down while I straddled his back. Then I pulled back and slammed the butt of my hammer into his lower spine, and I felt the impact smack into his kidneys.

The Dax groaned and went limp, but when I stood up to roll him over to search for his canister, he coiled up his legs and kicked out at me.

“Not going to work,” I growled as I knocked his legs out of the way with a wave of my hammer and then slammed my left elbow down into his face. I was stronger because of my runes, and I was wearing my armor, so the side of his face caved in like a dented rubber ball.

I would have thought that would have been the end of it, but the Dax rotated around on the ground and brought his fist up to my stomach with surprising strength. There was a loud clang as his knuckles impacted with my armor, and the force of his strike actually sent me up off him, into the air, and back against the wall of the alley. I wasn’t really hurt because of my armor, but I was taken aback a bit by how strong this asshole was.

“You’ve picked the wrong opponent, little knight,” the man growled as he spun to his feet like a dancer. His face was still caved in a bit, and I wondered what magical item he had on his person that was allowing him to survive like that.

There wasn’t even blood or anything coming out of his face.

Before I could fire back a witty reply, the Dax ducked forward, feinted to his right, and then attempted to deliver a left uppercut to my chin. He was crazy fast, even though I was also enhanced, and I barely managed to parry his fist with my hammer.

He grabbed onto my wrist and moved to knee me, but I was ready for the attack and got my leg up first. My knee connected with his stomach, but it felt like I was kneeing concrete, and he didn’t even gasp or lose his breath.

Yeah… This guy was tough, so I kneed him again and again until he let go of my right arm and stumbled away from me.

I stepped forward as I coiled my hammer behind me, and then I twisted my hips and unloaded a powerful strike. He was a bit off balance from my kneeing him, and his eyes opened a bit wider when he saw my hammer heading his way, but there wasn’t really anything he could do other than raise his arm to try and reduce some of the damage.

My hammer smashed through his limb like it was made of porcelain and then collided with his chest with an electric shock. He went down with an angry gasp just as I expected, but before I could step forward and finish him off, he flipped his legs back over his torso and popped up in a fighting stance. His arm hung broken from his shoulder like a mangled chicken wing, and his chest was obviously dented and smoking from where I’d smacked him, but his mashed in face didn’t betray any pain.

What the fuck was this guy’s secret?

“I don’t know how you are still alive,” I growled as I reached my left hand back to yank my scimitar free from its magnetons, “but I’m guessing it’s some magical item in your possession. It will be mine once you are dead.”

“Foolish Caledonian,” the man hissed. “You think your pathetic woman-ruled empire can stand against the might of the Dax? We will stop at nothing to--”

The words hung in his throat as his ruined face turned to look a bit behind me. As soon as he did so, I sensed the presence of my blood-beast, and I gave the Star Spear a wide smile.

“And the Caledonian Knights will stop at nothing to defend our queen. Even if we borrow your dark magic.” Then I mentally commanded my new minion to attack the man as I jumped forward with my own weapons raised.

My blood-beast was a bit slower than me, but it seemed to anticipate my attacks, so it moved around my right side as I slashed my sword forward. The Dax man with the crushed face, arm, and chest jumped out of the way of my blade just as I expected, but my summoned undead creature was waiting for him, and it grabbed onto his arm to hold him in place as it sunk its toothy mouth into his shoulder.

“Ahhhh!” the Dax screamed, but I angled the next swipe of my sword at his neck and cut off his cry.

I almost expected his neck to still stay attached somehow, but then his head tumbled and hit the stones, and the dismembered skull rolled a meter away down the street. Blood poured out from his neck like a fountain, and my blood beast quickly moved its half-formed face up to the gushing hole so it could guzzle down the crimson bounty.

While my minion feasted, I caught my breath and searched the red robes for a cylinder, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I found it. I didn’t have a lot of room left inside my pouch, but I didn’t want to leave a trail of the metal devices behind me if I could help it.

Five down. Only five more Dax loose in the city left to kill.

Unless there was another group of them besides the first ten I’d seen.

“I wonder what item was letting you live through my attacks,” I said as I bent back down again to search his body. The man did have a prot-belt that I reached to unbuckle, but then my eyes focused on a glittering band of silver wrapped around the middle finger of his right hand, and I moved to yank it off while I keyed up my own belt’s display.

Item type: Zolonix’s Clay Finger

Runes inscribed: Zolonix’s Body

Rune class: Bloodspear (Unidentified Knight Specialty)

Rune effects: Upon activation, wearer feels 10% of the pain associated with injury caused by energy and melee attacks for one minute. Once five minutes have ended, user recovers from all injuries sustained. Can only be used once every twenty-four hours.

Set bonus:

2 - User heals all non-fatal damage during use and feels 0% of the pain associated with injury.

3- User can no longer be killed during use.

4- Use of Zolonix’s Body resets every four hours.

5- Use of Zolonix’s Body resets every hour.

6- Zolonix’s Body can be used continuously.

Warning: Identification and registration are required before the runes on this armor piece can be used.

“Wow,” I said with a low whistle. The chances of me being able to find five more of these Zolonix’s Body items was rather unlikely, but having even one minute where I could take a lot of damage was really great, especially since I didn’t have a second ring to wear. This wasn’t a perfect fit for my build because it wasn’t a Summoner or Lich item, but when I did find a ring more suited for me, Richard or Nathan would really appreciate this item.

Suddenly, I heard a loud female scream, and my breath caught. It could be Elle, so I took off at a breakneck pace toward the sound, and I skidded to a stop when I entered a connecting side street.

Two Dax held a woman by either arm between them, and the look of sheer horror on her face made my blood boil.

“I’m so sorry!” she wailed. “I didn’t know it belonged to someone!”

I inhaled sharply at her words, and then I noticed the metal device clutched in one of her hands. The Dax jerked on her wrist, and she cried out in pain as her fingers loosened and the cylinder fell to the paving stones with a metallic clank.

“Let her go!” I yelled as rage began to consume me.

“This has nothing to do with you,” one of the Dax warriors hissed, but then they both seemed to notice my blood-demon standing next to me, and their eyes opened wide.

“You should have listened,” I growled with the full force of my rage as my fingers found my Knives of the Storm.

If I was fighting both of them at the same time, I would have switched to my new scythe, but there might be a chance I could hit the woman with my bigger blade. I knew my aim would be true with the daggers, so I let my knives sail, and I was rewarded with the heavy thunk of one of my blades digging into the eye socket of the Dax to the woman’s right. The warrior on the left had a knife in his arm and in his leg, so I initiated the rune and paralyzed him. He fell to the street with a stiff body, and the woman shrieked as she ran off.

“Kill him,” I ordered my minion to attack the still standing Dax with my blade in his eye, and the liquid-red monster lunged forward with increased strength and covered the distance between the Dax and me with only a trio of bounds.

“What is this thing?” the Star Spear growled as he yanked a sword free from under his robe.

“My minion,” I said, and then the Dax shoved his blade forward to defend himself.

The point of the sword plunged into my gorilla-like blood-minion as if the creature’s chest was made out of water, but the attack didn’t stop my minion at all. Instead, the horrific beast just grabbed the man around the throat with both its now ham-sized fists, and then it shoved its toothy maw around the man’s lips.

The Dax tried to scream, but his cry was muffled by the monster’s face, and then the shout was suddenly cut off as the Star Spear’s skin began to turn ash white.

The first time my minion had drained someone’s life, it took a good fifteen seconds, but this time was much quicker. I only counted to six, and then the blood-beast tossed away the hollow husk of its meal.

The Dax with my knife in his eye was dead, so I retrieved the blade and turned to the other. He stared up at me with wide, unblinking eyes, and his mouth was frozen in a smirk. I furrowed my eyebrows as I drove my falchion into his heart, and then I grabbed my other two Knives of the Storm and attached all my weapons to my power armor’s magnetons.

Seven down. Three left.

“Nicholas!” a familiar voice yelled in a loud whisper nearby.

I inhaled sharply and looked around. A block away, a figure was leaning out of a doorway and waving their arm, and I quickly recognized the old man who had given me the cryptic message earlier today. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

What the hell was he doing here, though?

My blood-demon was still feasting on the Dax corpses, so I left it there and trotted over to the old man. I scanned the street in either direction with my thermal sensors as I ran, but I didn’t see any other heat signatures besides the old man anywhere close, so it seemed like the Dax had gotten away from me for the moment.

“What do you want?” I asked, a little more rudely than I intended. I was in the middle of a fight with the Dax, though, and any interruptions could equal someone’s death. “How did you find me?”

“The men you are after,” the old man said in a rushed voice, “ three of them are heading toward the market square!”

“The men in red robes?” I asked as I held my breath, and for a second I wondered how he knew, but then I realized it must have something to do with his diviner abilities.

“Yes!” he confirmed with an enthusiastic nod. “You must hurry! They are very bad men.”

“Yeah, I’m aware,” I sighed. “Thanks for the tip. I’ll find them, don’t worry.”

“Be careful, Nicholas!” the old man said.

I nodded in reply, and then I turned and ran toward the market square while my blood-beast chased behind me. I was only a few blocks away from the populous trade center, but every second lost could mean they got even further into the city.

I’d given my prot-field enough time to regenerate, so I pressed the pattern of buttons for my speed sequence and burst forward at an increased velocity.

I just hoped it would be enough.

I skidded to a halt when I reached the busy market center, and I scanned the people for men in red robes as I gestured for my horrific minion to duck into an alley. I saw three men who met that description standing near an empty vendor’s booth, and I watched with trepidation as they bent over and placed a metal cylinder on the ground beside the booth.

“Aquita is under attack!” I shouted at the top of my lungs, and I pointed directly at the Dax. “Those three men are planting bombs! Head to the palace!”

The people around me gasped and turned to look at the three men, and then the crowd parted as people rushed in all directions. I was given a clear line of sight of my targets, but I’d given myself away, and the three Dax scattered in different directions and quickly disappeared into the crowd.

“I figured that would happen,” I growled as my eyes followed a flash of red robes to my left, and I shoved people aside as I took chase. I wasn’t going to let them get away, not even if I had to fight through a horde of people to get to them.

“You kill the one who went that way,” I told my blood-beast as I pointed at the man running toward the center of the city. “I’ll take the other one heading toward the wall, and then we’ll meet and try to hunt down the third.”

I didn’t wait for my minion to nod, and I kinda didn’t care about how much chaos and horror he caused by running through or over the crowds. We had to get these Dax, so I figured it was worth it for a few people to have nightmares tonight with my blood-demon in them.

It was better than being dead.

I was moving fast enough not to bother using my speed sequence, but the Dax angling toward a connecting side street back in the direction of the wall had a wide lead on me. I knew these streets pretty well by now, though, so I darted through the crowd and down the next street over to come out the alley on the other side and cut off his trajectory.

When I slid around the corner and sprinted up the block to the street the Dax had run down, I was confident I’d gained the necessary ground to block his path. Then I darted out from the edge of the building, and the Star Spear slammed into me head on.

And he wasn’t wearing armor.

I was knocked back a few steps, but the Star Spear’s forehead and nose was spurting blood from where he’d smacked into my helm. The man was still a hardened warrior, though, so he didn’t look that stunned from the impact.

“Look, if you surrender and tell me where all the canisters are, I won’t kill you,” I offered with a shrug of my armored shoulders.

“Fucking Caledonian scum,” he growled.

“I’m not the asshole trying to kill a bunch of innocent people,” I scoffed. “So, you can fuck off with that insult.”

I waited for him to make a move, and when his finger twitched toward his weapon, I flung myself at him in a tackle. We both landed on the paving stones with a thud, but I didn’t give him a second to recover, and I started pounding into his unarmored, tattooed face with both fists until blood coated my gauntlets.

I thought I would have knocked him unconscious with all the abuse, but he suddenly surged his hips up, rolled beneath me, and kicked me off him. Then he clambered to his feet and pulled out two small axes. They glowed with arcane energy, but I didn’t know what kind of power they held.

I summoned my void serpents once more as I yanked my falchion free. The snakes slithered toward the Dax with murderous intent on my command, and he swung wildly at them with his axes. They both managed to latch onto his legs with their degenerative bites, though, and I saw his swings slow to a crawl as he cut them to pieces.

Allied Vengeance 70%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

I grinned. The Dax had just done me a favor. He’d increased my buff and reset my timer.

He came at me with both axes flying in a flurry of motion, but I managed to catch the edges of both blades with the long sharp-side of my weapon.

Then I lifted my sword into the air with my right hand.

I wasn’t quite twice as strong as normal, but 70% was no joke, and I was way stronger than the Dax. His axes were stuck on the edge of my blade, so his arms rose into the air as I lifted the weapon higher. Then I pulled back my left fist and slammed it into his unarmored chest with all my improved strength. I heard bones crack beneath my blow, and the warrior cried out in pain.

My punch knocked him free of his axes, and the big warrior spat blood as he stumbled away from me and into the adjacent wall.

“Last chance to surrender,” I said as I flicked my sword-wrist down and sent his two axes skipping down the alley behind me. “Sounds like you’ve got a punctured lung or two, so you better make your decision quickly before you choke on your own blood.”

“Fuckkk… Youuu…” he wheezed, and then he muttered something under his breath as his eyes started to glow red like a dying sun.

Oh, shit.

I had no idea what this guy had planned, but the look on his face was all sorts of crazy, so I decided I didn’t want to find out.

I glanced up at the roof top above us and activated my nanorunes. I could feel the energy seeping from me, but I knew the Allied Vengeance Pendant would keep me strong as long as I could keep summoning my void beasts. Then I teleported to the spot where I’d focused my attention, and my head spun for a fraction of a second while I got my bearings and realized I needed to look down at the alley to see my foe.

Just in time to catch him explode like a plasma grenade.

I was a good seventy-feet above him on the edge of the roof, but the force of the impact still knocked me back off my feet a moment after I got my armored arm up to cover my visor. I realized I was laying on my back on the rooftop from the blast impact, but my shields were only down 2%.

“Shit,” I gasped as I rolled up to my feet on the roof. “I got lucky.”

Eight were dead, and I still saw the stats of my blood-beast so I figured it was still hunting the ninth. I figured my minion would do its job or die trying, so I decided to focus on finding the last asshole.

I activated my thermal sensors once more and scanned the streets as I headed back toward the market square, but everything was deserted. It seemed my cry of attack had actually been heeded, and I hoped that meant all the civilians were safely inside the palace walls.

When I entered the empty market center, though, I noticed a lone red heat signature. Except there wasn’t anyone standing where it registered on my visor’s screen, and it looked like it was below ground.

How was that possible? Was there some kind of sewer system beneath the city?

With Aquita being one of the largest capitals in the Triumvirate kingdoms, there had to be a high enough population to warrant an extravagant sewage system. In the outer limits, the waste was thrown in the streets, but the mess was still likely to end up in the sewers once it rained.

So, I scanned the empty streets for any manhole covers, and I spotted one in the center of the square, about ten meters from where the heat signature had registered.

I took a moment to plan my method of attack and to update the map with the coordinates of where I’d killed the other Dax. I needed to go down into the sewers, but I wouldn’t have a lot of room to maneuver once I was down there.

Finally, I made a decision and pried open the manhole cover. Then I activated the rune on my Wolf’s Hour, and once my Fenrir stepped out of the portal, I sent him down into the sewer ahead of me. The summons had a one hour cool down, but he was stronger and smarter than my other summons, so I had confidence in his ability to face an unarmored Dax Star Spear.

If my Fenrir fell, I would gain strength, so I would follow behind it and finish off the Dax if it failed.

I climbed down the ladder into the sewer on my Fenrir’s tail, but by the time I hopped down into the ankle-deep gross smelling liquid, I could already hear the sounds of battle.

My summoned beast roared in pain, so I activated its enrage ability with a mental command, and then my thermal sensor located the Dax. I dashed down the winding circular tunnel and splashed through the pool of sewage under my feet, and I knew it would take some deep cleaning to get the smell out of my gear later.

Then I spotted them, and my Fenrir slashed at a Dax with sharp claws before he clamped his jaw down on the Star Spear’s shoulder.

In the same instance, the Dax warrior brought his blade up through my Fenrir’s heart, and the beast died. As the summoned void beast crumpled on top of the Dax, though, the fangs in its maw drove deeper into my enemy’s flesh, and the Star Spear’s eyes went unfocused as he fell dead beneath the pile of furry flesh.

Allied Vengeance 80%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

Nine Dax down, and the last one was probably fighting my blood-demon.

I’d only spent twenty-five minutes fighting off the Dax, but it seemed like a lifetime had passed. I followed my path back to the ladder and climbed up through the manhole cover with a frown. I needed to end this fight, and soon. I was so close to victory, I could taste it, and the sweet flavor masked the odor of my sewage covered boots as I climbed up the ladder leading outside.

Then I paused when my blood-beast dropped off my visor’s feedback and was replaced with another message:

Allied Vengeance 90%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

Shit. Someone had killed my blood-beast? I didn’t actually know how powerful the thing was, but I knew it had evolved significantly and that these Dax warriors weren’t wearing their armor.

The last Star Spear must be a badass, and I took a deep breath before I continued my ascent up the ladder.

When I was once again standing on the street of the market square, the sound of slow, mocking claps echoed from behind me, and I spun and faced the last Dax. This Star Spear’s dark hair was coiled into dreadlocks, and tattoos covered his face and neck. His face held a callous expression, and his lips were curled up into a smile devoid of any mirth. The long robes he wore fell to his feet, but it was cinched around the waist by a prot-belt, tattered, and soaked with blood. In fact, the entire street around him was covered in a goopy looking red smear, and I guessed my new minion had given the Dax a few wounds before he’d killed it. A long-bladed rapier was also attached to the magnetons on his belt, but he didn’t make a move to grab it.

“Well done, lad,” the Dax congratulated me in the Caledonian language. “You survived nine of my Star Spear brothers. I’ve been paying close attention to you, and now that I’ve killed your little minion, I get you all to myself.”

“What’s inside the metal cylinders?” I asked.

“You will find out soon enough,” the Dax assured me with a wicked grin. “Just like all the rest of the cattle in this gods forsaken city.”

“Why are you attacking the city?” I was hoping to keep him talking until I could spot an opening to attack, but his eyes were focused on my shoulder, so I guessed he was ready.

“Why are you attacking my men?” he countered. “You are not Aquitanian, and Caledonians aren’t much of an ally to them.”

“Maybe I just don’t like Dax?” I shrugged. “Anyway, I can’t have you killing innocent people, so why don’t you tell me what’s in the canisters and where all of them are?

“Oh, you’ll find out what’s inside,” the Star Spear chuckled. “Care to stick around for the big fireworks show?”

“I’ll stick around and make sure there isn’t one.” I set my lips into a firm line and ground my teeth.

“What exactly do you plan to do to stop us?” The Star Spear looked so confident in their victory that he was in no hurry to get rid of me. He almost seemed to be enjoying our exchange.

“Kill you, for starters.” I shrugged again.

The Star Spear’s grin grew even wider as he reached for a long rapier type sword. “I’d love to see you try, lad.”

“Enough talk.” I nodded.

“Very well,” the Dax sighed. “Sword duel to the death, shall we?”

“Perfect,” I said as I considered which weapon would be the best to use.

My Shade’s Avenging Falchion was my favorite weapon for this type of battle, but the Greater Shroud Rune was still on reset. My Hammer of the Lightning Elemental might have been a good choice if my opponent was wearing armor, but he wasn’t, so I figured I’d be losing an advantage if I didn’t use a bladed weapon. I hadn’t had a chance to use my Scimitar of the Blizzard or Necroscythe of Resurrection yet in this encounter, but the choice here was pretty obvious. The scythe was my most damaging weapon, but it was big and performed best against multiple opponents. My scimitar would be perfect for this duel, since the first three cuts I gave him would debuff him with Winter’s Breath, slow him down, and allow me to land later blows much easier.

So, I drew my scimitar and eyed the Dax Star Spear as I took up my fighting stance. I noticed that unlike the other Dax I’d fought today, this warrior was wearing gauntlets beneath the red robes. It seemed like this one may be the leader of the group, and I wondered if he was truly the last one in the city. I’d only seen ten in the alleyway before I’d sent Elle back to the Stalwart, but there was no telling how many more there could be.

A skiff could hold twenty, after all.

If I took this man in for questioning, we might be able to find out how many more were in the city and get their coordinates.

My eyes drifted to the tattoos that covered the Star Spear’s face and neck. They were totemic and gave the Dax extra powers, so I always considered it a way to rank them by skill and strength. My theory was the more tattoos they had, the harder they were to kill. That theory would be tested soon enough, though, so I angled my scimitar into a ready stance and waited for the Dax to make a move.

We touched blades, then circled each other following formal dueling practice. It seemed he was inclined to follow the rules, but I wouldn’t put it past him to do something underhanded to get the advantage.

He darted forward suddenly, but then his eyes opened a bit wide when I easily knocked his blade aside and countered with a low sweep of my sword. He tried to dance back, but he was slower than me, so the tip of my sword cut through his robe and left a long tatter on the street.

“You are fast,” he hissed as we parried a few strokes, and then we danced like two knights who often sparred with each other.

“So are you,” I said, since every time I brought my blade toward him, he parried at the last second, and when he brought his rapier around in an arch, I caught it in the guard of my scimitar.

It was the truth. This Star Spear wasn’t as fast or as strong as I was with my Allied Vengeance buff, but what he lacked in might he more than made up for with superior rapier technique. He seemed to guess my strikes even before I made them, and he easily saw through my various feints. Still, he was beginning to breathe heavily, while I was fine, so I figured all I needed to do was keep this up until I won.

Unless he did something unexpected.

“You could be good in a few years,” he panted as I managed to cut another tatter of cloth from his robe. “You are strong enough. You just lack finesse.”

“You are the one breathing hard,” I growled as I knocked aside his riposte and then shoulder checked him in the chest. My armor proved a boon again, and he stumbled back a few feet as he whipped his blade around to keep me at bay.

“Maybe I want you to think that,” he snickered, and then he suddenly stepped forward, hooked his rapier against the guard of my scimitar, and somehow flung it free of my grasp.

“Fuck,” I growled and grabbed my lightning hammer. There was no way that should have happened. It was as if the grip of my sword had just disappeared in my fingers, and I wondered if either his sword of his gauntlets had some sort of magic to disarm opponents.

The chance of bringing him in alive faded as I realized how evenly matched we were. Whatever rune was in his rapier or armor was powerful enough to disarm me, and I couldn’t give him the opportunity to kill me, so I’d have to kill him first.

Time to end this. There was no way his thin rapier would be able to knock the hammer from my grip.

I was wrong, though, and the second he blocked my swing with his blade, the hammer flew violently from my hands and clattered to the paving stones.

“Give up yet?” the Dax taunted me with a grin as he pointed his rapier at my armored chest.

“Never,” I growled, and I used my nanorunes to teleport behind him.

“Whaaaa--” he gasped as I wrapped my armored arms around his shoulders to pin his own arms to his chest.

Then I grunted, lifted the Dax asshole off his feet, bent my back, and slammed his head into the bloody street behind me.

His skull made a wet crunch when it smacked into the bricks, and I felt his body go limp in my arms. He might have been unconscious from the blow, but I didn’t wait to find out, I just let go of his waist, pressed my armored chest against his so he couldn’t escape easily, and then began to slam my armored fists into his face.

Over, and over, and over again.

“This. Is. How. Caledonian. Knights. Deal. With. You. Fucking. Asshole. Star. Spears.” I punched each word out with my fists until I realized I’d turned the man’s skull into the same goopy liquid that the rest of the street around us was covered with.

I punched his bloody-pancake head once more for good measure, and then I let out a long breath as I stood up. My armor was covered with the man’s blood as well as the blood of my minion, but I’d killed the last of the ten Dax.

“Commander Reynolds?” I asked as I keyed my belt again to contact her. “I’ve finished off the ten Dax I saw, but I couldn’t get any of them to--”

My words caught in my throat as I heard a loud beep come from the Dax’s gauntlets. Then I crouched down, grabbed onto his dead hand, and twisted it around so I could see the inside of his wrist. There was a display there with a red flashing light in the shape of a skull.

“Fuck,” I growled. I could have been wrong, but all of my instincts were telling me these gas bombs were about to go off.

Then I saw green gas begin to leak out of the man’s clothes, and I realized he actually had a canister on his person.

I couldn’t get a hold of any of my fellow knights, but I had to do something, and fast.
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Chapter Eleven

I grabbed the dead man’s rapier and then ran over to where my hammer and scimitar laid on the street so I could get some distance between myself and the spewing fumes. This was bad. Very bad. The gas was coming out quickly, and the paving stones of the market center were now blanketed in a noxious green cloud.

I put the Dax’s rapier on my back without checking the stats, and then I grabbed my hammer and scimitar. I only had room for one more weapon on my magnetons, so I decided to put the scimitar back and carry the hammer. The blunt weapon was a bit heavier, but there was less chance I’d accidentally cut something while I was trying to figure out what I was going to do next.

Then my visor buzzed, and my mouth hung open when I read the display:

Unknown gas element has damaged oxygen seal.

“Oh, shit,” I sighed as I glanced back at the corpse and noticed his robe and body was actually disintegrating.

Something in this gas must destroy the sealing compound along with any organic material.

What the fuck was I going to do next?

Even though there weren’t any people visible in the surrounding area didn’t mean the gas wouldn’t affect anyone in the nearby buildings.

I had to do something, or innocent lives would be lost.

The gas cloud continued to build, and it pushed me further and further away from the Dax who laid dead in the middle of the street.

My mind reeled as I tried to decide what to do. On the one hand, I could teleport away from here to safety, but that wouldn’t help all the innocent people in this part of the city.

If I ran into the fumes, though, I would surely die, since I could already tell the degenerative effects had taken hold of the Dax Star Spear I’d pulverized to death.

I didn’t know what to do. I joined the crew of the RTF Stalwart because of a cryptic message from my dad. I couldn’t open it until I graduated, and it only consisted of the name of my assigned ship. I didn’t know why my dad had wanted me to join the Stalwart. At first, I thought it was to sniff out insurrectionists, but once I learned of the deep loyalty the crew had to the Caledonian queen, I couldn’t fathom them being rebels.

Did my father want me to help Captain Cross locate the late king’s armor? We’d been traversing the galaxy chasing down Seraphic portals with great success, but there were still lots of mysteries to solve.

I couldn’t find any of the answers I’d been seeking if I was dead, but I couldn’t live with myself if I exchanged my life for the lives of innocent civilians. I knew what the honor code of the knights said, and I took it seriously.

Suddenly, the sound of running feet rang out through the deserted streets, and I turned to see the crew of the Stalwart and all the knights pause at the entrance to the market center. They’d spotted the gas and hesitated to enter the fumes. I was glad they didn’t rush in to their deaths, but it still didn’t fix the situation.

They’d managed to find me fairly quickly, considering how much time had passed since I’d sent Elle to find the captain. Then I noticed the metallic glint of a drone hovering over their heads, and I realized Matthias’ map must have helped them locate me in a hurry.

I hoped that meant they’d found all the other gas bombs I’d marked as well.

As I stared helplessly between the faces of my friends and colleagues, and then to the dead Dax with the canister on his body, I couldn’t help but feel like it was my fault.

If my friends took one step closer, they would inhale the poisonous fumes and die. They couldn’t reach me without risking themselves.

Neville, Nathan, and Richard looked back at me with mirrored helplessness in their eyes, and I saw the scene from their perspective. A dead Star Spear with gas spewing from a canister, and me standing in a pocket of clean air twenty meters away from them.

There was nothing they could do. It was all on me now.

“Stay back!” I warned in a loud voice, and then I checked my helmet oxygen to see I had five minutes left.

But only if the seals held out.

The faces of my friends flashed before my mind’s eye, and I thought about many nights drinking with my fellow recent initiates into the knighthood and all the laughs we’d shared. I thought about Casey, how she could always cheer me up, and how I’d never see her fiery red hair or watch her bounce down the hallway again.

Then I thought about Elle and how bravely she fought even though she was just a point clerk. She was a fellow mutant and one of my favorite people, and the thought of missing out on her sparkling hazel eyes broke my heart.

Finally, I thought about Natali and our date on the boat. I remembered the taste of her, and how soft her skin was. Emotion welled up in my eyes, but I blinked it hastily away. There was no time for being soft when my life and the lives of countless people were on the line, and I had ways to win.

There was always a way to win.

Then I dashed forward with a fierce roar, and I clenched my eyes and mouth tightly shut as I entered the fog of poisonous gas. I moved to the Dax Star Spear from memory with my eyes closed, and when I felt my boot hit his leg, I squatted and grabbed onto him with the hand that wasn’t holding my hammer. I activated my nanorunes with my last bit of strength, and I poured all of my energy into the hope that I would save my friends’ lives.

My atoms ripped apart with painful intensity, and I was hurled across the planet in billions of individual molecules with the dead Star Spear in tow. Then I landed with a splash and found myself choking on water as soon as my pieces reassembled.

I was in the middle of the Aquitanian ocean, beneath the icy waves.

Suddenly, the Star Spear writhed and grabbed onto my arm, and I almost screamed with surprise. How the fuck was this guy still alive? I’d literally bashed his head into a meat patty, and he’d been sitting in the middle of a gas cloud.

His skull was still flattened, but he was still moving.

What the fuck?

I kicked my legs desperately trying to reach the surface, but the Dax warrior thrashed and pulled me downward. Somehow, the spewing canister of gas broke free of his clothes, and I grasped it in my left hand while I attempted to shove the man off me with my lighting hammer, but my suit’s oxygen supply was tainted by the gas I’d taken in while moving through the cloud to reach my target, so I’d have to hold my breath until it could filter out.

My lungs burned, and my muscles ached from the energy it took to move my body, armor, and weapons beneath the pressure of both the waves and the Dax warrior’s weight.

He continued to fight against me, but I managed to twist my legs around.

Then I planted my boot on the side of his flat face, tightened the muscles in my arm, and launched off his head with all my strength. He struggled to keep his grasp, but the force was too much, and he jetted away from me with a flurry of bubbles kicking up in his wake.

The gas bubbles emitted from the device bubbled around me, then floated harmlessly to the surface, and I eyed them enviously as I struggled to hold my breath. Blooms erupted from my nose and followed the other air pockets to the sky, and I tossed the canister in the direction of the Star Spear and began to pull myself to the surface.

My muscles screamed in protest, and my chest burned from the oxygen depletion, but I could see the clear blue sky through the murky waters roughly two meters ahead of me.

The desire to use my system’s oxygen supply surged through me from years of programming at the Academy and the Stalwart. I knew it could still be filled with the noxious fumes, though, so I resisted the urge with sheer will power. Stars burst in my vision as more bubbles erupted from my nose. What little air I still had left was depleted, and shadows crept over the color of the sky.

I couldn’t wait any longer. If I passed out, the weight of my gear would drag me down into the ocean, so I just had to pray to the queen the air was clean and my helmet had done a good enough job filtering out the gas that had gotten in.

I exhaled and then took a giant breath.

It was clean.

Immediately, oxygen flooded my veins, and the pressure on my chest released. I pumped my arms and kicked with all my remaining energy, and finally I burst up through to the surface.

I popped open my visor and breathed in the fresh ocean air with a grateful gulp. Then I gasped as I struggled to tread water and stay upright. The waves crashed in gray sheets, and I swam until my arms refused to move anymore. Then I bobbed and leaned my head back to float and regain my strength. Seagulls flew through the clear sky overhead, and I sighed as I took stock of my situation.

I was alive.

That was the good news. I’d managed to take out all ten Star Spears I’d seen in the alley, and I’d found hundreds of the gas bombs. With the map coordinates I’d marked, Matthias’ drone network should be able to map the pattern and find the rest throughout the city.

The countdown timer was in odd symbols I knew were from the Dax language, but I couldn’t translate. Treyin would be able to, though, so the crew of the Stalwart would be able to figure out what it meant. They would stop the attack and save the citizens of Aquita. I’d done my part.

But now I was stranded and out of sight of land.

That was the bad news. I’d teleported to the location of my date with Natali, but we’d had a compass on the boat that directed us back to land. My nanorunes were depleted from the struggle and effects of the gas, so I was stuck for the moment. I thought of my evening with Natali and how sweet she’d tasted as we hovered over the waves. That pleasant memory warmed me for a moment, but then I realized how dire my situation was.

I needed to figure out which direction land was in.

I pressed a button on my prot-belt that synchronized with the Stalwart’s computers, but it glitched an error code in response, so I figured the Dax communication interference was still working. I was too far out of range to use the connection as a homing beacon, so I would have to figure out which direction the city was some other way.

I floated on my back the best I could with all my armor, weapons, and the hammer I had in my hand, and I took big deep inhales and exhales of sweet lifesaving oxygen as I brainstormed. I stared up at the puffy white clouds idly while my mind roamed until I saw one that looked different from the others. Then I turned my gaze toward the horizon to get a better look, and I realized it was a spire of the palace.

Land.

I practically whooped, but then I chugged salt water and came up sputtering. A renewed energy coursed through my body, though, and I swam toward the palace tower with the added power of my Allied Vengeance rune.

But I only had twenty minutes left on my 90% more strength.

I’d swam for a hundred meters when I paused to gauge my distance.

The cloud resembling the palace spire twirled in the wind and then broke apart. It had been like a mirage, and as reality sank in, so did my heart. I was still out of sight of land, and my eyes were playing tricks on me. I could have been hallucinating from the amount of gas I’d inhaled.

Suddenly, I noticed the cloud of fumes clinging to the ocean surface around me. I hadn’t escaped the gas yet. It had blown toward me in the wind, and some weird pocket of air was keeping it meshed together. The sky was clear a meter away, but the edges of it encircled me. My suit had been filtering it for the most part, but the slight effects alone were enough to mess with my head. So, I sank beneath the waves and swam through the water while my suit harnessed the oxygen in the current to filter my supply.

Swimming below the surface wouldn’t allow me to look for land, though, and I didn’t know how far the radius of the gas cloud was. I hoped the wind wouldn’t blow any of it toward the palace, but I was sure we were far enough away otherwise. I’d teleported pretty far out, and the icy waves swirled around me in all directions.

I’d have to wait for my nanorunes to recharge, but I hesitated to inhale in the meantime, so my head began to throb with a migraine. My brain needed oxygen, but I was in short supply.

I pressed a button on my suit to display my bio-readout.

Oxygen supply: 30%

Unknown particulate: 70%.

Filter cycle progress: 65%.

I held my breath, but let out an internal sigh. I’d only have to swim below the waves for a short while without oxygen. The whole filter cycle took five minutes, but I’d already stopped breathing for a few of those, so I had maybe a minute before I blacked out.

My vision grew dark, and my ears rang with a high-pitched frequency. I was losing consciousness, and I floated beneath the waves with my arms and legs spread out and my eyes closed.

This was it. I was going to drown. I had to inhale, every fiber of my being insisted that I take a breath. My muscles grew numb, and my appendages tingled.

Then a final thought flashed through my mind.

It was a montage of so many conversations with my friends on the Stalwart. Casey’s red hair and freckles, Elle’s twinkling hazel eyes, Natali’s sweet smile, Treyin’s seductive smirk, and the laughing faces of all my friends flashed through my head. I would miss them. I only hoped they managed to survive the remaining gas bombs all over Aquita.

“Fuck this,” I sighed. “Come on, Lyons. You made it this far. You’ve got four women and all your friends to come back to. Hell, you still have to take Casey on a date, and you haven’t even talked to Faye to ask her out yet. There are more Dax to kill, more loot to get, and more beer to drink. You have to protect the queen and recover her father’s armor. Make it happen, Lyons. Do it. Do itttttttttt!”

With a wrenching force, my atoms suddenly ripped apart. My nanorunes activated by instinct the instant they were strong enough to teleport me, and my essence was scattered across existence. Then the molecular pieces of my being were flung through the water, across the city, and slammed into the bridge of the Stalwart.

I gasped in sweet oxygen in a painful gulp as stars danced in my vision. I felt my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental still in my hand, but I was hesitant to open my eyes.

What if I’d died, and I’d landed somewhere unknown?

Fuck. I was tired. I just wanted to sleep.

“Lyons?” Reynold’s voice rang in my ears. “What the fuck?”

The sheer panic and worry in her words made my eyes open, and I blinked around at the commander, Captain Cross, Matthias, Neville, Moses, and Flanagan.

I continued to take deep life-giving breaths, and slowly the ringing in my ears subsided. I shivered, and my stomach heaved. Then I bent over and emptied my stomach onto the floor of the bridge.

“Ugh, call a servitor in here right now,” Reynolds ordered with a look of disgust, but that quickly shifted back into a furrowed brow and eyes full of concern. “What happened to you?”

“I…” I gasped in more air and then cleared my throat. “I teleported.”

“We’ve all been looking for you everywhere,” Neville whined. “We thought you’d died. You ran into the gas. What were you thinking?”

His tone almost resembled a maternal energy, and I had to chuckle, even though that sent painful spasms through my oxygen deprived lungs. I ended up coughing and sputtering instead of laughing, and the marksman came to pat me on the back.

I coughed a few more times from his heavy swats, and then I pushed him away.

“Are you okay, Knight Lyons?” Captain Cross asked, and his voice was filled with something I’d never heard before.

Fear, for my safety.

My heart welled with emotion, and at the same time my chest heaved with the exertion of taking a breath.

“I’m okay,” I said in a wheezing voice. “I just ran out of oxygen.”

“Start at the beginning,” Moses requested. “Take your time.”

“I saw a group of Dax in an alley,” I began.

“We know that part,” Flannagan said with a wave of his hand. “The point clerk told us you planned to take them on solo. Didn’t take you for a madman, but welcome to the crew. ‘One of us,’ and all that song and dance. Now, continue with the specifics of your insanity.”

“Elle got to you?” I looked to the captain as though to confirm this, and he nodded.

“Miss McGrath brought us one of the metal devices.” Cross folded his arms over his chest and widened his stance. “You really helped us out, Knight Lyons. Good job.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said with a curt nod.

“I’ve been analyzing the device,” Matthias interjected, “and Treyin is currently working on the translation of the timing sequence. Not every device has the same figures displayed.”

“I hadn’t noticed that.” I frowned when my words came out barely above a whisper, but I drew in a deep breath and tried to speak normally. “So, they’re designed to go off at different times?”

“We are still uncertain of when they will explode,” Captain Cross explained with a shake of his salt and pepper hair, and he had the grace to ignore my failed attempt at speaking clearly. At least he’d understood me. “Perhaps you can help us learn more by filling us in on your adventures.”

The captain nodded to the Shield Knight to hand the line of questioning over to him, and Moses returned the gesture with a smile. Then the dreadlocked behemoth turned to me, and his expression softened with pity.

I must look like I’d drowned and came back to life. My armor was sopping wet, and a puddle had already begun to form around me, but it mixed with my vomit and helped with the stench.

“We saw you in the market center,” Moses informed me. “The Star Spear looked dead on the ground, and one of the gas canisters was already spewing around him. Then you ran into the cloud, and by the time we got the area cleared of fumes, you were both gone.”

“I teleported to the ocean,” I managed to choke out, and I cleared my throat again and spoke in a clearer voice. “I used a location I’d been to on a boat recently.”

“Did you breathe in any gas?” Reynolds asked as her sharp eyes studied me closely.

“What happened to the Star Spear?” Neville questioned at the same time.

Moses shot them a reprimanding look, and then he turned back to me with a sympathetic smile. “Take your time.”

“I thought I’d killed the Dax, but somehow he came back to life and tried to drag me under,” I explained. “When I managed to get free, the gas had formed a cloud over the surface, so I had to go under water until I had the strength to teleport again.”

“I’m surprised you survived,” Captain Cross said as I struggled to catch my breath once more. “There is no way to know how much gas it takes for a fatal dose, but you had to have ingested some of it.”

“How much do you think you inhaled, Lyons?” Commander Reynolds asked again.

I turned my gaze to the commander. “I breathed in a little gas, but I think my suit filtered out the most toxic elements as much as it could.”

“We still need to have you checked by medical,” Captain Cross said with a curt nod, but the look of concern didn’t leave his blue eyes, and he scanned me over as he brushed off his long royal blue trench coat with the back of his hand. “Can you walk to the infirmary?”

“What happened to the rest of the canisters?” I asked. It was a slight breach of authority to ignore his question, but I had to know what happened.

A look of pride crossed the captain’s face, and he nodded. “There are still gas bombs remaining in the city. The others can tell you the rest.”

“We managed to gather the ones you located,” Neville explained. “We have them in a containment tank.”

“You made efficient use of the drone map,” Matthias complimented as he inclined his head. The machina was shrouded in his usual dark cloak, but I could still see the blue glow radiating from the veins across his face. His electronic eyes blinked at me for a moment, then turned away. “The others are learning quickly.”

“There is no telling how many more remain, though,” Moses mused as he pursed his lips. “They are so small and easily hidden.”

“Maybe they have a unique heat signature we can home in on,” Reynolds suggested with a shrug.

“I will need more time to analyze the canisters,” Matthias informed us.

“We should just evacuate the city,” Flannagan insisted. “There’s not enough time to do a thorough sweep of every nook and cranny, and if we missed even one…”

All of our faces grew grim as the end of his sentence hung silently in the air.

People would die.

“This isn’t even our kingdom,” Neville pointed out. “Shouldn’t we just leave and let Aquitaine figure it out?”

“The treaty would not survive such a callous move,” Reynolds countered, and she shook her head to add to her point. “No, we must stay and help them, or the Triumvirate will fall apart.”

“The commander is correct,” Captain Cross said with a dark look. “The fate of the entire alliance hinges on Aquita’s survival. However, I cannot knowingly endanger all your lives in such a way. Poison gas is not like a Grendel. One breath could kill you.”

“Lyons survived,” Flannagan pointed out with a shrug. “Our job is to protect others, maybe specifically Caledonians, but our allies should be included in that.”

His sudden change of heart could only be explained by the dire situation we now faced, but the captain’s words still hung in the air after the Herald Knight fell silent.

“The Dax army would not send just ten Star Spears against the combined strength of Caledonia and Aquitaine,” Reynolds pointed out with furrowed eyebrows. “There is likely another attack coming after the bombs go off. They will want to take the city after it’s been weakened.”

“The bombs are only located in the outer limits,” Matthias said. “The palace and government sector should be safe from the majority of the fumes.”

“Their main fleet is coming,” Captain Cross added, and he took a moment to look into each of our eyes like he was scouring our souls for weakness.

I lifted my chin and straightened my shoulders when his gaze turned to me, and he gave me a brief nod to acknowledge me.

“We must be ready for whatever happens next,” the captain finished.

“The majority of the city guardsmen and farmers live in the outer limits,” I said as I thought about all the people I’d talked to during my search with Matthias. “Actually, it’s so densely populated I’d say the majority of the city’s residents are living in the outer edges.”

“They’re defenseless.” Neville scowled. “The nobles treat their citizens like shit, and there’s nothing they can do about it. They’ll die by the hundreds, and the rulers will probably be relieved it wasn’t them.”

“We aren’t here to argue politics, Knight Holloway,” Reynolds snapped. “We need to plan our next move.”

“We can’t ignore the people most at risk,” Neville insisted.

“What defenses does the palace and military headquarters have against a chemical attack?” Captain Cross asked as his eyes turned to Matthias.

“They have atmospheric shields, sir,” the machina reported. “On both buildings.”

“Do the citizens of the city have anything like that?” Reynolds wondered. “Maybe in the walls?”

“No.” Matthias’ electronic voice almost sounded sad in an inhuman way. “They have no atmospheric defenses on a city-wide scale.”

“There’s no easy way out of it,” Flannagan sighed. “People are going to die.”

“It’s almost genius if you think about it,” Reynolds said as she tapped her chin. “Take out the food production, army force, and a huge chunk of the population in one move. The city would be ripe for the picking.”

“We’re not going to let that happen,” I insisted in a firm voice. There was no way I was going to stand by while innocent people were dying. It went against every fiber of my being.

“I’m not very eager to throw my life away,” Neville said in a hesitant tone. “The nobles should be the ones cleaning up this mess, not us.”

“Whether or not they should, they aren’t.” I shrugged. “Would you really risk the lives of innocent people with pride?”

“It’s not just about pride.” Neville frowned. “It’s about the principle of it.”

“We’re in this together,” Flannagan pointed out. “Whatever the captain decides, I’m on board.”

“Me, too.” I nodded firmly.

“I will always follow your command,” Moses told the captain with a small bow of his head.

“So, what’s it going to be, Captain?” Reynolds asked as all eyes turned expectantly to Cross.

“Everyone be quiet,” he snapped, and he sliced his hands through the air. “I need to have a drink and think this over. You all need to leave me alone until I decide otherwise. You’re dismissed.”

I pushed back my disappointment with a small sigh, and then I trudged toward the door while my boots squelched with wetness.

“Reynolds, Matthias,” Cross suddenly called out over our departing heads. “Stay behind.”

“Yes, sir,” the two replied in unison as they turned back toward the captain.

“And Lyons,” the captain added. “Head to the infirmary. I’ll need a medical release before I assign you onto another mission.”

“Yes, sir,” I said with a quick salute.

It wasn’t the worst punishment. In fact, seeing Natali was the furthest thing from a punishment I could think of, so I headed away from the bridge with a smile tugging on the corners of my lips.

I just hoped the captain made a decision by the time I was all patched up.

I was ready to save Aquita.
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Chapter Twelve

I walked down the hallway to the elevator and hit the button for the infirmary floor, but Neville squeezed between the doors right before they closed and pressed the number for our room.

“Sorry about arguing with you back there.” The knight shot me a sideways smile as he took up a spot at my side. “I just don’t understand why the nobles are so incompetent. Aquitaine is a successful developed kingdom, and yet they don’t care about their own people.”

“I get it, man.” I shrugged. “We can talk to the nobles after the city is safe. Protecting the people is my first priority.”

“We’ll see what the captain says,” Neville sighed. “We could be staying inside the Stalwart until the gas clears.”

“The captain wouldn’t do that,” I insisted with a frown.

“Maybe not.” Neville shook his head. “I’m not eager to rush into a gas cloud, though. You and I are different in that regard.”

“I had to do something,” I chuckled.

“That’s just who you are.” Neville grinned and clapped me on the shoulder.

Then the doors opened with a ding, and I stepped out.

“I’ll see you later,” I said and waved. “I need to get my medical release.”

“You mean you need to go get oxygen deprivation therapy,” Neville laughed.

“Oh, hey,” I said as I realized I was still carrying my hammer. “I took this rapier off the last Dax I fought. It might not be an upgrade to the poison one you have, but--”

“You took an extra piece of loot, carried your hammer in one hand, and then treaded water in the ocean and almost died because of it?” Neville groaned as he stepped into the way of the elevator door so it wouldn’t close.

“Well…” I laughed. “When you say it like that, it sounds really dumb.”

“But…” my friend laughed with me. “Maybe it will be awesome and worth it. Let’s see the thing.”

I swapped out my hammer for the new rapier, and then Neville and I both put our hands on the new weapon and keyed up our prot-belts so we could see the stats.

Weapon type: Rapier of Fitness and Finesse

Additional damage: 20% (Stabbing and ignores armor)

Power class: Knight

Weapon effect: Doubles user’s endurance. Heals endurance with every successful parry.

Runes inscribed: Greater Disarm

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Once every ten seconds, disarm any opponent’s single-handed weapon upon touch.

“By the queen,” Neville gasped. “That’s mighty fine.”

“Wow,” I agreed. “That would make an amazing dueling weapon. Do you want it?”

“Are you sure?” he asked. “It’s… it’s really good. Much better than my current rapier, but I’m set on being a Marksman, so chances are I won’t end up using it a lot. You are more of a front-line knight, so--”

“I think it will be a good fit for you,” I argued. “If someone gets close to you, you’ll need a good way to disarm them to buy yourself some time, and the fact that this thing will go through armor is super good.”

“Yeah, but Nick,” Neville sighed. “It’s just too good for me. What are you using for your duel-type fights?”

“I’ve got my Shade’s Avenging Falchion and the Scimitar of the Blizzard.” I shrugged.

“Let me see them,” Neville requested. “I forget what their stats are.”

“Sure,” I said as I pulled them free of my magnetons and handed them to him.

“Hmmm…” he said after he studied each weapon for a few moments. “The falchion is really good, but that scimitar… this rapier is just way better, it might even be better than the falchion, since you can’t use that rune all the time. You should definitely switch the scimitar out at the least.”

“I agree with you that the rapier is better, but you were right earlier, I’m carrying too many weapons now. I think I’m going to exchange the scimitar for some KPs so I have an extra slot open to carry. I want you to have the rapier. I haven’t forgotten when you loaned me yours when I really needed it.”

“Well… Alright, then.” Neville gave me a wide smile and then clapped his new weapon to his own magnetons. “Don’t forget we also have a big pile of loot your girlfriend is sorting through. We might upgrade everything anyways.”

“That’s true,” I laughed.

“Thanks for the weapon, Nick,” Neville said as he gave me a nod and stepped back into the elevator. “Try not to get too… distracted with the good doctor.”

The doors slid closed before I could form a rebuttal, and I chuckled and turned to finish my walk to the infirmary. I paused at the entrance to scan the room for Natali, and I spotted her leaning over a microscope on a counter against the far wall. Her ass was pushed out, and the white fabric of her coat strained against her curves. Her brown hair was pulled back into a loose braid, and tendrils hung down to frame her face as she focused on the tool in front of her.

“Fancy meeting you here,” I greeted with unabashed cheesiness.

Natali jumped, and she placed a hand over her heart. “Oh, Nick! I’ve been so worried about you!”

“I’m okay.” I grinned at the stunningly beautiful doctor. “I take it you heard I was missing.”

“Elle came and told us you were fighting a bunch of Dax Star Spears by yourself, but then the knights came back without you, and I was beside myself.” Then she finally managed to get a good look at me, and she gasped. “Gods, you’re soaked! What happened?”

The doctor ushered me to the exam table before I could respond, and as soon as I sat down she began unfastening my armor. Her fingers moved with the deft agility of someone familiar with battle gear, and I marveled at the speed and efficiency of her movements.

“I teleported to where we had our date,” I informed her with a wry smile. “I kept thinking about the way you tasted on that hovercraft. It was the last thing I wanted to remember before I died.”

“That’s sweet.” Natali smiled, but then the expression shifted into a glare, and she swatted at my shoulder. “And dangerous!”

“Ow!” I said in a feigned hurt voice, and her glare softened into a look of concern.

“Lay still and let me examine you,” she instructed in the clipped tone of a professional that turned me on so much. Then she grabbed a tablet device and began to scan my body for injuries.

She applied a medkit to my bruised ribs, and then she placed an oxygen mask over my nose and mouth. I guess I wasn’t as injured as I looked. Oxygen depletion was probably the worst of my wounds, and I was glad I didn’t have to take a stint in the regeneration chamber.

“You’ll need to lay still for several moments until your oxygen levels stabilize,” she informed me as she looked over the data on her tablet’s screen. “Your lungs took quite a beating, Nick, I’m surprised you didn’t suffer from brain damage.”

“He’d have to have a brain to damage first,” Nathan suddenly snickered from the doorway.

“Yeah, Nick, how dumb do you have to be?” Richard added and peeked over his twin’s shoulder. “You ran straight into the gas! That’s like something my brother would do.”

“Hey!’ Nathan laughed as he bumped his elbow into his brother. “I was just about to say that sounded like something you’d do.”

It was hard to laugh with the oxygen machine covering my face, so I just shrugged.

“You’ve been busy, it seems,” Nathan observed as the twins left the doorway and sat down on the other exam table in the infirmary. Their eyes only had a faint glimmer of worry, though, and it relieved me to hear they hadn’t lost their sense of humor over my close brush with death.

“I like to keep my hands occupied,” I quipped with a smile. Talking while breathing in the oxygen was tricky, but I was up for the challenge.

“I can second that.” Richard grinned. “As soon as we heard you were back on the Stalwart, we started to hunt down the Dax bodies you killed.”

“Why?” I asked with an arched eyebrow.

“The loot!” Nathan informed me with a shocked expression. “Why else?”

I laughed, which ended up causing me to cough as the oxygen rich fumes sputtered into my lungs. “Did you find anything good?”

“No,” Richard sighed, and his face was full of disappointment.

“They were already stripped,” Nathan added.

“The poor people got to them first,” Richard grumbled and crossed his arms, and if he wasn’t so big and bulky, I would say he looked like a pouting child.

“I got a ring and rapier,” I said as I pulled the ring off my finger and handed it over to the twins. “Both are pretty good, but I gave the rapier to Neville since I don’t really use them. I’m going to keep the ring, though. Why would the poor people want power armor?”

“Anyone can sell runetech to Dust dealers here in Aquita,” Nathan said with a shrug as Richard began to examine my ring. “I’m sure one gauntlet could feed a family for a month.”

“Woooowwwieeeeee,” Richard gasped. “This ring is fantastic.”

“Lemme see.” Nathan wiggled his fingers, and his brother passed the item to him.

“What about the market center?” I questioned as my pulse quickened. If I hadn’t managed to save everyone nearby, the guilt would weigh on me. “Did any citizens get caught up in the gas bomb’s cloud?”

“A few people nearby got sick,” Richard said with a small frown. “It wasn’t too serious, though. The medics said they should make a full recovery.”

“This ring is really damn good,” Nathan chuckled. “Hopefully, we can find more in the set. Then you’d be way harder to kill than you already are.”

“Don’t encourage him,” Natali called out from where she monitored my stats on the screen.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Nathan muttered as he passed me the new ring back.

“So, only a few people got sick?” I sighed. “That’s a relief.”

“There was vomit everywhere, though,” Nathan gagged.

“Yeah, but no one died in the city,” Richard continued the update. “Thanks to you, Nick.”

“I did what anyone would,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand.

I was relieved to learn no one had died from the spilled gas bomb, though, and I felt my shoulders relax slightly. I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding onto tension, but hearing of the events that transpired after I’d teleported was comforting.

“Whatever, Nick,” Nathan snorted. “I was there, and I didn’t run into the cloud of poisonous gas.”

“Yeah, me neither,” Richard added.

“You guys can’t teleport,” I pointed out. “You would have just killed yourself.”

“We can do other things,” Nathan insisted as he and his brother exchanged a glance.

“You guys kick ass,” I reminded the twins with an empathetic grin. “Never forget that.”

“Gentlemen.” Natali cleared her throat. “Nick’s oxygen treatment will be finished shortly. I suggest you two give him some space so the medicine is more efficient.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the twins replied in unison.

“We’re going to go grab a drink while we wait for captain’s orders,” Nathan told me.

“Feel free to join us once you’re all cleared,” Richard added.

“Is this a ‘boys only’ get together?” Natali asked.

We all turned to blink at her in shock, and I hastily shook my head.

“Of course not,” I said in a hurried voice. “Come with me.”

“I’m only giving you a hard time,” Natali laughed. “I already told the other girls I would meet them there shortly.”

“Oh,” I chuckled. “Perfect.”

“I’m sure everyone will be very happy to see you’re okay,” Natali added with a sweet smile that made my heart warm.

I was excited to see all my other girlfriends, too. I’d thought about them in what I’d believed were my dying moments, and the images of them in my heart had given me the strength to keep going.

“Out with you,” Natali said to the twins, and she made shooing motions with her hands.

“Get better, Nick,” Nathan called out as he trotted out the door.

“You’re gonna be a few beers behind,” Richard taunted while he waved goodbye.

Then Natali and I were alone in the infirmary once more.

“Lay down and try to be still,” she instructed with a warm smile. “I want this to go as quickly as possible for you.”

“I’ll do whatever you ask,” I replied as I returned her loving expression.

“Well, now I’m taking a sample of your blood to analyze,” she said as she filled a vial with red liquid from my arm and walked over to put it into some machine on a nearby table. Then she scooted onto the exam table and took my hand in hers. “I want to see how the poison interacted with your DNA.”

“You think I survived because of my mutation?” I asked as my eyebrows shot up in surprise. I’d inhaled quite a bit of the gas and lived to tell the tale, but no one else had died, so maybe it wasn’t a fatal poison, just debilitating.

“I can’t rule out anything at this point in my research,” Natali replied with a shrug. “It’s possible, or it could be a fluke. Still, your power armor shouldn’t have been able to fully protect you.”

“Well, I am a mutant.” I shrugged.

Suddenly, her tablet beeped, and she glanced down at the screen. Then her eyes lit up, and the corners of her lips twitched. “Your oxygen levels are back to normal!”

“That was fast.” I grinned.

“Exactly.” Natali hit some buttons on her tablet and didn’t look up at me. “It should have taken ten more minutes…”

“So, I’m all better?” I rubbed my hand up and down her arm, and she leaned into my touch.

“Tip top shape,” she confirmed as she met my eyes with a glorious smile. “You’re pretty incredible, Nicholas Lyons. I’m curious to see what a more in-depth analysis of your blood sample will reveal at a later time.”

A blush crept up my neck at her flattery, so I leaned in and brushed my lips softly against hers to hide my embarrassment.

The doctor shivered and melted against me, and I took her in my arms as the kiss deepened. Our tongues twirled together like they were dancing a tango, and my entire body responded to the feeling of her. When we finally came up for air, Natali’s eyes were unfocused, and her lips were slightly parted.

“Are you ready for a drink?” I asked.

“I’ll go wherever you go,” she breathed. Then she let out a contented sigh and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Lead the way, Knight Lyons.”

“I need to stop by my room to change first,” I said with a disappointed frown. “I’ll meet you there in ten minutes.”

“Alright,” she said with a smile lingering on her lips. “That will give me a chance to change as well. I’ve been working nonstop for so long, I think I’ve been wearing this same outfit for days.”

“You’re stunning no matter what you wear,” I reassured her. I wanted to make sure she understood exactly how lovely she was to me, because in my mind, she’d saved my life, since the memory of our date had inspired my jump.

“You’re too sweet,” Natali giggled and hopped down from the exam table. “Hurry. I don’t want to miss out on any time with you, and I’m sure the other girls feel the same.”

“I will, I will.” I held up my hands in surrender and climbed down from the exam table. Then I planted a quick kiss on her forehead and gathered up my power armor before I ducked out of the infirmary and headed back to the elevator.

My muscles ached, and my whole body felt on the verge of collapse, but having a cold beer with my friends and girlfriends sounded like a dream come true after what I’d been through. So, I quickly traversed the hallways of the Stalwart to the room I shared with the other new knights, and I tossed off the wet uniform I’d worn beneath my armor.

I had a spare set of the black outfit embossed with the RTF trident symbol, so after I dried myself more thoroughly with a towel, I pulled them on. Then I raked my hand through my hair, and I was ready to go.

It didn’t take me long to reach the galley, and the cheer I was greeted with from my friends warmed my heart. Casey’s smile beamed a ray of sunshine at me from across the room, and Elle was trying desperately to hold back the tears welling up in her eyes. Treyin eyed me proudly like I carried the scalp of my enemy in my hand, and the desire radiating from her was palpable. Last but not least, Natali waved at me and gestured to an empty chair beside them.

As soon as I reached their table, Neville, Nathan, and Richard also approached with hands full of mugs. The knights slid three mugs my way as we all took a seat, and I gulped down the first one in two long swallows. I sighed with contentment as the fizzy beer slid down my gullet, and the alcohol washed over my tired bones.

“Doesn’t even say hello first,” Casey scoffed, but there was a playful twinkle in her blue eyes. “Typical man. Always thinking of beer first.”

“And battle!” I said in a mock Olav growl, and everyone burst out laughing.

“You’re incorrigible,” Elle said in a voice that made me think she had the exact opposite opinion of me. She licked her lips to emphasize her true meaning, and I grinned.

Gods, this was exactly what I needed. I was surrounded by beautiful women and loyal friends with plenty of cold beer to drink.

“How are you feeling?” Treyin asked as her eyes dove into mine like she was searching my soul, and I knew the empath wished she could control my emotions like she used to be able to before I got the implant that protected me from her manipulations.

“Tired.” I smirked. “But I’m ready for whatever comes next.”

“Ugh,” Casey groaned. “I don’t even want to think about it for a moment. I can’t imagine living out there in the city right now. It must be horrible.”

“We issued alarms throughout the outer limits,” Elle said in a comforting tone, and she reached out to pat the redhead’s hand affectionately. “They should be evacuating to the inner rings as we speak.”

“We have twenty-four hours until the first bomb erupts,” Treyin added, “although that is just the timer on one of the devices we have in containment. Others still at large could go off sooner.”

“How comforting.” Casey rolled her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Treyin murmured, and she gave the beautiful enchanter a sympathetic smile. “I’m sure we will find them all. It will be okay.”

My eyebrows rose in surprise at the affection expressed between the two women, and my pulse quickened with excitement as my imagination ran wild. My girlfriends were not only accepting of each other, but getting along like close friends.

How the fuck did I get so lucky?

“We will help as many people as we can,” Natali promised as she shared a warm smile with Casey. “Don’t worry, everything will be okay. This is the crew of the Stalwart we’re talking about, they do the impossible.”

Elle and I exchanged a knowing glance as the same thought crossed both of our minds. There were a lot of impossible coincidences aboard the Stalwart, and many mysteries still surrounded the ship and crew. The point clerk and I had been working together to unearth the truth behind the missing knights listed as crewmembers and the missing mission logs from before a few years prior. There was still much we didn’t know, but I had a feeling Natali knew more than she was willing to say.

“The captain hasn’t made a decision one way or the other, yet,” Neville pointed out. “He hasn’t left the bridge since Nick appeared out of thin air with a splash.”

“I’m still not sure how I managed to do that,” I chuckled. “Last thing I remembered was thinking about all of you, hanging out, just like this.”

“What a sweetheart,” Nathan crooned in a mocking voice, and everyone laughed.

“Seriously, though,” Richard interjected as the mirth died down. “We’re glad you’re alive, Nick.”

The sentiment was echoed around the table, and my heart swelled with love for all of them. Then we all drank thirstily, and silence fell for a moment while we swigged our beers. I glanced around at the faces of my girlfriends and the knights I’d fought side by side with since my first day on the Stalwart. They’d been my final thoughts when I assumed I was a goner, and they would always give me strength. My eyes welled with emotion as I thought about how my mom would be happy for me, and I knew my dad would be proud I had a knight’s honor.

“Now that we know you’re still alive,” Casey interrupted the silence in a serious voice, and she gave me a stern look. “We need to fulfill our date.”

“I am already anxious for another date,” Natali breathed as she shot me a look full of longing. “The boat ride was magical…”

“I agree.” I grinned as heat rushed to my cheeks, and the image of her naked against the hull of the hovercraft flashed through my mind.

“I still haven’t had an actual date with Nick,” Elle added as she cast a sidelong look at the enchantress. Then her hazel eyes turned to me, and she licked her lips hungrily.

“Is there some sort of competition I’m not aware of?” Treyin asked in an innocent tone as she glanced around at the other ladies.

“Here we go,” Nathan sighed and threw up his hands in defeat.

“Uhhh… Nick?” I heard a soft voice behind me, and the table went quiet as we all turned to see a beautiful blonde woman standing there with a tray of full beer mugs. “I saw you all were looking empty, so I--”

“Hey, Faye!” I laughed as I stood up, took the tray from her, set it on the table, and then wrapped her hour-glass figure in a tight hug.

“Ohhhh!” the blue-eyed beauty gasped as soon as I embraced her, and then I felt her fingers dig into my hair as she returned my hug.

“Sorry I haven’t had a chance to say hi,” I whispered into her ear as I pulled her soft body against mine.

“That’s okay,” she said as we pulled away from each other. “I heard you got back, but I missed you with my shift, and then you were on another mission, and--”

“Do you want to sit down, Faye?” Elle asked as she raised an eyebrow and gestured to the seat next to her.

“Oh, no!” Faye gasped as her face began to turn a tomato-shade of red. “I just wanted to say hi to Nic--I mean everyone, but I have to get back to work. Uhhh… Okay. Bye, everyone!”

Faye gave me one last look with her sky-blue eyes, bit her lip nervously, and then dashed away from our table and back toward the kitchen area of the mess hall.

“How does he do it?” Richard murmured with an awed shake of his head. “These women can’t even talk about him.”

“It’s gotta be the mutation thing,” Neville mused as he stared at me like I was an alien.

“To be fair,” Casey snickered. “Nick did save her from being enslaved to the Bone King. Ewww…”

“Well, Nick’s saved my life a few times,” Richard scoffed, “and I’m not blushing and bringing him beer.”

“Uhhh, you just brought him beer,” Elle pointed out as she rolled her eyes.

“And your face looks a little red,” Casey snickered as she pointed at my friend.

“That’s from all the beer!” Richard gasped.

“Looks like your face is getting redder,” Natali giggled.

“That’s cause everyone is looking at me!” Richard groaned, and then he took a long gulp of ale as the rest of us laughed at him.

“What’s all this about dates again?” Treyin asked as she looked from girl to girl.

“Nick has agreed to take us all on dates,” Casey informed her with glee. “Whoever gives him the best date gets a reward.”

“What kind of reward?” Treyin coolly arched one eyebrow as a smile curled her lips upward.

My pulse throbbed in my ears as my imagination took over for a moment, and I shook my head to clear the images of soft supple skin and the taste of honey and cinnamon.

“That remains to be determined,” Elle said with a coy smile.

“It would be up to the victor,” Natali added and shrugged.

“Okay, I’m curious,” Neville interjected. “Who gives the reward?”

“Nick,” the girls all said in unison, and then they erupted into a fit of giggles. Even Treyin was included, and it seemed the other girls had fully accepted her into the fold.

The new possibilities were endless, and my mouth watered at the thought.

I was one of the newest knights aboard the Stalwart crew, and I’d managed to land not only one, but four of the most beautiful women I’d ever met.

I was definitely a lucky guy.

“I don’t want to hear the details,” Nathan groaned.

“I do,” Richard chuckled.

I shot him a glare, and he blushed.

“What? Not like there’s any other entertainment around here besides getting shit faced drunk.”

“I guess that’s true,” I snickered.

“You wouldn’t share private details with them,” Elle gasped, and her mouth hung open as her eyes accused me. “Would you, Nick?”

“No, of course not,” I assured her hurriedly. “I was just trying to say I empathize.”

The girls giggled again like I’d said something funny, and I looked from one to the other in confusion.

“We don’t care if you talk about us,” Natali explained after their giggles had subsided.

Nathan and Richard elbowed each other with dopeish grins, but Neville avoided my eye contact as he stared into his beer. The tips of his ears were tinged pink, though, so I knew he’d heard what the doctor had said.

“Is that so?” I arched my eyebrows and gave each girl a steady look.

They all met my gaze with delighted grins and desire in their eyes, and my blood began to run hot.

“As long as you keep the special things special,” Casey replied with a shrug. “What does it matter if you tell them about where we go on dates? You could be helping these poor knights find love, you never know.”

“Oh, I see,” I laughed. I’d almost gotten myself into trouble, and they knew it. Having all four girls getting along could be a double-edged sword if I wasn’t careful. Communication would be key, and everyone would have to agree with the situation if it was going to work, but I was hopeful. I would be crazy to turn down what I was being offered, and they knew that, too. I was putty in their hands, but I didn’t even care.

“You’re smart,” Natali chirped with a wink. “You’ll figure it out.”

“And powerful,” Treyin added in a breathy voice as she eyed me hungrily. “I can’t wait to spar with you again.”

I got the impression she wanted some of that power for herself, but thanks to the implant, she couldn’t control me. I enjoyed her efforts to beat me, though, and she was a worthy adversary in the sparring ring and in the bedroom.

“We will soon,” I promised as my smile widened.

“I don’t know if she really means sparring,” Nathan muttered and narrowed his eyes.

“Of course, she doesn’t,” Neville snickered. “Doesn’t take a genius to figure out what the lady meant.”

“Well, unfortunately, my brother is no genius,” Richard quipped as he elbowed his twin.

“Unfortunately, my brother and I are alike,” Nathan countered.

“You’re both lovable idiots,” I laughed, “and I couldn’t imagine life without either of you.”

Suddenly, Captain Cross’ voice came over the comm’s loudspeaker and echoed around the galley, and everyone in the room froze at the sound and listened patiently.

“Knights report to the bridge,” his gravelly voice ordered. “Immediately.”

My friends and I exchanged a look. From the tone in his voice, this was more than a mission briefing.

Something had happened.

So, we all stood as one, and I waved goodbye to my girlfriends as Treyin, Neville, the twins, and I headed to the bridge with the other knights who’d been in the galley. Olav and Leith grumbled as they downed the last dregs of their beer, and then they shoved past us to march down the hallway first.

Moments later, we were all crowded onto the bridge, and Moses, Flanagan, and Leith took up the only available seats unoccupied by the commander and the captain. Olav planted his feet in a wide stance and crossed his arms over his chest while the rest of us filled the remaining space.

Treyin pressed up against my side, and she gave me a smile as she nestled under my arm.

I squeezed her around the shoulder affectionately, and then I turned my attention to the command team.

“There’s good news and bad news, crew,” Reynolds began. “Which first?”

“Good news,” Olav replied immediately, and his eyes sparkled with bloodlust. “Don’t tell me. There’s more Dax blood in the city for my axes to drink. They’re awfully angry about Lyons hogging them all to himself, but I’ve told them, ‘It’s okay, my pretties, Lyons is just one man. And yeah, I taught him everything he knows, so he’s a bit like Olav Junior, but there will be plenty for us soon.’ Then, my axes told me, ‘Olav, you are--’”

“The good news is that the Caledonian fleet has arrived,” the commander interrupted the Berserker with a pointed look.

“And the bad news?” Moses asked as we all held our breaths.

“The bad news is,” Cross interjected, “so has the Dax fleet.”

We all processed his words in silence for a moment. Then Olav whooped and pumped his fist up into the air.

“Double good news!” the Berserker cackled. “Point me in the direction of the fun, and my axes and I will do the rest.”

“What’s the plan, Captain?” Flannagan asked above Olav’s bloodthirsty cheers.

“We meet them outside the atmosphere,” Cross explained. “We’ll be joining the RTF fleet momentarily.”

Suddenly, the ship lurched beneath my feet as we departed the docking station dome and angled toward the sky. Then the inertia negators kicked in, and the floor steadied once more.

We were already on our way to battle.

“Everyone needs to get geared up and ready to fight,” Reynolds ordered. “Man the plasma quarrels. Moses, keep our shields up. The rest of you be ready for deployment at my command.”

“Yes, ma’am,” came the resounding reply from the group of knights, and we all turned to leave.

I darted down the hallway to the elevator and hit the button for Deck 2 where my room was, and Neville, Nathan, and Richard trotted by my side. None of us were in our power armor, so we’d have to get geared up before the battle. Time was of the essence, though, so we focused on getting to the bunkroom instead of talking.

I pulled on my gear in record time, and the other three knights did the same. Then we started to strap our weapons onto our magnetons, but I also took a moment to carefully retrace the rune on my lightning hammer. The weapon needed frequent repairs, but it was worth it, so I took the few moments I had to make sure it was in fighting shape.

Once we were all ready, we headed back to the bridge, but when we were in the elevator, I was hit by an idea. So, I hit the button for Deck 5, and I grinned at my companions.

“Let’s go to the surveillance room to see what’s going on out there,” I suggested.

“Good idea.” Nathan nodded. “We should see what we’re up against.”

“We should be headed to the plasma cannons, though,” Neville reminded us.

“It won’t hurt if we take a minute to peek at the enemies,” I persuaded.

“Fine,” the Core World noble sighed. “Just a minute, though. I don’t want to get on the commander’s bad side.”

“Does she have another side?” Nathan snorted.

“Just a front and a back,” Richard said with a look of confusion.

I rolled my eyes and stared at the shifting numbers that counted up to the fifth level. Then the elevator stopped, and the doors dinged as they opened.

The four of us made our way to the surveillance room, but the hallway was too narrow for us to go side by side. I had to blink to adjust my eyes to the dim lighting when we entered the room, and I looked around for a second to get my bearings. The wall adjacent to the doorway was covered with displays and computer systems used to survey the ship. Terminals squealed like an electronic choir, and half the monitors showed readouts while the other half showed the view of the outside of the ship. Yeomen sat behind the control panels below the network of monitors and view screens, and the room was filled with the clicking sounds of buttons being pressed.

Then I turned my attention to the display screens, and my jaw dropped at the sight before me.

A wave of skull shaped warships gathered in an ominous cloud, like a harbinger of death looming on the horizon, and they dotted the sky above Aquita just inside the atmospheric line below us. There were so many enemy ships that they practically covered half of the view screens.

“Shit!” I cursed, but then my jaw nearly completely unhinged as I took in the might of the Caledonian Royal Trident Forces.

On the other side of the Stalwart’s flight path away from the city laid an ocean of vessels of various sizes, but they were all painted the royal blue of the Caledonian kingdom.

I’d never seen so many of the RTF vessels in one place before, and I spotted Orcas, Finbacks, and even a few Beluga class ships. There had to be over a hundred, and the vibrations of the combined ionic thrusters purred through the Stalwart’s hull. On the edge of the massed fleet were a few ships I didn’t recognize, but they were painted in the vibrant red of Aquitaine.

The Aquitanian ships were similar to the RTF vessels, but they looked slimmer and smaller. This probably helped them with aerodynamics and handling, but they wouldn’t be able to take as much damage as the large Beluga class ships.

My pulse hummed in my ears as I beheld the combined might of two of the Triumvirate kingdoms. I couldn’t even imagine how many Space Knights were on board the ocean of vessels facing off against the Dax, but for once the Stalwart would have extra firepower at her back.

I’d grown accustomed to the Stalwart’s method of fighting, and I was excited to see how she compared to the other RTF ships as a deep feeling of loyalty for my crew and vessel warmed my heart.

I was ready to make the Dax pay for their heinous chemical attack on the poorest residents of Aquita. Battle lust burned through my blood, and I gripped the hilt of my falchion in a tight fist.

“Lyons, report to the bridge,” the commander’s voice came through my comms.

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied with a press of a button on my prot-belt. Then I turned to my friends and gave them a curt nod. “I’ve been ordered to the bridge. If I don’t see you again before the battle starts, good luck out there.”

“Same to you,” Neville said as he inclined his head.

“Don’t die,” Richard teased.

“Yeah, that would be bad,” Nathan added with a smirk. “We like you.”

Neville clapped me on the shoulder, and the twins waved me off. Then I jogged through the hallways to the bridge. I would have teleported, but I wasn’t sure if my strength had completely returned, and I didn’t want to waste my energy with a giant battle ahead of us.

The captain, the commander, and Matthias were waiting for me on the bridge. I saluted as I entered, and Cross nodded his head in acknowledgement.

“I have a mission for you, Lyons,” Cross said with a twinkle in his icy blue eyes. “Think you can use your abilities to kill some Dax?”

“Nothing would please me more,” I replied.

“That’s what I like to hear.” He nodded in approval as his eyes showed his pride. “Vanessa can explain the rest.”

Then he turned to focus on the view screens displayed in front of his chair, and he rested his hands on the back of the seat and frowned.

Commander Reynolds stepped up, blocked my view of the captain, and cleared her throat. “Matthias has managed to adapt his drone map.”

“Thanks to the assistance of Dr. Lenkov in analyzing the molecular structure of the contents, and to Treyin for her translation skills,” the machina added. “I was able to isolate the unique heat signature of the gas canisters. The internal temperature is static to stabilize the fumes and keep the devices from exploding prematurely, so I was able to hone in on that temperature.”

“That’s awesome!” I grinned. “I knew you could do it.”

“It was merely a matter of analysis.” Matthias shrugged.

“Where do I come in?” I asked as my gaze turned from the machina to the commander. “How can I help?”

“While we occupy the Dax fleet,” the commander said, “you will be focusing on removing the gas canisters from the city.”

“I will send you the coordinates from the drone map,” Matthias added. “Then you can maneuver to each of the locations and remove the devices.”

“Let’s do it.” My voice was full of determination, and I nodded to emphasize my point.

I would protect the citizens of Aquita and kill any Dax who got in my way. With any luck, the combined forces of Aquitaine and Caledonia would be able to remove the threat before the enemy fleet reached the planet.

If not, I would hunt down every last Dax warrior and kill them myself.
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Chapter Thirteen

“This is a very important mission, Lyons,” Cross said as he folded his arms over his chest and gave me a stern look. “I want you on top of your game. You could save thousands of lives if you succeed.”

“I can do it, sir.” I nodded to emphasize my point. “The citizens of Aquita did nothing to deserve this kind of horrible attack. I will do everything in my power to help them.”

“You’re a good knight,” the captain complimented me with a wry smile. “I just hope it doesn’t wind up getting you killed.”

“With my help,” Matthias interjected with the electronic equivalent to a smirk, “we will win this battle. My drones are still elaborating on the data they’ve observed, so the map progresses more and more each second. The Dax were foolish to make their canisters so complex, it created a unique signature for the devices to be traced with.”

“There has to be hundreds of bombs scattered throughout the outer limits of the city, though,” I said. “Are you sure you can locate them all?”

“As confident as you are in being able to find and eliminate the threats,” Matthias countered, and a series of flashing lights above his eye sockets copied the movement of a raised eyebrow. “You focus on getting to the coordinates, and I’ll focus on feeding them to you.”

“Sounds like a plan.” I grinned, but then a passing thought caused my expression to fall flat. “There’s no way I can carry them all, my pouch only held a dozen or so.”

“We will send you several extra sacks that will attach to your magnetons,” Cross informed me as he shoved his hands into his trouser pockets.

“There’s another thing,” Reynolds interrupted. “The Caledonian nobles found out we had some of the canisters stashed on board the Stalwart, and they want them removed as soon as possible.”

“You’ll have to take them with you,” the captain explained as he took a hand from his pocket and scratched his salt and pepper beard. “I’m not in the mood to handle the idle bitchings of scared nobles.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, and I lowered my gaze as I swallowed the groan rising up in my throat.

Elle and I had already gathered a lot of the metal devices. I thought they would be safe in the contamination tank, but it looked like I was going to be a walking bomb until my mission was completed. At least I’d be taking away the risk of any nobles being harmed if the sealed container didn’t keep the gas from leaking out into the Stalwart when the timer counted down.

The thought sparked a question, and I raised my eyes to meet the captain’s. “How much time until the bombs detonate? Treyin said twenty-four hours earlier. Has that changed?”

“No, according to Treyin’s translations, the earliest detonation we’ve detected so far is still within twenty-four hours,” Matthias replied matter-of-factly. “However, the approaching Dax fleet indicates a possibility for remote detonation. They could all go off at once, or in random bursts. I would guess they aren’t going to bother unless their fleet has the upper hand in the orbital battle, but there is no way of knowing for sure. They could trigger them out of spite if they are losing.”

“You’ll have less than four hours to gather them all, and you need to get them out of the city as quickly as possible,” Captain Cross informed me. “We are already getting reports of Dax warriors on the ground, so stay away from their deployment zones if you can. I know you can handle yourself, Lyons, but getting the canisters is more important than killing the Dax in the city.”

“Yes, sir.” I gave the captain a curt salute, but my blood boiled at the idea of the Dax roaming Aquita. I only hoped the evacuation was going swiftly. I’d hate to have to choose between a canister and a hostage situation, because I knew I’d always pick saving the life, and I didn’t want to fail my mission.

“I have been studying the gas from the canister Miss McGrath returned with,” Matthias said as he reached inside of his coat and pulled out what looked like a helm seal. “I believe I have identified the components of the gas that destroy the parts of our armor. I took my findings to Joseph Roman, and we worked on building a special rune-enhanced seal to insert into your helm. It won’t last forever, but I predict it will give you an extra fifteen, maybe even thirty minutes of exposure time, depending on how much gas is encountered. Of course, in the ideal situation, we retrieve the canisters before the timers go off, but I figured it would be a shame to risk one of our most promising knights when there was a possibility of some protection.

“Thanks, Matthias,” I said as I gave him a nod. “I’ll take all the protection you can offer me.”

“Matthias will jump you to the ground,” Reynolds said in a clipped tone as she inclined her head to the machina.

“I can teleport into the city,” I argued, but the captain lifted his hand.

“I want you to hold off on using your ability for now,” Cross explained. “There’s no telling what sort of toll your last adventure had on you. Get to the coordinates on foot, and then we can send a jump mage to come get you. Once you are on the ground, the Stalwart will be outside the planet’s atmosphere, so it will be too dangerous for you to teleport that far.”

“I understand,” I replied with a nod.

A knock came at the door, and the commander called for the visitor to enter. A yeoman popped his head through the crack and held two brown sacks up in front of him that had magneton attachments and hooks.

“Someone needed some satchels?” he asked.

Commander Reynolds took the bags from him with a grateful nod, and as the man left, she turned and handed them to me. “You look heavily loaded. You might need to take that scythe off your back.”

“It’s folded up, so I think it’s fine,” I said as I grabbed the bags.

They were each half my body size, but I knew the canisters weren’t very heavy, and I simply hooked them over the top part of the Necroscythe of Resurrection that rose a bit higher than my right shoulder.

“Need anything else, Lyons?” Captain Cross asked with an arched eyebrow. “Or are you ready to end this mission?”

“I’m ready, sir.” I grinned.

“Matthias will take you to the deployment zone,” Reynolds informed me, and then she snapped a quick salute. “Dismissed.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said as I returned the salute and nodded to the captain.

Then I followed the machina out of the bridge and walked with him as he entered the elevator.

“We need to pick up the canisters from the cargo bay before we take you planetside,” Matthias droned as he hit the button for Deck 1.

“Well…” I cleared my throat. “I get to be a walking bomb. For the queen, and all that.”

“Do not worry,” the machina replied with an amused lilt to his electronic voice. “They will detonate before too long, and you won’t be walking with them anymore. Now, hand me your helm so I can fit this extra rune-seal inside. Just in case the assurance I just gave you ends up being completely wrong.”

I gave him my helm and then shook my head at his dark attempt at humor. The jump mage was no longer familiar with the nuances of tact, or so he claimed, but I had a theory he merely enjoyed making people uncomfortable since that was a sensation he could no longer experience.

After we transferred the canisters from the containment tank to one of my satchels, we made our way to the deployment zone on deck three, and I noticed Matthias studying me out of the corner of his mechanical eye. I knew he was curious about me and my mutations, but he was always very subtle in his observations of me that I didn’t mind. He’d never shown me anything but kindness, and I had no reason to suspect him of any ill will.

In fact, we made a pretty good team, and I was excited for another chance to work closely with him on a mission.

“What location would you like to start at?” he asked, and then he pointed a finger at the wall.

A holo projection extended from his appendage and painted a map in blue lines across the hull of the ship, and the map was covered with red dots I assumed were the locations his drones thought there were canisters. I analyzed the wagon wheel design of Aquita for a moment, and my gaze trailed away from the three rings of the inner city between the mountain and the ocean and toward the walls.

Finally, I pointed to a location two blocks away from the walls and across the city from the docking station dome.

“There,” I said. “That’s where me and Elle first found the canisters, and they still seem to be dense. I think that would be a good place to start.”

“Alright, I’ll create a channel for our comms so we can stay connected during the mission,” Matthias informed me. “Are you ready to jump?”

“Ready,” I confirmed, and I watched while the machina opened a portal to Aquita. The swirling purple vortex started out as the size of a marble and then stretched until it was two meters tall and a meter wide.

Matthias nodded at me before he hopped through, and I was right on his tail. We stepped onto the paving stones in the outer limits of Aquita, and I quickly did a scan of our perimeter to make sure there were no Dax invaders nearby. When I found our area clear, I turned back to the machina and took a deep breath.

It was difficult to see his face beneath the shadow of his hood with the sun sliding behind the buildings. The purple hues of twilight danced across the paving stones, and I realized I’d soon be searching for the gas bombs in the dark.

The machina kept the portal open as he followed my gaze around the street, and then he turned to give me a quizzical expression. “Time to get started?”

“Where’s the first location?” I asked as I nodded.

Matthias pulled out a tablet device and pressed a couple of buttons to bring up his drone map. “The closest one is a block behind you next to a stairwell. I’ll have the next series of coordinates patched over to your prot-belt’s system momentarily.”

As he spoke, an electronic beep in my ear alerted me to an updated map in my system, and I grinned.

“Done.” The machina gave me the equivalent of a smile. “See you on the other side, Lyons.”

Then he turned and reentered the portal that would take him back onto the Stalwart, where he would be overseeing the mission from afar. Jump mages weren’t usually involved in close combat, although I knew the machina was deadly in his own right.

Once he’d disappeared and the portal snapped shut behind him, I turned and headed in the direction of the first device, and I found it exactly where Matthias had said, tucked in the shadows of some steps leading up to the entrance of a building. This was the area full of the multi-story apartments, and I shuddered to think of how many people lived here. They could all die if we didn’t get all the canisters out of the city.

“One down, a shitload more to go.” I tucked the first device into the satchel with the others, sent a quick prayer to the queen that they wouldn’t detonate from rolling around against each other, and then continued on with my search. I pulled up a holo projection of Matthias’ drone map, selected the next closest location, and entered the command to create a trajectory path.

A blue holographic line appeared in my visor screen on the street ahead of me and indicated the direction I needed to go, so I followed it at a quick trot.

“Dieeee!” a Dax warrior suddenly darted out of an alleyway to my right and charged at me with a loud battle cry. My enemy wore the matte black power armor of the Dax Star Spears, but judging from the lack of totemic emblems on his shaved head and gear, I assumed he was an initiate, or the Dax equivalent of a squire.

He raised a serrated sword over his head and screamed as he ran at me, and it was all I could do to bring my falchion up in front of my face just in time to block his blow.

The force of it sent a familiar shockwave up my arm, but I grimaced and held my stance. Then I swiped my blade to the right and angled it so the curved edge hooked onto his weapon.

“Too slow.” I swiveled my wrist, which shoved his sword away, and then I sliced into the opening between his shoulder and chest pieces.

The Dax warrior leapt backward away from my attack, and he pulled his sword up into a defensive pose. His moment of hesitation was all I needed, though, and in the space of a second I’d activated the rune on my Wolf’s Hour.

The ring on my finger tightened uncomfortably as the enchantment activated, and a portal bloomed and began to crackle with energy as the arcane gateway formed. Before it was complete, however, I fed the power to my nanorunes, and they ate it hungrily. The rift split into two separate but smaller portals, and twin gusts of wind blasted through the alleyway.

Then two fur covered figures emerged from the two portals, and they snapped their fang-filled jaws as they acknowledged my presence and control over them. The Fenrirs scratched at the ground before they rose up on their hind legs and let out ferocious howls, and the noise sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine.

This was the power of a Summoner Knight.

The role had fallen out of favor in the last fifty years because of relative peace between the clans and the shift toward knights being used to just defend against Grendel portals with Herald Knight song buffs, but my minions were great tools to use against the other Kingdoms’ knights since extra, and semi-intelligent allies, could turn the tide of battle easily.

The Dax warrior stood with his mouth open for a second, but then he set his lips into a grimace and tilted his sword down as the two Lesser Fenrirs approached.

I channeled all my hatred for the evil race bent on conquering the known universe, and my summons responded to my intense emotions with snarls of rage for their target.

Then the Fenrirs lunged forward and slammed into the Dax. One swiped at his chest with claws extended and left a deep gash in the man’s armor, while the other wolf-man latched onto the warrior’s armored neck with a massive chomp of its fangs.

The Dax warrior’s serrated sword suddenly burst through the back of the Fenrir attached to his neck, and he shoved the lifeless body of my summons away as blood pooled from the wound on his throat.

Allied Vengeance 10% flashed across my visor screen, and I grinned.

I dashed forward with a swing of my falchion, and at the same time, my remaining Fenrir launched toward the Dax with a bloodcurdling roar. My blade landed before my opponent could bring his serrated weapon up to block the blow, and I carved a deep gash into the existing wound on his neck. Then my Fenrir knocked the warrior off his feet and hungrily tore out his throat.

A fountain of blood sprayed up into my summon’s face, but the onslaught of gore was ignored as it ate its fill of the warrior’s esophagus. So, I choked back bile, tried to avoid getting in the Fenrir’s way, and bent down to search the corpse for any canisters.

I found two on his person, and I took his serrated sword, sheathed it, and then tossed it into the big sac with the canisters. If nothing else, I could sell it to Elle and earn some more KPs. When this battle was over, I planned to get straight with the point clerk and then send some money to my mom.

When I finished putting the canisters and sword in my bag, my hand brushed across the scythe, and I realized more minions meant more chances of my Allied Vengeance rune triggering.

And that was a good thing.

I quickly unhooked the two sacs from the scythe and then brought the weapon out. It expanded in my hand as soon as I wanted it to, and then I gently touched the tip of the blade to the corpse of the Dax initiate.

For half a moment, nothing happened, but then a sudden lump appeared in the chest of the dead Dax warrior and actually pushed up his armor. After a moment, the corpse’s throat expanded, and his dead mouth opened wide as a pair of bony hands reached from the inside and pried the Dax’s maw open wider. Then the bone-creature kind of erupted from the face of the Dax, like a blooming flower.

Except my bone-goblin wasn’t pretty in the slightest.

The creature might have been taller than four feet, but it hunched over on a curved spine so it only stood that tall. Its face looked to be halfway between a rat’s and a monkey’s, and its beady red eyes glowed like a forgotten campfire. I didn’t know how, but it had a pair of blood soaked and torn pants on, along with a gray shirt also spotted with blood. Little bits of flesh clung to its form in various places, but especially on the bone sword it held with its two small hands. The weapon was serrated as well, and I wondered if the void believed in irony, since this was the first time I’d seen one of my summons actually use a weapon that matched what the corpse it was born from used.

I touched my scythe to the corpse of the Lesser Fenrir, and a moment later I had a second bone-goblin at my command. This one had a small axe in its hand, but it looked just as disgusting as its brother.

“Well, at least the citizens will run inside and shut their doors when they see you three running around,” I said to my summons as I put my scythe away. “That might actually save their lives. Now, onto the next canisters.”

I tugged on the bond between my summons and focused my emotions on hunting down another enemy. The wolf-man and goblins would remain active until they were killed, so I planned to put them to good use. Then I’d have an even stronger bonus to my strength and agility thanks to my Allied Vengeance pendant.

“Good job taking out that Dax,” Matthias said over the comms. “There’s another enemy a block to your right if you want to send your minions that way.”

“Good eye, friend,” I replied with a press of a button on my prot-belt. “I acquired two devices from the Dax as well.”

“The next device is in a store in the market center,” Matthias informed me. “It’s under the cash register of the dry-goods seller on the west side.”

“I’ll be there soon,” I said.

The muffled sounds of shouting and running were in the background of his voice, and for a moment I worried about the current state of the space battle happening above my head. I couldn’t do anything about it either way, though, so I put it out of my mind and focused on the mission at hand.

A few moments later, I entered the market square and skidded to a halt as I analyzed the map on my holo screen. The next coordinates were in a shop to my left, and as I turned to scan the area, I spotted a Dax entering the store.

They were probably checking to make sure their bombs were all still in place after the first squad had met a deadly end at my hands, and bloodlust coursed through my veins as I darted toward the storefront.

The awning advertised pastries and other baked delicacies, and above the business looked to be a dwelling place for the owners of the shop. I thought about how the gas would have killed the residents, and rage bloomed inside my chest.

I gripped my falchion tightly and activated the rune, and as The Greater Shroud rune initiated, my form shimmered until I was completely invisible while I entered the building. Then I pressed a button on my prot-belt for night vision and spotted the Dax squatting behind the cash register.

I only had five seconds until the element of surprise wore off, so I replaced my falchion with two of my Knives of the Storm and then, with a flurry of presses on my prot-belt, I initiated my speed sequence and dashed forward.

I tackled the Dax warrior and slid my blade across his throat in the same movement, and his eyes widened with surprise as he was killed by an invisible enemy. My form shimmered as the rune effects wore off, and recognition of his opponent flashed across his face before the life bled out of him.

Then I turned to my right and scanned the shelf below the register until I spotted the canister Matthias had directed me to. I grabbed it and hastily stowed it inside the satchel before putting the bag back onto my magnetons behind my shoulder.

I didn’t have any more magneton slots for my two-handed longsword, but I still wished I could have the Forcewave rune on another piece of weaponry. Maybe a staff of some kind, or the serrated sword I’d scavenged from my last enemy.

“I have the device in the dry-goods store,” I said over my comms as I pressed the button to connect to the private channel Matthias had established. “And I took down another Dax.”

Then a tug on my bond to my Fenrir and bone-minions signaled it was getting out of my reach of control, and I focused my will power on bringing them back under command. They smelled an enemy and didn’t want to wait around for me, but I brought them beneath my metaphorical heels with a mental shout of strength, and I felt them twist around on the streets and begin to run back toward me.

“… there can’t be that many basements, though.” Matthias had been speaking, and I caught only the tail end of his sentence.

“Sorry, Matthias. I was focusing on controlling my minions. Can you repeat your last message?” I pulled out my Necroscythe of Resurrection and touched it to the dead Dax to turn him into another bone goblin.

“The next set of coordinates appear to be underground as if they are in a basement level of the city.”

“The sewers,” I said once the goblin had pulled itself out of the corpse’s mouth. “I ran into a Dax down there before.”

“A sewage network would be an ideal place to plant the bombs,” Matthias mused. “I will create a trajectory for all below ground level coordinates. Can’t have you getting lost in the sewers, now can we?”

“Thanks, friend,” I said with a grimace of disgust as I remembered my previous voyage into Aquita’s sewer tunnels.

A blue holographic line appeared in my visor’s view screen, and after I’d adjusted my scythe and holding bags again, my new bone-goblin and I followed the line to a manhole cover in the middle of the market center. I met my other three minions there, and then I sent all four of them down the manhole cover before I climbed down the ladder after them. My night vision was still activated, so the darkness wasn’t blinding, and my Fenrir immediately raised its hackles.

An enemy was near.

The blue holo line continued forward, so I gave my three bone-minions and wolf-beast the command to hunt, and they sprinted forward with bloodthirsty eagerness. Then I followed behind my summons as fast as I could.

Moments later, I heard a cry of alarm as my Fenrir and bone goblins found their target, and the sound of swords being drawn quickly followed.

“My minions encountered an enemy,” I told Matthias as I dashed forward through the ankle-deep muck to meet up with the battle.

“Be careful, Nick,” Matthias whispered.

“I always am,” I hissed under my breath.

“That is absolutely not true,” my cyborg friend chuckled.

As I rounded the corner and neared an intersection, I spotted the conflict between my four minions and two Dax warriors. The Star Spears’ armor glowed with arcane power, and they held silver spears that blasted out energy darts at the furry figure snarling at them. The two men looked surprised at the sudden attack of my four minions, but as I watched, one of the armored warriors drove his spear through one of my bone goblins, and the creature broke into three twitching bits of boney-trash.

Allied Vengeance 20%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

The coordinates for the next bomb laid just beyond the battle unfolding in front of me, and I figured an extra body in the mix would either help me kill the Dax quicker or give me another Allied Vengeance buff, so I exchanged my scimitar for my lightning mace and slammed the hammer down through the muck to the concrete floor beneath the liquid.

I’d have to clean my weapons thoroughly after this fight.

A crack of lightning appeared and flashed brilliant light around the dimly lit tunnel, and I split the single portal into two where the blast had struck. Then a pair of winged blue tinged creatures stepped out and immediately flew to the aid of my other three minions.

The lightning sprites were too late, though, and my wolf-man fell with a sorrowful howl as a blast from one of the spears found purchase in its chest.

Allied Vengeance 30%. Time remaining: 30 minutes

My rage fueled the elemental creatures onward, and I ran behind them with a loud battle cry.

One Dax looked up just in time to notice me and the lightning elementals charging toward them, while the other continued to battle my bone goblins. The one who had noticed me shot blasts from the tips of his staves at me as I approached. My sprites died before they could even land a single hit, and I marveled at the precision of the Dax’s spears.

These were more than just initiates or unranked warriors. They had to be Star Spears.

Allied Vengeance 50%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

I pressed the familiar pattern of buttons on my prot-belt to initiate my speed sequence, and then I leapt through the air toward my enemy as their plasma blasts rained down on my shield. My prot-field reduced a bit from the Star Spears’ plasma fire, but then I was too close for them to fire a second time.

I landed while bringing my lightning mace down in an arch, and I slammed the head of my weapon into the helmet of one of the Dax, simultaneously grabbed a Knife of the Storm, and launched it at the other warrior fighting my bone-minions. My blade buried into the Dax’s shoulder, but it didn’t penetrate his armor deep enough to leave a mortal wound.

The Dax I’d hit in the head with my mace crumpled to the floor of the tunnel with a wet splash, but a spear tip whistled past my ears, and I narrowly dodged it with an instinctive squat. Then I looked over to see the Dax break one of my bone goblins into a dozen pieces with a powerful kick while he pulled his spear thrust away from me.

Allied Vengeance 60%. Time remaining: 30 minutes

I smiled as I pulled another Knife of the Storm free from the magnetons on my leg and flicked it end over end at my opponent like a coin.

My improved strength and speed made my toss fly true, and the blade found purchase in my target’s leg. While it wasn’t a fatal hit, there were now two of the knives embedded into my opponent, and that was all I needed.

“Night night,” I snickered as the Tempest Strike runes activated on both my knives, and the warrior froze as his entire body was paralyzed.

I swung my lightning hammer over my head and brought the business end crashing down onto the Dax warrior’s skull, and his frozen face didn’t react as the weapon slammed into it. He died without a sound and fell on top of his comrade in a heap.

I tried not breathing through my nose and pressed onward to the coordinates of the next bomb. I found it tucked into an alcove carved into the wall, and then I pressed the comms button on my prot-belt.

“One more acquired,” I panted, since I was still slightly out of breath from my fight.

“There are ten more devices located in the sewer system,” Matthias informed me.

“I’ll get some new bone-minions and then move,” I informed him as I switched out my bag, hammer, and scythe so I could touch the blade to the corpses of the two Dax men, my Fenrir, and the two sprites.

Then five new bone goblins joined the other one who survived the previous fight, and their six pairs of beady red eyes stared at me as they waited for my instructions.

The holo map in the bottom right corner of my visor screen indicated the trajectory path Matthias had drawn out for me, so I marked this spot with hopes that I could return here to pick up some of the loot from the two Dax Star Spears. Then I retrieved my two lightning knives, and I followed the tunnels as they arched around in a circle beneath the city.

The ten devices were all planted in a ring beneath the market square, and I realized the last Dax I’d fought must have placed them right before I spotted him. I hadn’t even thought about how many bombs were below in the sewers the last time I’d searched there.

Once I’d gathered everything from below ground level, I found my way to the closest ladder and pushed the manhole cover open before crawling back onto the street. Then I watched my bone goblins scamper up the rungs like monkeys, and I chuckled a bit at the weirdness of my life. Here I was, in another kingdom’s city many light-years of travel away from my own homeworld, protecting it from our mutual enemies with a small squad of disgusting little bone beasts.

I always wanted to be a Space Knight, but there was no way I could have ever predicted I’d be here.

The sun had completely set, and the city was bathed in darkness. A few streetlights glimmered at intersections around the market square, but beyond their halos was nothing but black.

“The sewers are clear,” I reported. “What’s next?”

“The next grouping of devices appears to be closer to the ocean,” Matthias replied. “Near the entrance where we went to inspect the Dax skiff.”

“That’s the agricultural part of the city where all the farmers live,” I said with a frown. “I’ve been there before, I can tele--”

“No, Lyons,” Matthias interrupted me, and his electronic voice buzzed with a sterner frequency. “Hold off on using your abilities for now. I am working on something, and I will have need of your skills later.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied, and I began to sprint through the streets with my minions hot on my heels.

The streets looked deserted, and all the lights in the houses were off. I hoped that meant the residents were all safely evacuated to the palace, but it was hard to tell, and I didn’t have a lot of faith in the Aquitanians’ ability to protect the most vulnerable among them.

I took a right once I could smell the salty ocean air, and then I made a beeline for the farming center of the city. The secondary entrance to Aquita was close to the agricultural area, and since I’d combed the streets around there with Matthias, I was well aware of the quickest path through the winding alleys.

I did a quick scan of my weapons’ cool downs and my Allied Vengeance buff while I was running. I still had a good twenty minutes left on my increased strength and speed, but my Fenrir still had forty-five minutes remaining before I could summon it again. The lightning elementals’ cool down had already been reached, but I could only use the hammer four more times before the rune would need to be repaired. I could still summon my void serpents, though, so I still had some allies to power me up if I ran into trouble.

Between the lightning sprite, the void serpents, my bone goblins, a well thought out use of my new Raise Bloodbeast Sigil, and my own skill with my weapons and Allied Vengeance buff, I could handle anything short of a platoon of Dax.

And there was no way they’d know I was packing this much power.

I slowed my pace as I neared the closest coordinates, and I jogged over to the brown dirt where the device should be. There was nothing but a hump of recently turned over soil, though, so I pressed the button on my communication system to connect with Matthias.

“I’m standing over the coordinates in the middle of a farm, but I don’t see a bomb anywhere.”

“It should be there,” Matthias assured me. “The devices in this area were harder to find since their heat signatures were slightly cooler.”

“Ahh, they must be under the soil.” I pushed aside the dirt with my foot and found the canister buried beneath the soil.

“Good thinking,” the machina replied. “Please find the others.”

I began to meticulously scour the fields and uncovered five more gas bombs. I carefully added them to the satchel with the others, which was quickly becoming full, and then I updated the map to locate the next objective.

Suddenly, I heard the crackle of electricity behind me, and I turned to see a portal snap open in the middle of a field I’d just cleared. Then a line of about ten Dax warriors began to march out of the arcane gateway, followed by a figure in glowing silver robes.

“Shit,” I hissed under my breath to Matthias as I ordered my minions to run around the side of a building so they wouldn’t be seen. “A squad of Dax just got portaled here with their mage.”

“Careful, Nick,” Matthias whispered. “There is more than your life at stake here. However, if you can kill their mage, it might hamper their efforts to move around the planet freely.”

“Understood.” I squatted down and hoped the shadows of night would give me enough cover, and I observed the Dax as well as I could from this distance. I’d fought against enough Star Spears to recognize the emblems and totems on the armor, but these men had none of the arcane decorations enhancing their strength and battle prowess, so I assumed they were initiates.

Even with the lower ranked opponents and my pets, ten against one weren’t the best odds. I’d faced off against as many Star Spears, but not all at once. Besides, the mission took precedence over killing the soldiers invading the city.

So, I edged away from the warriors and further into the shadows beneath a nearby shed, and I grabbed my falchion to have the Shroud rune ready if I needed to make a quick escape.

Then I eyed the man in the glowing silver robes. I agreed with Matthias that killing him would make more of a dent in their ranks, but I didn’t see a way for me to do it and get back to safety without the other Dax getting alerted.

It was tempting, but I still had a mission to complete.

I turned to creep along the side of a building, but just as I moved my foot, a branch cracked beneath my boot. I froze, and with the slightest of movements, I glanced over my shoulder at the Dax gathered in the field nearby.

They were on heightened alert, and they all had their weapons drawn as they stared into the shadows surrounding the shed I hid behind. The mage snapped some sort of command in their language, and the soldiers began to creep toward my location.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“They are approaching from the north,” Matthias informed me over the comms. “Can you get a clean kill on their mage?”

“I don’t think I can,” I whispered.

“I’m counting eleven enemies total, Knight Lyons.” Matthias’ computer voice held something akin to concern. “There is no dishonor in retreating when it will likely end in your death.”

My mind raced over battle strategies as the machina’s voice went in one ear and out the other. I looked at the data on my visor and saw I had 3/10 charges on my Deathtouch Bracers from personally killing the man in the dry goods shop and the two in the sewers. If I split my summon portals in half, used my new Spaulders of Bloodbeast Sigil to create a rune around me, and handled my scythe well, I would have better odds in my favor. Plus, I’d be able to feed my nanorunes more energy to prepare for whatever plan Matthias was cooking up.

It would still be difficult.

“I’m going to fight them,” I said as I made up my mind. I’d let them get close enough so I could get in the middle of them within a few seconds, and then I’d let loose my arsenal of kick ass. “It will be fine.”

“Very well, Nick,” the machina sighed. “You must win. If you can’t defeat them, please use your abilities to escape. The focus of this mission must be retrieving the canisters.”

“Understood,” I said as I took off the sack filled with the gas bombs, pulled my Necroscythe of Resurrection free of the magnetons, and then took a deep breath to relax my body.

These Dax would regret coming planetside in a few seconds.

I repositioned myself in the shadows surrounding the shed and pulled my minions to me. Then I peered around the corner to gauge the Dax location. The initiates had spread out, and the four closest enemies were still several meters away, but they were headed in my general direction, so I skirted back out of sight and waited a little while longer.

When I was certain they were closer, I felt around in the dirt until I found the stick I’d stepped on. Then I snapped it in my hands until it made a loud cracking sound, dropped it to the ground, prepped to use my Raise Bloodbeast Sigil, and listened carefully to the noises made by the Dax.

I could hear the slight jingle of armor and the sound of their footsteps as they inched closer.

I squeezed the snath of my scythe and the grip of my falchion.

Then I guessed they were within two meters of me, so I activated the Shroud rune on my falchion, set it back on my magneton, and pressed a flurry of buttons on my prot-belt to initiate my speed sequence.

My form shimmered and grew transparent as the invisibility effects took hold, and then I darted around the corner of the shed, with my scythe coiled back and my fingers pressing the Bloodbeast Sigil activation.

I dashed into the middle of the group just as soon as the red runes glowed on the ground around me, and then I sliced through one initiate’s stomach with my scythe. The weapon tore through the young man’s armor as if he was made out of straw, and I spun to my right and beheaded a second who was right behind him with the same swing. A moment before both bodies crumpled to the ground, I spun as my target’s head fell from his shoulders, and I faced off against a third initiate right as my invisibility wore off.

He blinked in surprise but then immediately lifted the two-handed battle axe he carried over his head and swung it at me.

I jumped to the side and narrowly dodged the sharp blade, but it buried harmlessly in the dirt by my feet.

“Farming is best done with a scythe,” I stated plainly as I slammed my left foot onto his axe haft so he couldn’t pull it out. Then I spun my weapon around like I was cutting low branches from a tree, and my sharpened scythe blade cut through him even easier than the previous two.

Necroscythe of Resurrection got 5% sharper with each kill, and it was already incredibly sharp.

The fourth initiate was staring in wide eyed horror that told me he’d never seen a death in person before, but he was standing a bit out of my circle of red runes, so I commanded my six bone goblins to drag him to me, and he let out a gasp of terror when they all slammed into him from behind like a gang of angry monkeys.

I normally would have been fine with my minions getting a kill, but it seemed as if I didn’t get credit on my Deathtouch Bracers unless I was personally responsible for the killing blow, so as soon as his torso landed within the area of my glowing red runes, I brought down the tip of my scythe like a executioner’s ax and cleaved his armored skull in twain.

Fireworks suddenly bloomed overhead, and I realized it was plasma cannon fire from the battle above. The battle was raging in space far above the city, but I was doing my part to cut down as many of the Dax as I could.

“Caledonian!” a voice screamed as I turned around, and I saw the remaining six Star Spears move to guard their jump mage.

Then all their helmeted heads turned to my feet as four blood beasts vomited up from the corpses of their fellows like blossoming crimson roses. I couldn’t quite see the expressions of the Dax past their helmets, but the jump mage’s face was exposed, and his mouth hung open.

“Kill them.” I pointed at the group of Star Spears, and my four blood-beasts and six bone goblins surged forward like a snapped rubber band.

The Dax warriors already had their weapons out, so after they got over their shock, they sprang forward to keep my pets away from their jump mage. I figured my minions would get mowed down quickly, and for half a moment, I considered between jumping into the melee or summoning more pets. I finally decided on the latter and pressed the command on my belt.

Then a portal snapped into existence behind the jump mage, and two void serpents slithered out with a murderous gleam in their eyes. I kept the Dax busy while I commanded my summons with my will power, and I guided them with my emotions to sneak up behind my opponent. It was hard to split my concentration, but my anger and adrenaline were at a peak, so the serpents quickly picked up on my intent.

A moment later, the two snake-like beasts had slithered up the Dax mage’s body, and the second he flinched and looked to his shoulder, they struck. Their fangs dug deep into the exposed skin of the warrior’s neck on either side of his throat, and he let out a shriek that caused a few of the other Star Spears to spin around.

Perfect.

I sprinted behind my minions and hit the line of distracted Dax just half a second behind them. Almost immediately, two of my bone minions were swatted aside by the powerful warriors, but I just grinned as I brought my scythe around at neck level toward one of the men wearing lighter armor.

Allied Vengeance 80%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

The Star Spear initiate I targeted had his spear shoved through an uncaring blood-demon, but the Dax did try to flinch away at the last moment when he saw me swing my scythe. He actually got his head down a bit, but I was aiming for his shoulders, and my powerful weapon cut him in half as if he was a cucumber. I didn’t even feel a slight bit of resistance when my weapon connected, and I was able to step to my left and continue my long row with my scythe and cut the arm off at the shoulder of the next Dax initiate.

He screamed, but then one of my blood-beasts pushed its blood face into his screaming maw to silence him.

And to drink his life essence.

Allied Vengeance 110%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

This alert flashed across my visor as two more of my bone goblins were destroyed and one of my blood-demons was killed, and I twisted to my side to avoid the thrust of a fully armored Star Spear warrior.

He moved to transition his thrust into a slashing attack against my shins, but I spun my scythe down with a speed he probably wasn’t ready for, hooked his blade in the curve of my weapon, and then continued to spin the snath so it ripped his weapon clear of me. Then I twisted my body to the side to harness my hips and brought my two-handed polearm back around. My opponent was fully ranked, and I imagined he would have been a challenge for most knights, but I was more than twice as strong and fast as I normally was because of my rune. So, the tip of my sharpened scythe plunged into his chest like a needle into a tomato, and then I tore it loose from his torso with a tug that sent his body flying in four different bloody directions.

I didn’t know for sure if their portal mage was dead, but I counted three other Dax Star Spears fighting around me. Well, one was getting drained by a blood-beast, but three more were trying to get to me while also fighting off the other two blood-beasts and the last two bone goblins.

Then the biggest Dax of the group brought his two-handed maul down at an angle with a shout, and the ground erupted around us.

“Shiiii…” I gasped as everyone, Dax and monster and me, was flung a good fifteen feet away from the big man. My prot-shields registered a 25% reduction, and my two bone goblins disintegrated, but the blood beasts didn’t seem affected by the attack and charged right back in toward the big Dax.

Allied Vengeance 130%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

The Dax were also forming back up, but I saw one of them trying to yank my void serpents off the portal mage. The man’s mouth was open, and his tongue was sticking out like a gray rag, so I assumed he was dead.

Good.

I sprinted and then jumped toward the nearest Star Spear, and my increased speed and strength caused me to float high above his head. My opponent didn’t expect me to move so quickly, so his spear thrust met only empty air. Then I angled the blade of my scythe so I landed with the sharp end downward, and its incredible sharpness cleaved the man in two like he was a rice ball being dropped on a chef’s knife.

My visor’s display flashed red, and the Deathtouch Rune activated. I noticed my new bracers were glowing red also, and I hesitated a half a moment because I didn’t quite know how to trigger the explosion effect.

I also didn’t quite know how big the explosion would be.

I dodged a Star Spear sword cleave, hopped over a spear thrust, and then shoulder checked one of the other Dax out of the way so I was standing near the big man with the hammer. He was trying to shake one of my blood-demons off his arm, but he saw me coming and tried to kick my face in with a boot probably the size of my entire torso.

I was faster, though, and I may have even been stronger because of my Allied Vengeance Rune.

“Thanks!” I shouted as I grabbed his foot out of the air. “That’s what I needed.”

I focused on transferring the Deathtouch rune to his leg, and I was a bit surprised to see the color shift over like transferring heat. His armored leg was now glowing red, and I could see a few of the rune figures dancing across the surface of his black armor.

I willed all my blood-beasts to focus on the big man, and then I turned around to block another series of spear thrusts.

I was just too fast for the Dax, and after ten seconds of me blocking or dancing out of the way of each of their strikes, they tried again to kill my blood minions, but the three thin gorilla-like monsters were climbing over the big Dax Star Spear like leeches, and every time one of his fellows tried to strike them off, the blades just passed through their semi-liquid bodies and clanged off his armor.

Still, it looked like my minions weren’t even close to taking him down, so I figured I’d have to help a bit.

I cut one Dax across the shoulder with my scythe, and the armor there peeled away like an orange’s skin. Then I kicked another in the chest to knock him back into the big man. They both screamed, and I feinted as if I was about to strike the man I kicked, but at the last moment when he tried to block my scythe, I pulled my weapon to the side and made a long cut down the big man’s flank.

He screamed, and then my blood-beasts immediately dove into the wound like ticks.

“Get them off me!” he screamed again, and I saw his neck and face begin to turn white.

I jumped back from the Dax, and the remaining men tried to glance between me and their screaming fellow. Then I jumped back a few more dozen feet, and they turned most of their attention to the effort of killing my blood minions.

They never wondered why I was pulling back and giving them space. Idiots.

The large man let out a last horrific scream, and blood exploded out his mouth and coated the inside of his visor as one of my blood-beasts pushed its entire body into his wound.

Suddenly, everything turned black for a second.

I felt weightless, and I couldn’t hear anything but silence.

Then I heard the explosion, and I realized I was laying on my back as a black cloud with a red electrical tint appeared before me.

It was like a mini-mushroom cloud that lifted a good fifty-feet up into the air. A skull appeared in the apex of the smoky explosion, and thousands of pieces of dirt, grass, sand, and the leftover pieces of the shack near where I’d been fighting blew away like sand in a tornado. I’d been lifted a good twenty-feet back, and I realized my mouth was open as I stared at the destruction.

“By the queen,” I whispered.

Allied Vengeance 190%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

I realized my three blood-beasts and two void serpents were dead, but that made sense, since I didn’t think anything could survive the massive explosion.

“You are an interesting item,” I said as I glanced down at the bracers. I hadn’t really expected something this catastrophic to happen, and it made the bracers either less useful, or really awesome.

I couldn’t quite decide at the moment.

“Nick!” I heard Matthias shout into my earpiece.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m here.”

“Thank the queen,” he sighed gratefully. “I detected an explosion, and you weren’t answering.”

“I used a new item, and… uhhh… it was a bit more powerful than I imagined, but the Dax are all dead, and the canisters look to be fine.”

“And you are okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I laughed. “Thanks for asking. Now, where’s the next canister?”

“Head back to the city proper, there’s a group of coordinates in one area.”

“Let me guess,” I said, “it’s a heavily populated area.”

“Apartment buildings, I believe,” Matthias confirmed.

“Those fucking assholes,” I cursed as rage boiled through me. It was one thing to attack the capital of Aquitaine, it was another to purposefully go after the most defenseless population.

I stowed my scythe, hooked the bag of canisters back onto my magnetons, and followed the blue line on my helmet display back into the city. The path was mostly clear, but then I reached a dead end in a wide alley and began to look for ways to climb up.

“Back around this building is a ladder,” Matthias informed me.

“Yes, sir,” I replied, and I trotted around the building to my right side. Attached to the back of the structure was a metal ladder that ran up to the rooftop, with a few landings and catwalks branching off that extended to the windows of the residences.

It only took me a few moments to reach the top of the building, and I gasped in awe at the sight before me. I was close enough to the ocean that I could see the vast expanse of dark blue in all its glory, but also far enough away from the momentous rock formation to see the full beauty of the mountain.

It was a breathtaking sight.

“It is a beautiful planet, but let us continue saving it,” Matthias chirped in my ear.

I chuckled to myself as I pressed the microphone button. “Yes, sir.”

I focused on the holo map in the bottom right hand corner of my visor’s screen and gauged my distance to the circular formation of red dots. I was about twenty meters away from the closest one, so I pressed a couple of buttons until the trajectory path was holographed across my view, and I followed the blue line to the edge of the building.

But the next building was a good hundred feet away.

“Allied Vengeance, don’t fail me now.” I backed up until I could get a running start, sacrificed the rest of my prot-field to initialize my speed sequence again, and then took off at a dead run toward the edge. At the last moment before my feet left the concrete, I pushed off into a jump with all my strength, and my heart leapt up into my throat. Then I soared over the gap, and I landed on both feet on the other side with a heavy thud.

“Nice landing!” Matthias complimented over the comms with genuine surprise in his electronic voice. “I thought you were going to die for sure.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I quipped with a smirk.

“I didn’t have a lot of confidence,” Matthias replied in a confused tone.

“That’s the point.” I shook my head at the machina’s naivety. “It was sarcasm.”

“Ah, the ancient rite of saying what you don’t mean,” he said with a beeping chuckle.

“Exactly.” I had to chuckle at the odd sound the machina made instead of laughter, but then I refocused on the mission at hand.

I’d have to repeat the sequence several more times, and I just hoped my prot-field could keep up with the energy demands of my speed sequence. I’d give anything for one of the jetpacks right about now, but I doubted I could stop the mission to go retrieve them.

I jumped across three more roofs before I reached the first canister. It was tucked down into the ventilation systems of the apartment buildings I stood on, and fresh anger rolled over me in waves as I pictured thousands of innocents inhaling the fumes in their sleep.

I used my anger to fuel my next couple of jumps, but after that first canister, I found one of the gas bombs on every other roof I landed on. I gathered ten, then fifteen, and my satchels were both bulging as they were filled to the brim with the metal devices. I was quickly making a dent in the red dots on my screen, though, so I felt reenergized by the progress I was making.

I was nearing the last three coordinates when I noticed movement in the alleyway below me.

Three Dax placed gas canisters in different corners of the alley, and then they turned to leave. Their armor was covered in totemic emblems that glowed with arcane power, and their shaved scalps were laced with runic tattoos. Judging from the complexity of the designs and the lack of unmarked skin, they had to be Elite Star Spears.

I cursed under my breath and moved back away from the edge, but my boot crumbled a bit of concrete in the process, and the pieces of rock tumbled to the pavement below with an audible clunk.

One the Star Spears cried out and pointed up at my rooftop, and the other two followed his finger to make eye contact with me. They glared and then scanned the area for a way up.

They were coming after me. I was about to face three Elite Star Spears on my own, and I’d already used a huge chunk of my power and weapons.

Then my stomach dropped as I checked my visor.

Allied Vengeance 190%. Time remaining: 5 seconds.

This was bad.
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Chapter Fourteen

“You have three enemies approaching,” Matthias warned in my ear. “I recommend you change your position to avoid detection.”

“I’m aware,” I whispered into the comms as I watched my 190% bonus to speed and strength fade. My armor instantly felt heavier, and the exhaustion of the quest punched me in the gut.

Fuck.

Then I heard the sound of boots on metal, and I realized the Dax had found another ladder leading up to the rooftops. They would be within range at any moment, but I had a second to strategize my attack.

“Time to move, Lyons,” Matthias said.

“I can take them out,” I insisted, even though the drop in my stomach was telling me otherwise.

I heard the machina sigh over the comms, but he didn’t argue further. We both knew I could teleport to the Stalwart if things got too challenging, but I wasn’t a quitter.

Besides, there was no telling what kind of loot I could harvest off their bodies when this was all over.

My Lupine Band’s one-hour cooldown had passed, and I had four more uses of my lightning hammer before the rune would need to be repaired. My Writhing Plague rune fed off my prot-field through my Adept Serpents Coiled Prot-Belt, but my forcefield was already dangerously low from using the speed sequence to hop from roof to roof.

Thanks to my mutation and my ability to split portals, I was able to get twice the amount of power from each summons without affecting the cooldown. My nanorunes were reenergized from eating the portal energy, too, so I would have plenty of teleportation power later.

Even three Elite Star Spears would have a challenging time facing off against two giant cobras, two lightning sprites, and two wolf-men, as well as a Caledonian knight from the RTF Stalwart, and a surge of confidence replaced the drop in my stomach as I initiated the Lupine Band on my hand.

The ring tightened uncomfortably around my finger as a portal formed in the space to my right. The purple vortex swirled with tumultuous currents of arcane power, but before it grew too large, I fed it to my nanorunes while I sliced my hands through the air like I was parting water. The portal successfully split into two smaller rifts, but I immediately released the control I held over my mutation to upgrade them. When the arcane gateways were three meters tall, the two Greater Fenrirs stepped out, and they acknowledged my control over them with a deep throated howl.

Then I grabbed my lightning mace and slammed the hammer down onto the concrete roof. Lightning arced through the sky and struck the position I’d hit with the weapon, and a portal snapped into existence in the same spot. I repeated the process of splitting and upgrading, but by the time the two large elemental sprites stepped through, I was sweating profusely. My suit was working overtime to draw the moisture away from my skin, and I inhaled a ragged breath as my head spun.

I couldn’t stop, though, since I could hear the approaching sounds of the Dax getting louder and louder, so I took a deep breath and activated the Writhing Plague rune on my prot-belt. Then I once again split and upgraded the portal, and two humongous cobras with glittering scales and dilated eyes slithered out and hissed at me.

“Your bio readout is off the charts,” Matthias observed over the comms. “What’s going on, Lyons?”

“I’m summoning,” I managed to gasp out as I pressed my mic button.

Controlling this many summons was tricky at best, and my head rang with a high-pitched noise from the strain of so many bonds. I ignored the pain, though, as I focused my will power and my intent.

I wanted the Dax dead. I wanted the citizens of Aquita to live through this day, and I wanted my crew mates to drink away their cares at the end of the battle. The only thing standing in my way were three Elite Star Spears, and I channeled all of my anger and hatred of the Dax onto my approaching enemies.

The Greater Fenrirs let out a fierce roar and gnashed their maws from side to side as they searched for my opponents, but the lightning sprites had already zoomed over to the edge, and they descended the ladder to harry the Star Spears as they climbed. The two void serpents coiled into ready poses near the top of the roof, ready to strike down any who came their way, and I stood behind my summons and grasped my Scimitar of the Blizzard in my fist. It wasn’t my best weapon, but the ability to slow them down would let my summons do as much damage as they could.

I wasn’t going to let the Star Spears leave this roof alive.

Suddenly, the sound of plasmafire blasted through the air, and my gut wrenched as both of my sprites perished. I was already feeling sick to my stomach having to use so much mental energy to control six powerful summons, so it was almost a relief when the weight lifted off my mind, even though I realized I should have just summoned a bunch of lower level sprites to get the maximum bonus possible from all their deaths.

Allied Vengeance 20%. Time remaining: 30 minutes.

The stats flashed across my visor screen, and I grinned as energy coursed through my veins. I had three more summons of my lightning sprites left before the rune would need to be repaired, and I wanted them to count, so I held off on summoning anything else.

Then the three Elite Star Spears climbed over the lip of the building and onto the roof. My summons roared and sprung forward, and since they had stationed themselves so close to the edge, they were too close for the Dax to make use of the plasma shots from their silver spears.

I backed away quickly while I watched the conflict unfold. I wanted to save my energy, and I also needed to gauge my enemies’ strengths before I took them on in close combat, so I watched my summons as I edged backward toward the far edge of the rooftop.

My Fenrirs were the first to attack, followed by the void serpents, but the three men held off the four creatures with expert jabs of their weapons, and the metal spears glowed with arcane power as fire and ice spewed forth with each jab.

The Greater Fenrirs howled with pain as the runic magic hit their fur, but their bodies lunging from side to side created an opening for me to dash in and slash the back of a Dax’s leg with my scimitar. Then the Winter’s Breath rune got to work, and the degenerative slowness took effect.

The Dax screeched with pain, and his leg buckled beneath him, which gave one of my void serpents the chance to slither around his body and start to crush him with a constrictive force.

Another Dax whirled twin axes in a way that reminded me of Olav, and he sliced the void serpents to pieces while the third Star Spear fought off my two Fenrir. When the two cobras fell into crumbled chunks of gore, the injured Dax was released from the deadly wrap.

“Get out of there, Lyons!” Matthias yelled over the comms as the Dax looked up and realized I was getting away.

Allied Vengeance: 60%

Well, there went my two Fenrirs.

With my summons keeping the Star Spears occupied, I’d managed to get some distance between us, and seeing them cut through my creatures with such ease filled me with dread. So, I turned and initiated my speed sequence as I aimed for the next rooftop.

I glanced over my shoulder at the enemies behind me, and I saw one of the Dax chasing after me at full speed. I gasped when I realized it was the Star Spear I’d cut with my scimitar, but he shouldn’t have been able to move that quickly with the rune effects in his body.

“Shit.” I swallowed hard as he crossed the distance between us, but then I turned and jumped across the gap.

I leapt through the open air above the fifteen-foot wide street below, and the wind whistled pleasantly across my face. It was almost blissful for a moment, but then it was over, and the targeted rooftop was quickly approaching. I kicked my legs to land at a run, and I touched down with my left foot first.

Suddenly, a hand wrapped around my right foot and pulled me down, and I slid off the edge of the wall and grappled for purchase with my fists. I scoured the concrete for a hand hold and barely managed to catch my weight with my fingers on the edge. Then my body slammed into the building beneath me, and I crashed into a glass window.

My head hammered into the top edge of the window, and my body swung beneath me from the momentum of the Dax’s movements. Every inch of my body screamed in pain, and my visor screen flickered as my cranium took a sharp hit against the concrete building. The window glass shattered and fell to the ground five stories below me, and as I glanced down to see what had caused me to fall, I saw the Star Spear clutching my right boot.

“You will die, Caledonian scum!” the Dax yelled up at me.

“Not today, asshole!” I countered.

I kicked my feet and tried to dislodge him, but the movement caused my fingers to slip ever so slightly. I ceased the motions and panted into my visor, and my suit quickly worked to dispel the fog from my view screen.

I had to get the Dax off me, though, and fast. The other two Star Spears would likely catch up to me at any moment, and if I was dangling off a building, then the odds were not in my favor.

“What’s going on, Nick?” Matthias asked over the comms. “Your position is reading weird. Are you on the edge of a building, or is this a glitch?”

I couldn’t reach the button to activate my microphone, so my silence would have to speak for itself.

Suddenly, an idea struck me, and I pulled my Dax-free leg up until my knee was pressed against my chest. Then I kicked downward with all the force of my increased strength and aimed at my own boot’s locking clasp. The foot covering shot off me when the buckle released, and the Dax went with it.

“Noooo!” the Star Spear screamed as he plummeted to the paving stones of the street below. He landed with a sickening crunch, and blood began to pool out from beneath his head.

I shuddered and heaved myself up over the lip of the building, and I fought back the urge to laugh as I imagined the Star Spear’s countless broken bones and ruptured organs.

Fuck these guys.

Then I pushed myself to my feet and stood with one sock and one boot to scan my perimeter, and as I looked back across the gap, I saw the two remaining Dax leap from the edge and vault through the air toward me.

“Fuck!” I spat and backpedaled, twisted, and ran toward the far edge of the building before I realized my missing boot would affect my speed sequence. My velocity and angles would also be half off, and I couldn’t risk it.

Besides, my prot-field was at twenty percent after I’d used the speed sequence so many times to clear the gas bombs. I’d have to stand my ground for the moment, so I pulled my falchion from my magnetons and gripped it lightly.

I’d have to time things perfectly.

Then the Dax landed on the rooftop and grabbed their spears. They shot blasts of plasma at me, but the attacks burned up in my forcefield.

“One meter to your right is a ladder,” Matthias said over the comms. “Use it to escape.”

I didn’t have time to think about it, so I dashed forward with every bit of energy in me. The boost from my Allied Vengeance rune coursed through my veins, and I slid as I approached the targeted ladder. More plasmafire rained down on me, and my forcefield shuddered as it grew dangerously low.

I grabbed onto the rails and swung my legs around, and I slammed into the rungs with a loud metal clang. Then I wrapped my feet around the back of the metal ladder and carefully released my grip on the side rails so I slid down at a controlled pace.

The Dax leaned over the edge of the building above me and fired out shots of plasma from the tips of their spears. My prot-field couldn’t take much more of this beating, so I’d have to get out of range.

I hopped onto the next landing and swung around to the back of the ladder. Then I repeated my sliding motion down to the next landing. With the two levels between us, their fire couldn’t reach me, and the plasma landed on the rungs of metal instead.

Suddenly, though, a blast burst through the rungs, destroyed my remaining prot-field, and then slammed into my chest, and I cried out in pain as electricity shot through my veins. My suit absorbed most of the damage, and it didn’t break, but I wouldn’t survive another hit like that.

I fought back the pain and went down the remaining levels without taking another hit, but my exposed foot burned from the friction of the rails by the time I finally reached the bottom. I winced, but I limped forward as quickly as I could, and then I remembered my lost boot.

The Dax hadn’t landed far from my current location, so I ran around the block and retrieved my boot. I didn’t have any prot-field remaining, and it would be several minutes before it recharged, so I still couldn’t use my speed sequence, but at least my feet were both protected again.

“I got my boot back!” I reported to Matthias with a small victory dance.

“You lost your boot?” the machina asked. “No, never mind that. Lyons, you need to escape, you have two enemies on your tail.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied, and then I applied a medkit to my damaged chest piece. The blast had landed inches from my heart, but apart from some bruising, I hadn’t taken a serious wound.

“There’s an empty apartment building to the north of your location,” he informed me. “Five meters north, to be precise.”

Once the medkit had started working, I followed his instructions and pushed open the unlocked door to the building. Inside was a long dimly lit hallway lined with doors, and at the back of the corridor was a staircase that led up to the next story. A single light bulb hung from the ceiling above the stairs, and it flickered unevenly, which created long shadows that danced across the walls.

“Make your way back to the roofs,” Matthias suggested. “Stairwell straight ahead will take you to the fifth level, then you can access the ladder to the roof from the bedroom window.”

I dashed forward and trotted up the stairs, and I circled around each floor’s landing with cautious movements. Even though I’d left the Dax behind, I still expected them to catch up to me at any moment, so stealth was my ally.

With Matthias directing me, I was able to quickly navigate my way to the fifth floor of the building and to the apartment with the ladder to the roof. Then I climbed up as quickly and as silently as I could, and when I crested the top, I pulled myself over and laid flat on my stomach.

I took a moment to check my gear. My prot-field readout said ten percent, and I also had some summons left in my Hammer of the Lightning Elemental before the rune was useless, so I figured I could sacrifice the last dregs of my forcefield to do one speed sequence.

Or I would have to fight them in melee and hope I could hold out against two Elite Star Spears.

I’d already killed one, though, so what was two more? I still had my Knives of the Storm, and if my aim was true, I could kill one of them with a single blade through the eye.

But probably not. These were Elites, after all.

“Still worth trying,” I whispered to myself as I crept away from the edge and pulled myself into a squat. Then I grabbed a Knife of the Storm and eyed the edge of the ladder. As far as I knew, that was the only way onto this rooftop. I could take out one Dax while he was still clinging to the rungs, but the guy behind him wouldn’t fall for the same trick and would be more careful on his way up.

“Matthias,” I said with a press of the button for my mic, “is there any way onto the roof besides the ladder?”

“Negative,” the machina replied. “No other way on or off besides to jump to the next building. Your enemies are catching up to you. Again, I advise you to reposition.”

“I got this,” I informed him.

“I was afraid you’d say that,” he sighed. “They are homing in on your position. I’m working on hacking their systems to scramble your location, but they have narrowed it down to that building.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” I said. “It’s either stand my ground or teleport, so I’m going to wait here.”

“If it starts to turn south,” the machina said in a clipped electronic voice, “teleport out of there. It’s not worth your life, Lyons. Or the lives of the other people in this city. We must protect them.”

“I hear you,” I said, but I gritted my teeth with determination. “I need to kill these fucks so they don’t leave any more canisters.”

“I understand,” Matthias sighed.

Then I heard the tell-tale sound of boots on the metal rungs of the ladder, and I prepared myself for the battle ahead of me. I grabbed my lightning mace and pounded the hammer onto the concrete roof, and as soon as the portal appeared, I fed it to my nanorunes with a slice of my arm through the air.

The rift split in two, but I didn’t stop there, and I kept chopping the portals in half until I was surrounded by eight swirling arcane gateways. Sweat poured through my suit as the filtration system worked overtime, and I struggled to get my nanorunes back under my control. They wanted to upgrade all the portals, but there was no way I was going to let that happen with so many sprites to control at once.

Then the lightning sprites began to emerge, but they were all much smaller than I’d ever seen them be before. They fluttered about in a horde of one-foot tall beasts while their blue skin glowed in the darkness. I immediately seized control over the swarm of elementals, and I commanded them to stand down and await my orders. They curbed their bloodlust with great reluctance, but then they hovered over the rooftop beside me.

When I heard the sound of the approaching Dax get louder, I activated the Greater Shroud rune, clenched my Knife of the Storm in my fist, and rushed toward the ladder on the edge of the building.

I leaned over mere seconds before my invisibility wore off, but it gave me just the edge I needed to hurl my blade downward into the upward tilted face of the Star Spear climbing the ladder. I flung the weapon with all my force, and I aimed for the tiny spot where the iris turned to whites. The weapon spiraled, busted through his visor, and buried itself into the man’s eyeball.

Instant kill.

I almost thanked the queen for blessing me with luck, but then I choked off the words as my enemy twitched. He didn’t even cry out as he died, and he fell backward and knocked the final Star Spear off the ladder behind him. I watched as they both crashed down onto a landing a floor below, and I realized a second too late that my invisibility had worn off when the last surviving Elite Star Spear looked up at me with a hate filled glare.

“Shit,” I swore and backed away from the edge.

I checked my mental control over my sprites and told them to hold on just a little while longer. I wanted to send them out to attack once the Dax was on the ladder and more vulnerable.

When I finally heard the sound of boots on the rungs, I released my horde of sprites. They swarmed over the rooftop and surged beyond the edge, and an instant later, I heard the Star Spear cry out as he was slashed with dozens of sharp claws. Plasmafire burst through the darkness and lit up the alleyway with a bloom of light, and the silhouettes of my remaining sprites were painted against the building on the other side of the street.

They died in droves, but their downfall only added to my strength, and my muscles were soon amped with renewed energy. The Dax Star Spear continued his climb, and he swatted at the sprites harrying his progress.

I monitored the situation closely from my position on the rooftop, and I held my breath.

I would have five seconds of invisibility after I activated my Shroud rune again, but that wouldn’t get me far if it came to a melee fight. I didn’t have any projectile weapons available to me, but in a few moments I could bring my Fenrir back into play.

Then the last of my sprites died, and the readout on my visor said the Allied Vengeance buff was at 140%. So, I unclipped my falchion from my magnetons and gripped it in my right hand, and then I grabbed my Scimitar of the Blizzard with my left. I normally like to have one hand free to access the controls of my prot-belt, but I was fine fighting with twin blades, and I felt super strong with my 140% increase. I hadn’t even used my teleportation abilities, and I’d already managed to kill two of the Elite Star Spears.

Suddenly, the last Star Spear jumped up the last few rungs and landed with a thud on the rooftop. The Dax had scruffy brown hair that jutted out from beneath his helm, and his dark eyes were full of hatred. This was the guy who carried two small axes, and he spun them around like twin whirlwinds of death. He’d been the one to kill my void serpents, and he’d reminded me of Olav with his fighting style.

Then the exposed skin of his arms glowed with arcane power as the runic tattoos on his arms were activated, and the two blades spun at an even faster velocity.

Well, shit.

I tried to remember everything I could about sparring with the Berserker Knight as well as every other encounter I’d had with opponents of that specialty. If this enemy fought with half the strength and speed of Olav, then I would need every bit of strategy I could muster. The Berserker rage would cause a knight to fight with crazy bloodlust, and Olav seemed like an endless fountain of energy, so I hoped I’d be able to hold out against this opponent long enough to land a fatal blow.

Then the time for thinking was over, since the Elite Star Spear let out a fierce roar and charged toward me.

He yelled out something in the Dax language as he charged, and he finished it with a sneer as he said probably the only two words he knew in my language.

“Caledonian scum.”

My years of Academy training kicked in, and the desire to cross blades with this man seared through my chest. So, I hit the pommel of my scimitar on my gauntlet’s button to activate the energy targe shield, and I dashed forward to meet his attack.

Then I skidded at a low angle as I approached, and I caught his axes on the curve of my gauntlet’s forcefield. His blow struck hard and almost knocked me to my knees, but fortunately the added strength of my Allied Vengeance pendant kept me upright.

I swung my hand out from below my targe shield and swiped at his legs with my scimitar, and at the same time, I shoved my arm upward to push the Dax off my shield.

The Dax jumped back and tried to parry my blade, but I swiveled to the side and circled around him. If I could land a few good hits with the curved weapon, then I could slow him effectively, but I was already fast enough to dodge the majority of his attacks.

He jumped forward with both axes coming in high, and I knocked one aside while I parried the other. Then he threw out his knee toward my stomach, but I shoved my ass back as I threw my head forward, and my helmet knocked into his and made him stumble back a bit.

I came at him with a high swipe of my twin blades, but he blocked both with his axes and tried to return my headbutt. I was ready for the attack, though, and I shuffled to the side while I put strength into my arms, and he was sent stumbling into the wall.

Our weapons clanged together a dozen more times as we tried to feel each other out, and I could see the frustration growing on his face as he slowly realized I hadn’t gotten lucky when I’d killed his two friends. Finally, I caught one of his axes on the curve of my scimitar, and the other on the edge of my falchion, so I reared back my head and slammed into him with an authoritative headbutt straight to his nose. His visor screen cracked, and a trickle of blood seeped out from his nostrils.

Olav would have been proud.

“Die, Caledonian,” he gurgled in a heavily accented voice. Then he licked the trail of blood and grinned with crimson teeth, and I grimaced in disgust at the close up look at his dirty maw.

The Dax didn’t seem keen on dental hygiene. They also only seemed to know variations of “die,” “Caledonian,” and “scum” in my language.

“How about you brush your teeth every once in a while instead?” I taunted through clenched teeth.

Then the Star Spear growled and doubled down on the force bearing into my blades. My arms shook with the effort of holding him back, and my mind ran over every option available to me. Finally, I’d had enough of the standoff, and I arched my arms inward and shoved them up.

I freed my blades and immediately went on the attack. I spun as he chopped, and we danced again like we’d been sparring partners for years. Every zig was met with an equal zag, and every blow was blocked. I moved at superhuman speeds, but no matter how fast I was, I still couldn’t get the upper hand. I was surprised at how evenly matched we were, but then it started to look like the duel would never end.

I caught his blades on one of mine once more, but he growled and pulled them back for another attempt. He couldn’t land a single hit on me, but then again, I wasn’t having very much more luck, either. I’d almost had my fill of the back and forth, though, so I weighed my options and made a decision.

The Lupine Band on my finger tightened as I activated the rune, but I didn’t have time to split the portal before my Fenrir emerged. It was a Greater Fenrir, and the sound of its roar split my eardrums until all I could hear was a high-pitched ring.

The noise distracted my opponent, and he turned to face his new enemy with a battle cry.

I used the distraction to get myself behind my target, and I took the opening to activate the Shroud rune on my falchion. My form shimmered as my body disappeared from view, and the Dax’s head swiveled as he tried to locate me.

The Greater Fenrir must have looked like a more pressing issue, though, since it dripped saliva from its gaping maw as it towered over the Star Spear. So, I managed to sneak up behind him and get into position.

The Star Spear’s arms spun like twin tornados of death as he rained down blow after blow onto my minion. The wolf-man’s grizzled snout bunched up as it bared its fangs at the Dax, and he snarled as he snapped his maw at the two axes swinging his way. The wolf-man died with a howl a moment later, but I didn’t even have time to read the notification on my visor before I lunged forward.

Then I took my falchion, wrapped it around the Star Spear’s neck, and pulled backward to draw the blade through the unarmored part of his throat, and as he died, my invisibility began to wear off.

“Well done, Nick,” Matthias congratulated me. “I’m not sure I’ve ever heard of a newly fledged knight taking on three Elite Star Spears and living to talk about it. Once again, I’m reminded of how impressive you are, and how great your legacy will be.”

“At least they won’t be doing any more damage to the city,” I said as I tossed the corpse at my feet. “That’s three more Dax off the streets.”

“Just as long as you remember what your original mission was,” the machina chirped. “Getting gas bombs off the streets.”

“I’ve almost got them all,” I replied. “How many more could there be?”

“Eight more, I’m afraid,” Matthias informed me. “No time to lollygag.”

“Lollygag?” I snorted with laughter. “I haven’t heard anyone use that word before.”

“From before your time,” he chuckled. “Now, get to the next coordinates. I’m patching over the trajectory to the last few canisters, and you should be able to gather them in less than an hour.”

“Yeah, probably,” I said, but then a thought struck me, and I frowned. “What happens if I don’t?”

“Oh, you know, all the canisters open, and deadly gas starts spewing out.”

“There’s only an hour left!” I shook my head with awe. I hadn’t realized so much time had passed. “I thought Treyin said we had at least twenty-four hours remaining?”

“I believe the countdown sequence was overwritten remotely,” Matthias informed me. “I attached a remote monitor to one of the canisters you brought onto the Stalwart, and its readout changed.”

“Shit.” I worked the muscle in my jaw. “So, I have an hour?”

“Maybe less.”

“What am I supposed to do with the ones I’m carrying?” I asked as my pulse quickened. I had a hundred or so metal devices in the satchel strapped to my back. If they all went off at once, I would definitely die, and so would anyone within a certain radius.

“Just focus on getting the rest of them,” Matthias ordered. “I’ll have the next step ready by the time you do.”

“What if I encounter more Dax?”

“I’ve managed to hack their comms systems so you will not be detected,” the machina informed me. “You can thank me later. Get moving.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied, and I resisted the urge to snap out a quick salute since the machina couldn’t see me anyway.

I marked the location on my map with the hopes either I, or someone from the crew, could come back and pick up the gear the Elite Star Spears dropped, and then I trotted over to the edge of the roof and swung my legs over onto the ladder. I climbed down to the next landing, retrieved my Knife of the Storm from the dead Dax’s eye socket, and then headed toward the next set of coordinates on the drone map.

They weren’t too far away, and the last few gas canisters were closer to the center of the city, so I was glad to be able to get them off the streets. I quickly added five more bombs to my pack and looked around. The city was quiet, and darkness blanketed every crevice. I shuddered to think about how many Dax were in Aquita hidden in the shadows, but my primary objective was to eliminate the metal devices that would spew toxic fumes into the air. So, I fought back the urge to hunt down every last Dax in the city, and I focused on trying to figure out what to do with the gas bombs.

Suddenly, I heard a weird series of beeping noises coming from behind me. I spun, but I didn’t see anything in the shadows, and then I realized the sound was coming from my sacks of canisters.

Dread filled me as I pulled the satchel from my shoulder magnetons and opened it up.

Sure enough, several of the canisters’ digital readouts were flashing symbols I didn’t understand, and each device beeped at random intervals.

“Uhh, Matthias?” I said over the comms with trepidation in my voice. “I think the bombs are about to go off.”

“They likely received a remote detonation code,” the machina replied.

In the background of the portal mage’s communication, I could hear unintelligible shouting, and my stomach clenched as I thought about the space battle I was missing out on.

“That’s not good,” I said as my heart began to pound. “I can dump them out into the ocean.”

“There’s not enough time,” Matthias argued. “I need you to hold on for one minute longer, and then I’ll have your surprise ready.”

“I can teleport--” I started to say.

“I plan to make ample use of your abilities momentarily, Lyons,” Matthias interrupted me in a firm tone. “Until then, there are three more canisters. Do you see them? You must retrieve them quickly. Don’t worry, I’ll be ready for you.”

“Yes, sir,” I said with as much gusto as I could muster.

Matthias had better be right, because I was holding a massive collection of poisonous gas that was going to go off at any second.

It took me less than a minute to reach my destination, and I found the last three canisters stuck in a rooftop restaurant that looked like it might have served the nobles of the city. The building was higher than almost all the others around, and I was able to see all the way out to the ocean.

There were no boats in sight. I calculated my chances of success if I swam far enough out to dispose of the bombs safely, and I came to the conclusion my best option was to teleport there and immediately teleport out after dropping my sack into the water.

“I’ve got all of them, Matthias,” I said. “I’ve got a clear view to the harbor, but I don’t see any ships. Hopefully, you’ve got your surprise ready.”

My friend didn’t answer immediately, so I steeled myself for the reprimand I would receive for defying a direct order, and I was just about to activate my nanorunes when I heard Matthias’ voice crackle over my communication system.

“Thank you for your patience, Lyons,” the machina said in a pleased tone. “I have your surprise ready. Let me know when you receive the files I’m sending you.”

“What’s the plan, Matthias?” I asked, but before I fully got the question out, I started to get updates to my HUD view screen.

Twenty-six images were transferred from the Stalwart’s main frame to my prot-belt, and I stared at them blankly for a long moment while I tried to figure out what they meant.

It looked like the inside of warships and skiffs, and I saw frozen images of Dax standing on bridges and the blackness of space out the view ports.

Realization dawned on me, and my face split into a wide grin.

Matthias had hacked into the Dax’s surveillance system and managed to snap exactly what I needed to teleport onto their bridges with my sack full of gas bombs in tow.

Then Cross’ words came back to haunt me. He’d said I wouldn’t be able to teleport back to the Stalwart if they were outside the atmosphere. I’d never attempted to jump so far before, and there was a good chance something bad could happen in the process.

I shook my head, though, and dispelled my doubts.

There were no other options. I had to do this. Or Aquita would fall.

“Fuck it,” I said out loud to myself. “For the queen.”

The bombs were about to go off, and the Dax were in for a world of surprise when the tables were flipped on their battle strategy.

“You always know how to spoil me, Matthias,” I quipped over my comms as excitement began to course through my veins.

I took a deep breath to calm my nerves, and I organized the images I’d received into a manageable section of my visor readout. I’d have to move fast, but I knew I could do it.

Suddenly, the beeping noises coming from my satchels intensified at an unbearable frequency, and then the sound stopped. A low hiss came next, and it reminded me of a silent fart, but I realized what had happened.

The gas bombs were activated and already spewing their toxic fumes.

So, I pressed a button on my prot-belt and locked in my oxygen supply to a closed circuit. Then I concentrated on my chosen first destination, and I activated my nanorunes.

Shivers shot down my spine, and my stomach churned as my atoms began to rip apart. I took a final breath of clean air, and then I surrendered myself to the emptiness. I floated through space on a molecular level, and when my particles regrouped, I was standing on the bridge of a Dax warship.
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Chapter Fifteen

When my atoms reappeared, and I stumbled onto the bridge of my first target, I was met with the empty staring faces of several Dax. My vision swam as stars filled my eyes, and I struggled to concentrate on the enemies in front of me. I’d never attempted to jump that far before, and my body protested on a molecular level.

But I had to keep going. This mission was of the utmost importance.

“I’ve triangulated your position,” Matthias chirped in a pleased voice, “and I’ve targeted the next closest ship to limit the strain on your abilities.”

“Got it,” I grunted as my eyes focused on the highlighted image to memorize it.

I had twenty-six images of the inside of the Dax fleet, and I planned on using them to do as much damage as I possibly could.

“You guys left this down in the city. I’m returning it. No thanks necessary.” I grinned into the Dax’s dumbstruck faces as I tossed out two canisters onto the floor, and the metal cylinders rolled toward their feet. Then I spun and tossed out a couple more down the hallway leading out of the bridge.

I waved a cocky goodbye over my shoulder as I activated my nanorunes and focused on my next target.

The Dax didn’t have time to react before the poisonous fumes began to fill the bridge, and my last image of them before I teleported was of coughing and sputtering warriors.

The next ship I landed on had an alarm blaring through the bridge, and the Dax yeomen were all running around and shouting at each other. They turned to me a second after I teleported, and then they cried out in alarm as they lowered spears in my direction.

I knew they wouldn’t shoot the plasma from their staves, though, since we were inside their ship and any rogue fire would damage their systems. So, I reached into my bag and began to toss out canister after canister as the Dax slowly approached me with their spears aimed at my throat.

My grin widened as I activated my nanorunes once more. Their hesitation would cost them.

Suddenly, one of the Dax warriors leapt forward with a spear raised, and I felt my atoms disintegrate just as the blade sliced through the air where my head had been an instant before.

Then I was jerked through the emptiness of space and hurled onto the next ship with violent force. The last-minute attack had thrown off my control, and when I landed on the next bridge, I found myself surrounded by waiting Dax warriors. They roared out a battle cry as soon as I materialized, and I realized the other ships I’d targeted had to have sent out a warning of some kind before they succumbed to the gas.

I didn’t have time to play with these enemies, though, so I pulled out my falchion and my scimitar and held one in each hand. Then, just as the Dax were narrowing in on me with their weapons raised, I activated my speed sequence with a flurry of presses on my prot-belt, and I spun in a circle with my blades extended.

I sliced through abdomens, necks, and legs as I spiraled in my deadly circle, and the closer they got to me, the harder they fell to my blades. Their bodies collapsed at my feet, and the corpses slowed me down slightly as I hopped over them to get to my next opponent.

“The Dax are aware of your presence within their fleet,” Matthias informed me in a rushed voice. “I am working to scramble their communication systems so you won’t encounter this issue again.”

I didn’t have time to respond since I still had enemies rushing toward me to cut down, and I sliced into them with a Berserker-like battle lust. Rage coursed through me and fueled my body into even faster movements, and I spun like a hurricane of death at the center of the bridge.

It seemed like the Dax had an endless supply of yeomen to send after me. They were almost too easy to butcher, but I needed to get the canisters out of my bag to move on to the next ship, so I’d have to change tactics.

I dove toward a Dax and carved a deep gash in his side with my falchion, and as he fell, I pressed the button on my prot-belt to summon a void serpent. As the portal snapped into existence behind me, I spun and sliced into another warrior with my scimitar.

Then the void serpents slithered out and began to attack my enemies. The two snakes seemed to startle the Dax, and they chased after my summons with undulating cries and snarls.

I took the opportunity to dump several canisters out of my bag, and then I activated my nanorunes once more. My muscles screamed in agony, but I focused on all the rage I had toward the Dax to power through it. I was already near exhaustion after my mission on the ground, and even these smaller jumps were taking a toll on me, but I ignored the pain in my body and focused on my intent.

Kill the Dax fleet.

Then my nanorunes finally responded, and my skin tingled like a thousand needles as my body disappeared and then reassembled on the next vessel.

I was met with total silence on the next ship, and all the Dax standing on the bridge had their backs turned to me. They seemed to be locked onto whatever was happening on the view screens, but I didn’t waste any time trying to see what it was.

I stealthily opened my bag and began to roll spewing canisters out onto the bridge floor, and as the hissing sound grew louder, one of the Dax turned around to investigate the noise.

I grinned up at him as I activated my nanorunes. I could only imagine the Dax’s confusion as they turned to find themselves inside a massive fog of poisonous gas, but my amusement was short-lived as I landed on the next ship.

Because I was suddenly surrounded by glowing, silver spear tips.

The Dax on this warship had been waiting for me, so they must have gotten the message about my presence before Matthias had a chance to scramble their communications. They stared me down with calm expressions, and as I glanced over them, I realized there were more than a couple Star Spears present.

Instinct took over, and I found my body moving without conscious thought. I activated my Greater Shroud rune, and my form shimmered as the invisibility took effect. Then, as the Dax cried out in alarm and began to search for me, I slipped between their legs and scanned the bridge.

I only had five seconds until I reappeared, so I wanted to make it count. Then I spotted what I was after. One of the Dax stood apart from the others, and judging from the commanding presence that radiated off him, he had to be the captain of this vessel.

So, I slipped up behind him, and just as my Shroud rune began to wear off, I pressed the blade of my falchion to his throat.

My form shimmered, and the man in my grasp called out to the others as he realized his situation. The other warriors hesitated, and they stared at me with fear evident in their eyes. My estimation was correct, and they were reticent to injure the man I held beneath my blade.

“Stay back, or he’s dead,” I called out in a loud voice, and I gestured for the Dax warriors to move back with my free hand.

They stepped backward with obvious reluctance, but they kept their spears aimed at my head. I knew they wouldn’t fire their plasma, though, so the intimidation technique did nothing to me.

The man in my grasp exchanged a few curt words in the Dax language, and it seemed like he was arguing with one of the Star Spears. Then the equivalent of a Caledonian Knight lowered his weapon, and the other warriors followed suit.

“Thank you,” I said in a pleased tone, and I kept my blade against the captain’s neck while I reached into my bag to pull out several metal cylinders. Then I tossed them onto the floor, and the warriors leapt back away from the cloud slowly filling the bridge.

When I felt like the ship was properly poisoned, I wrenched my falchion across the captain’s neck with a sharp pull, and blood sprayed out from the wound in his throat. Fortunately, though, he was facing away from me, so I didn’t get soaked with his gore.

Then I activated my nanorunes, and I concentrated on the next image Matthias had highlighted before I dissipated from the Dax’s view as their captain’s body slumped lifelessly to the floor of the bridge.

On the next ship, I was once again met by silence. My presence remained undetected while I unloaded the gas canisters, and I made sure to set them gently on the ground so the motion was soundless.

“Good job taking out that Dax ship’s captain,” Matthias complimented in my ear. “We were able to blast it out of the sky with it being dead in the water.”

I would have replied, but I didn’t want to get detected, so I just smiled to myself as I concentrated on the next image. As I activated my nanorunes, I focused on the destruction the Dax fleet would cause if they were allowed to land on Aquitaine.

Without the Aquitaine kingdom, there would be no chance of Caledonia’s success against the Dax. We would fail, and the evil empire would take over our kingdoms.

I wasn’t going to let that happen.

I landed on the eighth ship with a loud thud, but there was so much noise and chaos surrounding me that my presence was unnoticed. So, I started to dump out canisters onto the bridge floor while the Dax shouted into their comms and pressed buttons on the control panel.

Then one of them turned and spotted me. He pointed and cried out something in the Dax language, and the others turned to see me where I squatted over a sack full of spewing gas bombs.

I activated my speed sequence, and then I took off running down the hallway out of the bridge. The Dax warship was unfamiliar to me, though, and I had no trajectory to aim for. So, I just ran with all the strength I could muster from my exhausted legs. Unarmored yeomen and marines leapt at me from different directions, but I managed to slide beneath their swinging blades and dodged their grasping arms. I’d been lucky not to run into any of their Star Spears so far, but I figured it was only a matter of time before I ran into a fellow super soldier.

I reached into my bag and started to toss bombs out over my shoulder, and I sent up a grateful thought to my closed-circuit oxygen supply. Since I’d locked it before it had taken in any fumes, it would stay clear for at least an hour before the supply could no longer recycle my breath. I also had the backup rune Matthias had put in my helm, and I made a mental note to thank the machina later.

The sound of metal canisters hitting the floor created a staccato pattern in an almost musical way, and the hissing of the gas being emitted from the bombs urged me forward and away from the toxic fumes.

The hallway kept going for about ten meters before it ended abruptly at an elevator, and I didn’t want to get lost inside a Dax warship, so I decided it was time to get out of there.

“We’re making some headway up here,” Matthias informed me. “The Stalwart is hot on your tail, we will be within your range soon.”

“Good to hear,” I panted.

The oxygen pumping through my suit had already been recycled once, and the quality of the air supply was diminished. So, I tossed out five more bombs. That should be enough to fill the entire warship with toxic chemical fumes.

As I approached the elevator, I pictured the Dax annihilating the majority of Aquita while the people helplessly tried to avoid the fumes. Then I concentrated on the next highlighted image Matthias had selected on my HUD screen, and I activated my nanorunes.

My stomach heaved as my atoms split, and I landed on the next bridge hunched over in pain.

When I forced myself to straighten up and look around, I found myself on a skiff. I was standing near the back by the bathroom entrance, and memories of my loot covered trip from Shess to Aquitaine flashed through my mind.

My friends were battling against the Dax on the Stalwart, and I had no idea how they were doing except for the occasional update from Matthias. I hoped the twins and Neville were holding their own with the other knights, and that my girlfriends were all safe.

Emotion welled up in my chest, but before I could even process my feelings, the Dax sitting in the copilot’s chair glanced over his shoulder and cried out in alarm.

He said something in the Dax language, and the pilot looked over his shoulder at me. Then the pilot shouted a command, and the copilot leapt from his chair and drew his sword.

I reached into my bag and hastily tossed out several bombs as he approached, but I activated my nanorunes the second I was done. I teleported just as the Dax leapt toward me, and he sliced through the empty space I’d left in my wake.

On the tenth bridge, I went unnoticed again, and I managed to teleport in without being detected. So, I crossed the image off my list and focused on the next while I emptied more bombs from my bag, and I was almost ready to activate my nanorunes again when I was finally spotted by a Dax Star Spear standing on the bridge.

And this guy’s armor was thick and highly decorated with gold and silver inlays.

“Caledonian!” the Elite Star Spear shouted as he gestured toward me. Then he muttered something in the Dax language that sounded violent before charging right at me.

I ducked out the door, turned down a corridor, leapt over a group of surprised yeomen, and then tore ass down the hallway. I needed to get a few more seconds of time before I could teleport again, and I was almost there, but I saw another Dax warrior catching up to me out of the corner of my eye just as my form began to tear apart.

Then he lunged out and grabbed a hold of me in the same instant I teleported to the next ship.

I landed with a painful thud, and the Dax warrior fell beside me. Fortunately, he wasn’t the heavily armored Star Spear, he was just a marine or yeoman, but he wasn’t dead yet, so, as he stood to his feet, I grabbed my Knife of the Storm and slammed it sideways into his temple.

Then I ripped my blade free and let his body fall to the floor. His armor clattered together around his dead form, which caused the Dax on the bridge around me to look up.

All three Dax warriors charged at me as one, and I only had a second to act. I initiated the Shadow Self rune on my breastplate, and five prot-field generated doppelgangers popped up around me.

One of the Dax fired an arrow, but it flew wide and missed me. Where the arrow landed, though, a large portal bloomed into existence. Then a muscular four-foot tall at the shoulder cat-like creature emerged, but its translucent form shimmered like it wasn’t really there. It looked like a holograph, but I bet it could still do some major damage.

I grabbed my lightning hammer as the Dax attacked my doppelgangers, and I slammed the hammer down onto the bridge. A portal of my own opened up, and my lightning sprite emerged with fluttering blue wings. I directed my summons to attack the ghost-like jaguar creature, and then I focused on taking down the summoner.

I wanted that bow.

I pressed the button on my gauntlet that activated the energy targe shield, and then I charged forward with my lightning hammer raised. Suddenly, my gut wrenched as the ghost jaguar thing ripped apart my sprite in a matter of seconds, and I noticed the monster had two larger fangs in its maw that jutted out a bit below its large chin.

Not good.

Allied Vengeance buff 10% read out across my visor screen.

Well, at least there was some good news.

Then I was on the summoner Dax, and I slammed into him with my energy shield. I knocked him off his feet, but he quickly moved to get up. So, I raised my weapon higher, and I was about to bring it down on his head when something slammed into me and shoved me to the ground.

It was the ghost-like jaguar, and I stared through its translucent body to the ceiling of the bridge above it. Its claws dug into my power armor in an all too real fashion, though, and it had annihilated my sprite, so I knew it was powerful. I swung my hammer sideways and slammed into the creature’s ribs, but my weapon swished as the beast’s body parted around the blow.

Shit. This monster was awesome, I just had to live through the encounter and get that bow.

My energy targe shield protected me from the brunt of the beast’s claws, but it wouldn’t hold out forever. So, I threw my lightning hammer to the side and grabbed my falchion, and just as the beast opened its maw to tear out my throat, I maneuvered my blade beneath its jaw.

I shoved my weapon up through where the brain would be on a normal animal, and I was rewarded with a howl of pain from the ghost-like creature. It lunged away from me, and I used its momentum to help me as I ripped my blade free.

Then I rolled sideways across the ground and popped up into a ready position with my blade held out in front of me. My doppelgangers had disappeared, and apparently the Dax had been waiting for the large ghost-cat creature to finish me off, since the three warriors were standing by and watching me struggle.

Even though the ghost-like jaguar had released me from its heavy grip and taken a stab to the skull, it still wanted to attack me, and I resisted the urge to analyze it further since there were still Dax to fight. I’d have time to figure out its strengths and weaknesses later if I managed to kill the summoner and take his gear.

The Dax warriors lunged at me as I came to my feet, but the only Star Spear amongst them was the one with the bow, so I charged forward to meet their attack with my energy shield held out in front of me. I barreled into them like they were children instead of full-grown men, and then I pushed them back as I swiped outward with my falchion.

I cut through one man, and then another. I shoulder checked one to break his collarbone, and I elbowed another man hard enough to break his skull. A normal man could maybe lift one-hundred pounds over his head, but I was a Space Knight, and even without my Allied Vengeance or the rest of my equipment, the genetic manipulations, Squire and Knight rune, and muscular training meant I could lift over three times that.

Then, in the middle of my Berserker attacks, my sword clanged against the bow, and I found myself face to face with the Star Spear.

He growled something in Dax as he held my weapon against his, and I realized I’d killed everyone else but him and his pet.

“I want your bow,” I said.

“Come and take it, then,” he scoffed in a thick accent.

I yanked my sword away from his bow, pivoted to the side as a feint, and then jumped the other way and stabbed my sword into his armored knee. My blade stuck in like a toothpick into a beer sausage, and my opponent fell to one knee as his ghost cat tried to jump at me.

I twisted to the side and felt the wind part as the cat missed me, and then I yanked my blade out and brought it down on the back of his neck. The silver bow clattered to the floor along with his head, and the ghost cat faded from existence.

The door to the bridge opened, and a dozen Dax warriors screamed as they rushed in. I grabbed the silver bow with greedy hands as I somersaulted across the floor. Then I brought my energy targe shield up to hold off the blow of a double handed axe wielded by an angry looking Dax warrior.

I pushed back with all my strength, and a fierce growl exploded out of my lungs as I shoved the Dax away from me. Then I slammed my sword into his chest, grabbed a handful of canisters from my sack, and threw them at their faces.

One Dax mistakenly caught the cylinder in his hands, and he dropped his weapon in the process. I almost laughed to myself at the look on his face when he realized what he’d done. He tossed the canister from hand to hand like it was on fire, and then he said something in the Dax language and threw it at his comrade.

The other Dax did not seem to appreciate the gift, and he tossed it back. It reminded me of an old-fashioned game the kids in the tenements used to play called hot potato. The distraction gave me the exact opening I needed, though, and I chuckled to myself as I yanked my sword free of the dying man and activated my nanorunes.

I arrived on the next ship, and I looked around in surprise when I found myself in the cargo bay. I analyzed the picture again for any clues to where the bridge would be, then scanned my perimeter for enemies. There were a few Dax wandering around, but they hadn’t noticed my presence yet.

I hunkered down behind the hull of a skiff, put away my falchion, shifted the bags of canisters, took out my scythe, and then filled the two magneton spots with my new bow. I was out of equipment spaces now for weapons, but I figured I could kinda use the scythe one handed while I threw canisters.

“Nick?” Matthias asked. “You aren’t moving.”

“I had to rearrange some gear,” I explained. “I need to get to the bridge, but I teleported into the cargo bay. Do you have a map?”

“I was unable to retrieve an image of the bridge on your current warship,” Matthias said. “But I can give you a map to the bridge from your location.”

“I’ll leave a couple bombs here, too,” I whispered into my comms as I waited for the map to upload to my HUD view screen.

“Good idea,” the machina replied, and then a beep alerted me to new files in my database.

I selected the file and pulled it up to the bottom right hand section of my view screen, and then I took a deep breath. My oxygen supply was slowly diminishing, but for the moment my air recycling system was operating as intended. I didn’t know how much longer that would last, though, so I needed to get moving.

I reached into my sack of gas bombs and rolled two underneath the skiffs on either side of my location. The sack of canisters on my shoulder continued to ooze out fumes with a low hissing sound, and I was surprised the noise hadn’t alerted my enemies yet.

Then I edged out from my hiding place and double checked to make sure the Dax in the cargo hold were turned away from me before I dashed forward and headed toward the hallway leading to the bridge.

Much like the Stalwart, the warship’s bridge was on a higher level than the cargo hold, so I’d have to take the elevator up. According to the map I’d received from Matthias, the lift was located ten meters ahead, so I did a flurry of presses on my prot-belt to initiate my speed sequence, and I dashed forward with increased stamina until I had to skid to a halt in front of the elevator.

The lift dinged, the doors opened, and out stepped a Dax Star Spear. His exposed arms were covered with runic tattoos, and his armor was decorated with totemic emblems that glowed with a faint purple hue. I couldn’t make out his face behind his helmet’s visor, but I could tell from looking at his gear that he was an Elite Star Spear.

Dread filled my stomach, but I pushed it back with the memory of the three Elite Star Spears I’d killed a short while before. I could handle one, even if he could signal to the rest of the Dax army and have backup within moments.

The Star Spear’s eyes widened as he realized I was a Caledonian, but instead of raising an alarm, he lifted his sword and shouted a challenge in the Dax language.

It was on. Time to kick ass.

I grinned as I pressed the button on my gauntlet to activate my targe shield. When I was ready to fight, I took up a defensive stance, leaned back my scythe, and nodded to the Star Spear.

My enemy nodded back ever so slightly, and then he lunged forward with a whirl of his blade.

I met the weapon with my targe shield and then kicked his abdomen. He lurched back from my blow, and I twisted my scythe down with enough speed to cause the air to whistle. My blade scratched against his armor just enough to part the top layer like foil, but he wasn’t injured.

He thrust forward with his blade, and I barely got my arm up in time to take the hit on my energy shield. The man’s weapon struck like a ton of bricks against the energy field coming from my gauntlet, and the translucent blue forcefield shuddered beneath the impact and then started to flicker after he quickly pounded into my shield three more times.

The Dax Star Spear swiveled to get behind me, but I was too fast, and I spun just in time to meet his blade again with the curve of my scythe’s deadly blade. I caught a glimmer of enjoyment in my enemy’s eyes as we locked weapons, and then he circled his sword around my scythe, and I had to twist and spin the snath around in my hand to keep the blade back on him.

The scythe wasn’t the best dueling weapon, but the corridor we battled in was wide and tall, so I was able to bring back the sharp end of my blade toward my opponent. He raised his sword up to block my spinning counter strike, but as he did so, I yanked on the nib of my weapon so the beard of my blade yanked his sword free of his grip.

Then I brought up the bottom of my scythe to slam into his helmet. The blow rang out in the hallway like a meditation gong, and I grabbed the stolen sword from where it was locked in my weapon and shoved it into his neck. The man choked out once, and he fell to his knees as his blood poured down his armor.

Then the Elite Star Spear was dead, and blood was rapidly pooling beneath his still corpse.

“Nick?” Matthias asked.

“Got held up,” I panted. “I’m moving.”

“Hurry,” he urged. “You are almost done.”

The hissing of the gas bombs behind my shoulder urged me onward more than my friend’s words, so I entered the elevator and tried to figure out which button to press.

“Hey, Matthias,” I said into my mic, “which floor is the bridge? Also, I can’t read Dax.”

“It will be the highest floor,” the machina replied. “Deck 12, the button is on the very top.”

“That makes sense.” I pressed the button he’d indicated and felt the lift rise up beneath my feet. Then I grabbed a couple handfuls of the gas bombs in preparation as the elevator quickly rose up to the twelfth floor.

When the doors slid open, I stared into the bridge for an instant to see how many enemies were inside. There were three Dax looking away from the elevator toward the multiple view screens across the far wall, but none of them turned around at the sound of the ding. I managed to get six canisters out of my bag before one of the Dax started to cough and look around. Then I was spotted, and the Dax yelled something in their language as they pointed my way.

Time to leave.

My nanorunes screamed in my blood, and goosebumps rose on the nape of my neck as my atoms began to rip violently apart. I wondered if the toxic fumes had made their way into my suit, but I wasn’t feeling any of the nausea or other side effects from the poisonous gas yet. The reservoir I used to teleport was quickly diminishing, though, and for a second it didn’t feel like it was going to work.

Then a sensation of emptiness blanketed me, and I sighed with relief as my body disappeared from the bridge of the warship.

I flew through the next three ships with ease. I popped in undetected, dropped my bombs, and then teleported back out again without ever meeting a single blade.

By the time I reached the sixteenth ship, though, the fumes coming from the gas bombs were pouring out of my satchel. I was basically a walking gas bomb, and I was surprised at my power suit’s ability to keep my oxygen supply pure for so long. I’d probably been out in the field for almost thirty minutes, and I could smell the faint scent of ozone, though, so I knew my supply was running out.

Every fiber of my being ached from the exertion of teleporting through space so rapidly, too, and I could feel the reservoir of my mutation was quickly getting depleted.

I needed to get this done, and fast.

Then I glanced up just in time to see the Dax on the bridge running toward me. They stopped once they reached the cloud of fumes surrounding me, though, and they began to cough and retch as they squinted into the poisonous fog like they didn’t know how to handle my sudden appearance. Soon, they started to heave and vomit, and they were all too preoccupied with their own health to worry about me.

So, I threw out a few handfuls of canisters and activated my nanorunes once more, and pain shot through every atom of my being as they pulled apart with violent force. I felt every sensation a million-fold, and I resisted the urge to scream out in agony as my molecules disintegrated.

When they pieced themselves back together on the bridge of the next ship, bile rose up in my throat, but I swallowed it down with a grimace and started to unload my bombs. The fumes spewing from my bag filled the bridge in seconds, so it seemed like just jumping from bridge to bridge might be enough to kill the command teams. I didn’t know how much longer the canisters would be going off, though, and I needed to get rid of them as fast as I could.

“You have officially taken out more Dax vessels than Olav,” Matthias informed me in a pleased electronic voice. “I thought you should know that.”

“I’m sure he’s pissed,” I panted, but even though I was exhausted, I still did a little victory dance.

Suddenly, the Dax standing in the bridge turned around to see me and my gas cloud, and they all shouted as they ran toward me. I’d almost forgotten the Dax were standing there while I did my dance, but it didn’t seem like they would be able to get close enough to fight with me.

Then the sound of boots marching up the hallway to my left alerted me to incoming enemies, and twenty Dax warriors crowded into the bridge and raised their weapons in a unified motion.

“This bag is almost empty, so you can have it,” I said as I grabbed the sack from my shoulder and tossed it to the closest man.

He tried to dodge out of the way, but the bag still hit him, and gas began to leak out of it.

Then I tapped into the reservoir I used to teleport and activated my nanorunes while I stared with total concentration at the next image.

Only a few more to go.

I vanished from the bridge and instantly reappeared inside the cannon room where five consoles of plasma lance control panels stood in a row. At the far edge of the room were three shield stations, and the Dax sitting behind one of the terminals made eye contact with me as I scanned them over. His armor was massive, and the spaulders angled up past his head, which made me think he was smaller than the suit made him appear.

“Caledonian!” he yelled as he leapt from his terminal. Then he snapped out some orders into his comms in the Dax language and pulled a giant kite shield from his back magnetons, and I realized he must be the Dax equivalent to a Shield Knight.

When he grabbed a long halberd with a glowing tip, my hypothesis was basically confirmed.

I immediately thought of Moses Monroe, the Stalwart’s very own Shield Knight, and I envisioned his fighting style, weaknesses, and strengths.

My current opponent wasn’t nearly as large as my Alkegian crewmember, but the stance he took with his shield and dagger pointed spear reminded me of my friend. I’d fought side by side with Moses enough to know how he moved, but I wished we’d sparred together more often. I’d have to fix that after this mission was completed, but for now I’d practice against the Dax.

The rest of the warriors behind the plasma cannons and in the shield terminals ignored me as I faced off against the Shield Knight, but I had a feeling he’d called for backup. For the moment, though, it looked like it was going to be an honest one-on-one battle.

He eyed me warily from behind his shield, and I knew from my experience with Shield Knights that he wouldn’t be the first to strike. They were a more defensive style and had strength from behind their forcefields. The trick would be to be fast, and to dart within melee range before he could use his shield magic on me.

So, I shot him a smirk as I spun my scythe, and I pressed the button on my gauntlet to activate my energy targe shield. I’d let him think I was meeting him with typical duel moves, but the fuming bag of bombs on my shoulder insisted I get this over with quickly.

Once we began to circle, I looked for an opening to carry out my plan. After a moment, the Shield Knight feigned a move to the left, but I read it and spun in a circle to keep him out of reach. Then, with the same fluid movement, I activated the Greater Shroud rune on my falchion hanging from my belt, and I vanished from sight.

I’d only have five seconds, and I intended to make them count.

The Star Spear did exactly what I needed him to, and he dropped his shield just the slightest bit to look for me. Then I darted inside the opening and shoved my scythe through the connection between his shoulder and chest pieces. I angled my blade down and inward to cut into his heart, and blood trickled from the Dax’s lips as I yanked my blade back out.

His lifeless eyes stared at me as his body crumpled to the floor, and I grabbed his badass looking halberd in the same hand as my scythe so I could toss some more bombs. Yeah, I was now well past my limit for carrying weapons, but I already knew my new bow was something special, and I was guessing this halberd was, too.

I finished dumping off the canisters into several more warships and skiffs, and I was beginning to run low on bombs and the energy to even keep my eyes open. Then I heard Matthias’ voice crackle over the comms.

“Lyons, come in,” the machina said, and his worry was apparent even with the clipped electronic sound of his voice. “You’ve gotten out of communications range.”

“I’m here,” I whispered as I hid behind a bulwark outside a bridge I’d just finished bombing with poisonous gas. “I’m almost out of bombs, but I think I only have five more--”

“You’ve taken out twenty-five ships already,” Matthias informed me. “Get back to the Stalwart as soon as we are within range of a jump.”

“Twenty-six, now,” I informed him. “This is the last one.”

“Good job, let’s get you home, Nick.” Matthias sounded like he meant business.

“Yes, sir,” I said instantly.

I took my sack from my shoulder, pulled out the final two bombs remaining, and tossed them in either direction down the hallway of the Dax warship.

Then I focused on thoughts of my friends and girlfriends. Casey would be anxious to see me, Elle was likely getting into some kind of trouble without me, and Natali would be worried sick. I couldn’t wait to talk to Treyin about some of my experiences, and I wanted to show the new bow I’d picked up to Neville. Nathan would want to see the halberd I’d won, too, and Richard would probably be curious about the serrated sword I still had attached to my magnetons.

More than anything, I wanted to go home to the Stalwart, and I pictured her mix matched and powerful parts with the same affection I felt for the crew. She was a good ship, and I didn’t care if she was the laughing stock of the RTF. The Stalwart was my home.

“We are within range,” Matthias said in my ear. “Mission accomplished, Lyons.”

Suddenly, my visor screen started blinking an alert.

Oxygen supply is dangerously low. Five seconds of airflow remaining.

I cursed and activated my nanorunes as quickly as I could. The corridor where I was hiding was filled with toxic fumes, and I couldn’t risk unlocking my visor to get new oxygen, since I’d just fill my suit with the poison instead.

I had to get back to the Stalwart.

Pain arced through me like a lightning bolt, and my atoms exploded apart with a violent force. I screamed in agony as my particles were disassembled and shot through space like a bullet, and then I slammed down onto the bridge in front of Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, and Matthias.

The machina gave me the equivalent of a grin as he held a tablet-like device in his hands, and I assumed it was how he’d infiltrated the Dax computer systems to aid me in my mission.

“Good job, Lyons,” the captain greeted me with pride in his eyes.

I unlocked my visor screen and took a deep gulp of fresh air. I felt bile rise up in my throat, but I swallowed it down, since I didn’t want to become known as the person who always vomited on the bridge after missions.

“Thank you, sir,” I finally managed to gasp out as I leaned on my scythe and halberd.

“You took out over a quarter of the Dax fleet with the bombs,” the commander informed me in the friendliest voice I’d ever heard her use toward anyone except Treyin.

“Yeah, I’m… kinda… tired.” I gave her a curt nod to acknowledge the compliment. “Thank you.”

“Once the command team was killed, the ships were dead in the water,” Matthias explained further as his mechanical eyes swiveled from me to his tablet. “We were able to target them and use the resulting explosions to take out even more of the enemy’s fleet.”

“It’s not over yet,” Captain Cross reminded us. “We are still deep in this battle. I need all hands to gunner terminals. I know you are exhausted, but let’s get to it, Lyons.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied with a quick salute.

The captain nodded, and then he turned away from me to look at the view screens depicting the fierce space battle raging outside the ship.

I considered myself dismissed, so I mustered as much energy as I could and stumbled out of the bridge and down the hall toward the plasma cannons and shield stations.

Moses barely looked up at me as I entered the room before he pointed to an empty gunner console.

“Lyons, where you been?” he shouted across the room.

“Killing Dax!” I shouted back.

“So I’ve heard. Care to help us kill some more?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” I called back as I rushed over to the gunner console, dropped my halberd and scythe, and then strapped myself into the seat. I attached the harness and grabbed the yoke, and then I took a deep breath as my prot-belt synced with the machine’s computer system.

“A line of skiffs is headed planetside,” the commander’s voice rang over the comms system in the room. “Target those vessels to keep the Dax out of Aquita.”

I swiveled my target around until I located the line of skiffs headed into the planet’s atmospheric ring, and the cross-hairs locked onto one of the vessels. Then I pulled the trigger, and a line of plasma quarrels shot through space and crashed into the skiff. It exploded in an array of light, but I didn’t take any time to enjoy the moment before I locked onto the next vessel and fired again.

Rounds remaining - 100 flashed across my view screen, but that was more than enough to take out the other twenty or so skiffs headed down to the surface of Aquitaine.

The Stalwart swerved toward the skiffs to keep our plasma cannons within range, and as the last one exploded, the ship veered upward just in time to avoid the heat of the atmospheric ring around the planet. She maneuvered like a much smaller vessel, and I believed the mysterious parts from ancient Caledonian warships were to blame for her unbelievable prowess out in the field.

“Oi, Nick!” Olav shouted from a neighboring gunner console as I searched for another target. “What’s yer kill count so far? I’m at ninety-eight!”

“I’m not sure,” I replied in a casual tone as I targeted a lone skiff that had ranged away from the main fleet and into the clear range of my cannon. I fired two quick shots at it, and I was rewarded with another explosion of fireworks. “I bombed twenty-six ships after I lost count of how many I killed on the ground. So… Maybe six hundred or so?”

“What?” Olav laughed as he fired his cannon several times. “No fair! If I could teleport, I’d just go kill all them buggers myself, too!”

“I’ll bring you with me next time!” I scanned the view screen and saw a line of warships all take fire. The plasma quarrels vanished into the enemy’s prot-fields, though, and I shook my head at the pointless attack.

“You better!” the Berserker screamed, and I really couldn’t tell if he was laughing or angry or… well… Who could know for sure with Olav.

“You just stole my kill,” Leith muttered from the console to my right. “Now I’m not in the lead.”

“I thought I was in the lead,” I pointed out with a smirk.

“Not anymore,” the Slayer murmured as he jerked his chin toward Olav.

My head whipped back to the view screen just as Olav fired three more shots at the biggest warship, and the lights along the vessel flickered as it took serious damage. It hadn’t exploded, but the ship was basically dead in the water.

I quickly activated the channel to my enchantress girlfriend, and I couldn’t hide the excitement in my voice. “Casey! That giant warship is dead, one blast would take it out!”

An instant later, a massive boom echoed through the ship, and the yoke shook in my hands as I watched a giant squid-like object hurtle through space and smack into the dead warship. The vessel heaved from side to side and then plummeted from the sky into the planet’s atmosphere. Without the engines operable, everyone would burn up as they crossed to the surface, and the entire ship would likely crash, hopefully into the ocean or the desert.

“That counts as mine!” Olav yelled immediately with a maniacal laugh.

Casey’s rune cannon had technically taken out the warship, but I was hesitant to argue with the Berserker over a victory.

“That was the last one!” the captain’s voice rang out over the speakers as he spoke to the entire ship. “We’ve won!”

Cheering erupted around the room as the other knights roared their approval of the victory, and I suddenly felt hands rip my harness off and hoist me out of my seat.

“What the--” I gasped as Moses pulled me from the gunner terminal and threw me up onto his shoulders.

“I heard Nick took out half the ships with the Dax’s own gas!” he announced in a proud voice as the other knights emerged from their consoles and the artillerymen joined us from the shield terminals. “Thanks to him, we’ve won!”

Flanagan began to play a song, and everyone started chanting. “Nick! Nick! Nick!”

Olav and Leith even got in on the fun, and they kept pointing at me and then themselves with proud smiles on their faces as they chanted my name, and the sight made my heart surge with emotion. This wasn’t the time for feeling emotional, though, so I pumped my fist up into the air and whooped.

“Death to the Dax!” I shouted, and the other knights howled with approval and then echoed the call.

We would defeat the Dax. Nothing could withstand the combined might of the Triumvirate, and with Aquitaine on our side, Rutheni would have little choice but to join our cause as well.

And the Dax would fall to the three kingdoms.
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Chapter Sixteen

The group hauled me to the mess hall, and a full mug of beer was placed in each of my hands. I was beyond exhausted, and I needed to take care of my loot, but I still chugged the beer in my left hand with a few gulps and then got through half of what was in my right a moment later.

“Commander Reynolds is taking us back to the planet,” Cross informed us with a pleased expression, and he stroked his salt and pepper beard as he scanned over our faces. “After the clean-up is completed, you can all take some R&R.”

“Already started,” Olav said as he hoisted a beer into the air. “Care to join us, Captain?”

“Absolutely,” Cross chuckled, and he accepted a mug from the Berserker.

“I’d like to stay,” I said as I took another drink of my ale, “but I have to handle my new loot and see if I can get a group of riflemen to pick up some of the gear from the Dax I killed down on the surface.”

“You can do as you wish, Lyons. You’ve once again earned the admiration and respect of everyone on this crew. I’ll let Reynolds know to assign a team to try and recover whatever loot you earned planetside.” The captain raised his mug to me, and a warm flush creeped up my cheeks.

“Thank you, sir.” I swigged down the final dregs of my beer, lifted my empty mug to the knights, and headed back out to the gunner room to get my scythe and new halberd. Then I headed to my room to clean up.

Unlike the older knights who never seemed bothered by some blood stains or armor in need of repair, I couldn’t stand not cleaning up after a battle. I’d been wearing my power armor for over a day straight, and I hadn’t gotten any sleep, either.

There would be time for sleep later, though, because the urge to check on my two new pieces of loot and see my girlfriends alive and well burned in me almost as strongly as my need for a shower.

“Lyons,” Reynolds’ voice came over my helm just as I reached my room.

“Yes, Commander?”

“The Captain said you needed some riflemen to go search in the city and recover loot from Dax corpses. Do you have locations marked on a map?”

“Yes, I do,” I said as I keyed my prot-belt. “I’m sending them to you now.”

“Thanks,” she said. “Oh, and Lyons. One more thing.”

“Yes?” I cleared my throat and got ready for the commander to issue me another order.

“Great job,” she stated.

“Uhhh… thanks, Commander,” I cleared my throat.

“You sound surprised,” Reynolds chuckled. “Yes, I know I don’t give out compliments often, but you’ve more than earned it. I’ll make sure we try and recover as much of this loot as we can for you.”

“Thank you again, Commander,” I said.

“No problem,” she replied. “Enjoy your break.”

“Oh, Commander,” I started. “One more thing…”

“Yes?”

“When are we going to get our own room assignments?” I asked. “As much as I like my fellow new knights, I’d like a bit of privacy--”

“I’ll take care of it within the next day,” she started. “My apologies, it should have been done sooner.”

“No worries,” I said. “We’ve all been busy.”

“That’s true,” she chuckled.

My communications closed with a beep, and I couldn’t help but smile. Reynolds was as hard as rune nails, and I could count on one hand the amount of times I’d heard the beautiful, but stern, woman ever compliment someone.

I got cleaned up and changed into my knight clothes, and then I worked on cleaning and repairing my gear. I retraced the rune on my lightning hammer and fixed the scratch in my chest piece. Then I piled my old gear at the foot of my bed and sat crossed legged in front of the bow and halberd.

“Alright, my pretties,” I said as I held the bow in one hand and keyed my prot-belt in the other. “Let’s see what you can do.”

Weapon Type: Summoner’s Silver Longbow of the Xenosmilus

Additional damage: Void (30%), Piercing (30%), Bleeding (30%)

Power class: Shaman (Unidentified Knight Specialty)

Weapon effect: Infinite void ammo. Reduces mental strain of controlling summoned creatures. Increased range of summoned creature control by 200%

Runes inscribed: Summon Void Xenosmilus (Greater Void Cat)

Rune effects: Summons one Greater Void Cat (Xenosmilus) every hour. Creature takes only 30% damage from physical attacks, 40% from plasma, and 50% from magic. If rune is attached to a weapon, offensive hits have a 2% chance to summon an additional Greater Void Cat. If attached to armor, there is a 2% chance to summon an additional Greater Void Cat when hit.

Warning: Identification and registration are required before the runes on this weapon can be used.

“Woahhhhh,” I exhaled after I finished reading the description.

This bow was amazing.

Unlimited ammo, plus the massive damage upgrade along with the ability to summon not just one, but multiple Greater Void Cats with each arrow strike? This item was definitely worth keeping, but I realized I was going to have to change my load out a bit.

And two of my weapons were going to have to go.

I only had four magneton slots on my back and one on each hip. Currently, my scythe took two, and my scimitar, falchion, and hammer each took one. I had my knives strapped to my armor, and there was a possibility I could do the same with my other swords or hammer, but it was pretty obvious from my missions these last few days that I had too many weapons on my person.

It was obvious my scythe needed to stay, since it was probably still my most powerful weapon, or at least equal in power to my new bow, and I still needed to keep my hammer around for the summons, although I was starting to feel my hammer was getting a bit out classed, and the only real reason to use it would be to summon hordes of easy-to-kill sprites so I could trigger lots of Allied Vengeance.

I already knew my Scimitar of the Blizzard was on its way out. The Winter’s Breath rune was fine for slowing opponents down, but I hadn’t really used it much. I could trade in the weapon for some KP, and I probably wouldn’t miss it much.

That just left my Shade’s Avenging Falchion. I still felt like I got a bunch of use out of the weapon, but there were two main reasons: One was because I really loved the Shroud rune, and the other reason was because it was the perfect size for both close and medium range fighting. It was just a great all-purpose weapon, and I was a bit loath to get rid of it in exchange for a bow, since my scythe was more of a far-distance melee weapon, my knives were close range melee, my hammer was a bit too slow and heavy to use with finesse, and I was already giving up my scimitar.

The first problem was easy enough to solve: I could have Casey pull the Shroud rune and put it on one of my other pieces of armor. The second problem wasn’t really solvable, but it was more than worth it to keep the bow.

“What I really need is another sword like this that can summon,” I sighed as I picked up both the falchion and scimitar.

Then my eyes focused on the scimitar, and my mouth fell open.

“Shit!” I gasped as I pulled up the stats again.

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.

My eyes focused on the Rune Perfection part of the weapon. This was a magical aspect unique to the weapon, and it couldn’t be transferred to another weapon.

Then I grabbed the hammer and pulled up the stats.

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.

“By the queen’s blessing,” I laughed when the solution smacked me in the face.

All I needed to do was have Casey put the Lightning Elemental rune onto my scimitar. Then I’d have a sword I could use for summoning, and I wouldn’t have to repair it as much because of the scimitar’s Rune Perfection. The answer was elegantly simple, and I couldn’t help but laugh again at my own cleverness.

“I just need Casey to put the Shroud Rune on a piece of armor and the Lightning Elemental on the scimitar,” I chuckled out loud to my gear. “Then I’ll sell the falchion and hammer to Elle. My load out will be the knives, the scimitar, the bow, and the scythe. Easy. Well… let’s see what stats this halberd has…”

Weapon type: Halberd of Physical Aura and Ally

Additional damage: 20% (piercing), 10% (void)

Power class: Star Spear (Knight)

Weapon effect: Aura Effect: allies within 50-foot radius receive a 20% boost to strength, 25% reduction in damage, and a 33% increase in shield recharge rate.

Runes inscribed: Juggernaut’s Ally

Rune class: Bloodspear (Unidentified Knight Specialty)

Rune effects: Once per day. For every non-summoned ally within 100 feet of user, user gains: an additional 30% bonus to all physical traits, a 30% increase in shield capacity, a 50% reduction in rune reset time, and heals 10% of health every second. Lasts 1 minute per ally within 100 feet when rune is activated.

Warning: Identification and registration are required before the runes on this weapon can be used.

“Wooowwweeeee!” I whistled as I blinked at the stats I just read. This looked like a perfect Shield Knight weapon if I ever saw one, and I couldn’t wait to see Nathan’s face when I gave it to him.

I stored my new weapons beside my bed and headed out of the bunkroom. Neville and the twins were probably in the galley already, but I wanted to check in with my women before any festivities. The first place I headed was toward the infirmary, but I didn’t get far before I ran into someone.

Literally.

I trotted around a corner and slammed into someone running down the hallway. I bounced backward off their armored body, but I managed to keep my feet underneath me just in time. Then I glanced up at the person, and my jaw fell to the floor.

It was Ludas Barnes.

I hadn’t seen him since the knighthood exams, and he looked even bigger and more dignified than he had back then.

“Nick!” He immediately wrapped me in a tight hug, and I winced as his arms crushed into my ribs. Then the nobleman held me at arm’s length and gave me a wide smile. “I was looking for you! You kicked ass out there!”

“What do you mean?” I asked, and I was surprised by his flattery.

“Uh, obviously I was paying attention during the battle,” Ludas said with a roll of his eyes. “I saw the Stalwart taking down ship after ship. I hear you were responsible for a majority of the Dax fleet going down! How did you do it?”

He wanted to know how I’d gotten so powerful.

“Yeah, we hacked into their systems,” I said with a shrug.

“I don’t think anyone else was paying attention to the Stalwart,” Ludas confessed, and he scratched the back of his neck self-consciously. “A couple of my crewmembers were laughing when they saw your little ship head into battle, but then I reminded them you were on board, and they shut the fuck up.”

“I’m not worried about other people’s opinions,” I chuckled as I patted him on the armored shoulder. “I know who we are and what we’re capable of. I’ve never met a crew more loyal to Queen Catrina.”

“You made the right choice in picking the Stalwart,” Ludas remarked with a knowing smile. “I’m a little jealous. You are in all the action, and well… Let’s just say things are a bit too easy for me right now.”

“Ah, don’t think of it that way, man,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “You’re on the most well-known ship in the fleet.”

“Yeah,” he sighed. “Still. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be. You’ve seen plenty of action, and every time we see each other I’m more impressed. But I should get back. I was dispatched to touch base with the nobles on board, since I’m more familiar with calming down Core World civilians. Everything was good, though, they trust Cross with their lives.”

“As they should.” I nodded in agreement.

“It was good to see you in one piece, friend,” the nobleman said, and he took my hand in his with a firm shake. “I hope it happens again.”

“Me, too,” I replied with a grin as I resisted the urge to wince from the tightness of his grip.

Then we waved goodbye, and he headed toward the deployment zone while I continued on to the infirmary.

Natali was standing outside the door looking from side to side almost as though she was waiting for someone. Then her eyes lit up when she noticed me, and she rushed down the hallway to throw her arms around me and plant a soft kiss on my lips.

“Oh, Nick, I’ve been so worried about you,” she gasped as she stared into my eyes. “Are you okay?”

“Of course,” I assured the doctor as I squeezed her tightly in my arms. She smelled amazing, like lavender and honey, and I inhaled greedily until she began to wiggle in my grasp.

I set her down reluctantly, but I kept her hand in mine as she led me to an exam table. Then she got out her medscanner and gave me a sweet smile before she began to analyze my body for injuries.

Apart from some bruising and a headache, though, I was in good shape. She applied another medkit to the bruise on my chest from the blast that had gotten through my prot-field, and then she applied a kiss to my forehead in treatment of my slight headache.

I grinned up at the older woman as I got an up-close look at her cleavage, and she giggled like a young girl as she settled herself down onto my lap.

“I’ve had enough of you defying death for a while,” she informed me with a dramatic sigh. “How about you take a break?”

“I’ll do my best,” I chuckled. “Can I start right now?”

“Please do.” She gave me a loving smile and then nestled her head against my chest. “After all that time spent worrying, I’m glad you’re not more injured, but my nerves are fried.”

“Would a drink help?” I smirked.

“Absolutely.” She grinned.

So, we hopped down from the exam table, and I pressed a button on my prot-belt to bring up the private channels of Elle, Treyin, and Casey.

“Meet me in the galley,” I said in a voice recording, and then I sent it to each of their prot-belts.

“Already there,” came a quick reply from Casey. “Treyin and Elle are here, too.”

“Everyone is already in the galley,” I said to Natali as I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and led her out of the infirmary. “They’re pretty excited to see us.”

“Well, they just saw me not too long ago,” the doctor replied with a coy smile. “So, I’m pretty sure I know who their excitement is for, and it’s not me.”

“In any case,” I said with a wry grin, “I’m glad you’re with me.”

“Me, too.” She smiled and snuggled in closer against my side.

I didn’t care if I had to pay close attention to my feet to keep from tripping over hers, I just liked having her next to me.

The other girls waved at me as soon as I stepped foot in the galley, but I took a second to grab a few mugs of beer before I headed to their table. Neville and the twins sat at the next table over, and they lifted their fists up into the air when I approached.

“Nice fighting,” Richard observed with a pleased smile. “I hear you really fucked up the Dax ships.”

“Annihilated them was the captain’s words,” Nathan added with a smirk, and he hoisted his mug in my direction before taking a long drag of the foamy beer. “Congrats, man.”

“We worked as a team,” I assured them, and I jerked my head toward the table filled with my girlfriends. “I gotta go catch up with the ladies, but I’ll talk to you soon. Nathan, I got a piece of gear for you. I’ll give it to you later.”

“Loot?” Nathan gasped. “For me? Ahhh, yeahhhhh. Have I told you you’re my favorite person?”

“What about me?” Richard laughed.

“You’re alright,” Nathan scoffed, “but when’s the last time you killed a bunch of Dax ships with your mutant superpower and brought me back a…”

“Badass halberd,” I finished for him.

“Oh, yeahhhhh,” Nathan panted. “Can I see it--”

“I gotta go,” I laughed as I pointed to Natali. “We’ve got plans.”

“You’re not getting off the hook that easily,” Neville interjected with a stern glare. “We want to hear about your mission.”

I laughed. “Sure, come on over, then. We are just going to be drinking.”

So, they followed me to the table where my girlfriends waited, and Natali had already joined them while I talked to my friends.

“Oh, Nick, I’ve missed you,” Elle greeted me with love in her eyes.

“I missed him more!” Casey insisted with a pout.

“Silly and unevolved normals,” Treyin chuckled. “You cannot fathom the intensity of how I’ve felt while Nick was gone.”

“Ladies, ladies,” I said in a placating tone as I held up my hands. “We all missed each other, there’s no need to compete. No need to ruin a good time, right?”

“Agreed,” Natali seconded with a firm nod, and the other girls sighed.

We all got comfortable and said simple hellos while we drank our beers for a few moments, and then Richard elbowed me in the side.

“Come on, man,” the future Berserker insisted, “tell us about your mission while we were stuck in the gunner terminals.”

“Yeah, Nick,” Treyin said as she leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table. Her eyes locked onto mine, and they filled with desire. “Tell us everything about your victory.”

So, I relived the tale of my adventures in Aquita, and I explained the plan Matthias and the captain had come up with. I detailed my battles with the Dax and how I’d used my summons to get the upper hand, and then I told them about teleporting from ship to ship to plant the gas bombs in every bridge I could.

My friends and girlfriends were in awe when I described my close brush with the ghost-like great cat, and Neville’s eyes lit up when I described the bow, so I told him I’d show it to him later when I gave Nathan his weapon.

I also told Casey and Elle about switching out my weapon load out, and Elle gave us the sad update that she was only half-way through sorting our massive pile of loot from Shess. We all expected as much and reassured her she could take her time getting through it, even though Richard kept chanting “Looooooottttt” while we were discussing when she thought she’d have it finished.

Natali and Treyin stared at me with eyes full of longing while I spoke of my adventures, and I could tell they were both ready to tear my clothes off if I gave them the smallest suggestion of desire.

With my friends nearby, though, I wasn’t about to be rude and blatantly flirt with my girlfriends in front of them, so I held my tongue and bided my time.

“Oh, Nick,” Elle said as she suddenly turned to grace me with a brilliant smile. “You’re the only one I haven’t squared up with yet. I have the first payment of KPs from that batch of dust we sold ready to transfer, and you can purchase the gear I bought from Aquitaine if you like, or you can wait until I finish sorting everything.”

“That sounds perfect,” I replied with an eager grin. “I’ve been excited to send money to my mom. She’ll finally be able to move out of the tenements and stop cleaning apartments.”

“That’s wonderful,” Neville said, and he clapped me on my shoulder. “I have to admit it’s quite nice to have that balance boost.”

“Very nice,” Richard echoed with a pleased grin. “I could get used to being rich.”

“Don’t get too used to it,” Nathan countered, and he shot a warning glance at his twin. “We want our money to last, right?”

“Right.” The other Culbert shrugged.

“So, don’t go spending it all at once, okay?” Nathan insisted.

“Alright, alright,” Richard muttered, and he waved a dismissive hand at his brother. “How about you worry about your own KPs?”

“Oh, trust me,” Nathan snickered. “I will.”

“Nick, would you want to go now?” Elle asked, and I could tell from the look in her beautiful hazel eyes that I would be wise to say yes.

“Sure.” I grinned and looked at my other girlfriends. “Will I see you guys later?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Casey said as she returned my smile. “Come find me when you’re done.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” I replied.

I waved to Treyin, Natali, Neville, and the twins, and then I followed Elle out of the galley. I started to head toward the hangar on Deck 1 where her office was, but the point clerk giggled and pulled me in a different direction.

“It was a ruse,” she informed me with a wink. “I just wanted to get you alone.”

“I figured as much,” I chuckled. “Soooo… where are you going to take me?”

“This way,” she said as she pulled on my hand.

We jogged down the hallway to the elevator, and the point clerk pressed the button for Deck 4. Then we ran breathlessly to her room, and she locked the door behind us as we entered her private chambers.

I immediately grabbed Elle by the waist and pulled her against my chest, and then I cupped her cheeks in my hands while I dipped my head down to brush my lips gently across hers. The point clerk shuddered with pleasure as her lips parted ever so slightly, and her head tilted to the side to invite me to kiss her more deeply.

I willingly obliged, and I explored the cavern of her mouth with my tongue as she moaned. Her body slackened in my grasp, and she leaned heavily against me.

“Do you want me?” I asked against her cheek as I trailed kisses along her jawline.

“With every fiber of my being,” she sighed, and she reached behind her to unzip the tight black dress she was wearing.

I hadn’t even taken the time to get a good look at her in the galley, but my jaw dropped as the black dress fell to the floor and revealed Elle McGrath in all her naked glory. Her dark nipples were hard and dimpled with goosebumps, and her breasts heaved as she took deep breaths. Her tanned olive skin flushed beneath my gaze, and the hairs along her arms stood on end.

“Do you like what you see?” she asked with a coolly arched eyebrow.

“I love it.” I grinned, and my hands itched to explore every inch of her.

I crossed the distance between us, took her into my arms, carried her to her bed, and then I laid her gently down.

I took a moment to pull off my knight’s clothes, and my cock thrust eagerly toward the naked point clerk.

Elle scooted around until she was on her hands and knees on the bed, and she looked up at me for confirmation for a second as she inched her lips closer and closer to my cock.

I licked dry lips and nodded stupidly as words failed me.

Then the point clerk wrapped a delicate hand around my shaft and gripped me tightly.

Pleasure shot through my body at the mere touch, and I hissed in a breath. Then her warm mouth wrapped around the tip of my member, and stars exploded in my vision.

Elle slid her mouth up and down my cock with gentle and exploratory motions, and she glanced up at me every few moments to gauge my reaction. Her hungry expression made me want to pull her off my cock and fuck the shit out of her, and I felt my willpower eroding as her warm tongue licked up from my balls and slid around my tip.

“I need to be inside you,” I growled under my breath as I pulled my cock free from her warm mouth, and then I pulled her down next to me before I came up on my knees.

“Yesssss,” Elle moaned, and her eyelids fluttered over her beautiful hazel eyes as her raven black hair splayed out over the pillow.

“But I want to taste you first,” I said as I lowered my head between her spread thighs and toward her sweet flower.

“Ohhhh… That’s… fine… with… me… ohhhh…” she moaned as my tongue dipped into her dripping entrance, and her hips bucked up to rub her delicious pussy against my face.

“Mmm, you taste so good,” I murmured as I came up for air, and I pressed my tongue against the hard pearl-like nub at the crest of her pussy lips.

Then I licked back and forth to drink up all of her juices like I was dying of thirst.

“Oh, fuck, Nick!” Elle moaned as her hips pushed up to force herself against my tongue.

The dark-haired beauty shuddered as an orgasm pulsed through her like an electric shock, and while her body was still shaking as she descended from her high, I came up on my knees, grabbed my saliva covered cock, and angled it toward her still spasming entrance.

“Ohhhh! Fuckkkkk!” she cried out as I slid into her quivering body, and I enjoyed every inch of her velvet tunnel as she took in my full length.

When my hips were pressed against her, I pulled out even more slowly, and her body vibrated around mine as shivers of pleasure shot through us both. Then I thrust inside her with an elliptical motion to scrape against all of her walls, and I pulled out and slammed back into her depths with all my strength.

Then I was fucking her just as hard as I wanted.

“Yes!” Elle gasped, and her nails clawed at my back as her mouth fell open in ecstasy. “Fuck! Oh, Nick! Fuck! Yes! You are so deep!”

“Fuck, Elle,” I moaned. “You feel so fucking good…”

“Yesss… Don’t stoppppp…” she begged as I thrust harder and faster with each second. “Harder, please!”

“As you wish,” I grunted as I slammed into her tight velvet tunnel with all I had in me. My desire grew with electrifying intensity, so I reached down and rubbed her clit to push her into another climax

“Oh, gods, Nickkkkkk!” Elle screamed as her climax reached an unbearable level.

She clenched around me like a vise, so I pushed as deep into her as I could and then held myself there as she thrashed under me. After a few minutes, her body began to relax, and we kissed each other deeply until her tunnel stopped squeezing my shaft.

“Get on your knees,” I whispered as I slowly withdrew from her.

“Ohhh, yay,” she giggled as she flipped over to present her beautiful ass to me, and then I pulled her tight little ass cheeks open a bit so I could see her cute puckered butthole and her dripping pussy.

“Damn,” I sighed as I thrust forward to rub the shaft of my cock across her slick lips. “You are so beautiful.”

“Please be inside of me,” she begged as she wiggled her ass back into my cock. “I can’t stand you teasing me.”

“Very well,” I chuckled as I pushed my tip back in between the hungry lips of her pussy.

Then we both groaned with absolute pleasure when I thrust deep inside of her again.

“Yes. Yes. Yes. Yessssssssss…” she screamed into her pillow as I dragged the tip of my cock against her shaking walls and gripped her tight tan ass in my hands.

I could feel her body start to unravel again, and I wanted to hear her scream louder, so I reached down across her lean back, grabbed her biceps, and then yanked her torso back into me.

“Ohhhh, Nickkkk,” she whined as I locked my arms through hers so she couldn’t escape.

“You like it when I fuck you hard like this?” I growled as I pulled her entire body back into me while I thrust my cock deeper and deeper into her soaking tunnel.

“Yessssss…” she hissed, and then she looked back at me over her shoulder for half a moment before her eyes rolled back into her head.

“Climax for me,” I ordered her as I gave her one last thrust and bent her torso back against my chest.

“Ohhhhhhhh!” Elle screamed as her body came undone again, and I had to use every ounce of my willpower to keep from climaxing as her pussy desperately milked me for sperm.

Her third climax seemed to last even longer than the first two, but I just held her thrashing body in place against me until she finally calmed down. Then her head fell forward, and she let out a long moan of pleasure.

“Did you like that?” I purred as I let her body slowly fall away from me onto her bed.

“Yes,” she gasped into the pillow, and then she gyrated her hips a bit so my cock scraped deep inside of her some more.

“I want you to ride me,” I said, and then we both gasped as I pulled out of her and laid down on my back.

“Yes, Knight Lyons,” she panted as she rolled back onto her side, stretched out her leg across my hips, and then came up on a squat so she faced my feet and I could see her perfect ass “Like this?”

“Perfect,” I growled, and then my growl turned into a moan as she grabbed the base of my cock, pointed it into her vagina, and slowly sank down onto me.

“Ohhhh, yessss,” she gasped again when I’d impaled her with my full length, and then I wrapped my hands around her small waist as she began to gyrate and roll her hips.

Elle moved slowly at first, and we both whined and moaned when I hit delicious spots inside of her body, but after a good ten minutes of her taking her time, her movements became more urgent, and her breath came out in ragged gasps.

“Fuck, that feels so good,” I groaned as she began to bounce on top of me. “You are really riding me.”

“I’m working for your cum,” she gasped.

“Oh?” I exhaled as she began to ride me even harder and faster.

“Yeahhhhhh,” Elle hissed between breaths. “Give it all to me, Nick. Deep inside of me. I want all your sperm. Will you give it to me? I’ve been a good girl.”

“Yeah, you have been,” I gasped as the coil of pleasure in my stomach began to unwind. “I want you to come with me.”

“Yesss!” she growled. “I’ll climax. Just… you do it, too. Deep in me. Fill me uppppp…”

Then the climax hit both of us, and our bodies tensed like we’d just been dropped into an ice bath.

“Fuuuck,” I gasped as my seed shot from me like an arrow headed to the bullseye of her cervix. I pumped load after load up into Elle, and her body shook like an earthquake as she enjoyed every drop of it.

She may have whined, or screamed, or said something, but my climax had overcome my senses completely, and all I could feel was the electric pleasurable agony as her tunnel vise-gripped my cock while I sprayed deep into her womb.

I lost track of how long our mutual orgasms lasted, but we eventually came down, and she leaned forward on my cock and gasped in air with hungry gulps. Then she let out a joyful laugh that caused us both to spasm a bit more around each other.

“Yeah…” she sighed as she lifted her legs up and set her feet on her bed. “You did as I asked.”

“Hmmm?” I hummed.

“You really filled me up,” she whispered as she slowly lifted off my cock and then set her ass down on my lower stomach. I couldn’t quite see what she was doing, but I could still feel a bit of my seed leaking from my tip, and I could feel it gushing out of her onto my balls.

“Do you need to clean up?” I asked as I reached out to trace my fingers across the lean muscles of her back.

“No,” she answered as she leaned back onto the bed so she was half on top of me and half laying on the pillows. “I want it to stay in me all warm. It’s… nice to be full of you.”

“I love you, Elle,” I murmured as I kissed the sweet curve of her neck.

“I love you, too,” she sighed contentedly, and her fingers wove patterns through my hair. “I… really love you more than anything, or anyone. Thank you.”

“You don’t need to thank me,” I chuckled as I kissed her neck again, but then I noticed she was already breathing deeply, and I realized she’d fallen asleep in my arms.

It was the perfect end to a perfect day, and I was beyond grateful for my assignment on the Stalwart. I’d made a real difference in the fight against the Dax, and I’d contributed my share to the overall success of the crew’s mission. I was a Space Knight aboard one of the finest ships in the Royal Trident Forces fleet.

And soon I would be the most powerful knight in the Queen’s military.

End of Book 6
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Thanks for reading Space Knight Book 6!

I haven’t written Space Knight Book 7 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

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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