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Chapter 1

“Nick!”

I turned to see Nathan gesturing at me to join him.

“We’re going for a beer. You coming?” His twin brother, Richard, stepped up beside him, and the two large blond knights smiled at me.

“I’ll meet up with you soon,” I said as I lifted the bag of gear in my hand. “I gotta make a quick trip to the enchantry.”

“Quick trip, huh?” Richard rolled his eyes and waved a hand at me. “Uh-huh. Tell Casey we said hi, and we’ll see you tomorrow.”

“If you’re lucky,” I fired back with a smirk. “Might stop in and say hi to Elle after…”

“Stop, you’re killing us,” Nathan groaned.

My friends didn’t try to hide their jealousy at the fact that I’d acquired myself not one, not two, not even three, but four gorgeous girlfriends, all on board our ragtag ship, the Stalwart. I couldn’t really believe it myself, but I knew better than to look a gift horse in the mouth. As long as all four women were happy in their friendly competition of vying for my affections, then I was happy.

“Just wait until he adds Faye to his little circle of women,” Richard hissed to his brother as the twins turned away from me. “Then he’ll really be insufferable.”

Faye was a beautiful woman we’d rescued from the Bone King’s harem and taken aboard our ship. The gorgeous cook had made her interest in me clear enough that my friends were teasing me about it.

“The bastard is going to have to figure out an item that will clone his cock soon,” Nathan joked before the twins disappeared around the corner.

I chuckled as I continued on my path to the enchantry. The crew of the Stalwart was technically on our first day of R&R after an intense mission on Aquitaine, but the mission wasn’t entirely wrapped up yet. We still had to finalize the negotiations with the foreign planet so they would join the Caledonian Kingdom in our fight against the evil Dax. It hadn’t been an easy job convincing them to join our side. In fact, I’d nearly died during the mission. But that was part and parcel of the job.

I was a knight in the RTF, after all.

Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds were handling all the bureaucratic stuff, so I figured I’d use this time to cash in on my latest loot. And the thought of seeing Casey put an extra bounce in my step as I made my way to the enchantry.

When I reached the place, I rapped my knuckles on the metal door, and it flew open a second later to reveal an older man with glittering eyes.

“Nick!”

“Hey, Joseph.” I nodded at the senior enchanter and glanced over his shoulder. “Is Casey around?”

“Well, you know my granddaughter.” Joseph chuckled as he stepped back and waved me into the enchantry. “Hard at work, as always.”

I spotted the redhead hunched over her work desk. A sliver of her pink tongue was caught between her teeth, and her blue eyes were laser focused on the weapon in front of her.

“Maybe I should come back later,” I said to Joseph.

“Naw. She needs a break.” He motioned me to cross the room while he made his way to the door. “She’s been at that all day, her eyes’ll go cross.”

“I’m sure I can provide a distraction,” I said, but when Joseph narrowed his eyes at me, I quickly held up the bag of equipment in my hand. “I mean with runes.”

“Mhmm,” Joseph huffed, and he glided out of the room without another look at me.

He’d warmed up to the idea of me being with his granddaughter over time, and I figured we were as good as friends as we were ever going to be, but he was still a protective grandfather at the end of the day, and I was sure he heard rumors that I was dating multiple women onboard.

Casey was still engrossed in her work, so I was able to sneak up right behind her without her noticing, and I lowered my face to whisper in her ear.

“Boo.”

“What the fuuuu-- Nick!” Casey nearly jumped out of her ivory skin, and she clamped a hand over her heart as she spun in her chair to face me. “Don’t doooo that! I could’ve seared right through you.”

She waved her soldering tool back and forth before she laid it on the worktop and pushed her chair back. Then she stood up, brushed back her long red hair, and wrapped her arms around my waist.

“I missed you.” I set my bag down on the worktop and embraced her.

“It’s so good to see you, though,” she sighed as she melted into me. “You smell good. Really good.”

“You do, too,” I said as I breathed in her lavender-scented hair.

Even though I’d spent the night with Elle, I still treasured all of my girls equally. Casey’s body was firm from crafting weapons, armor, and equipment all day in the forge, and her shape fit perfectly against mine. We enjoyed holding each other for a moment until the redhead finally pulled back and nodded at the bag on the table.

“Is this the stuff you were talking about last night?” she asked. “What was it again? A scythe?”

“Almost.” I started to pull things out of the thick RTF issued gear bag, beginning with the Scimitar of the Blizzard I’d acquired, followed by the Hammer of the Lightning Elemental, which I presented to the redhead. “I need you to take the rune from the hammer and put it onto the scimitar.”

“That’s right.” Casey’s blue eyes lit up as she took the weapons from me. “You want the Lightning Elemental rune on the scimitar, so it could be used for summoning, and I won’t have to repair it as much because of the scimitar’s Rune Perfection. It really is a brilliant idea. You never stop impressing me.”

“Thanks,” I said, and I couldn’t help the proud smile that spread across my face.

Even though I’d more than proven my worth as a loyal member of the RTF, I still found it hard to shake my Outlander status sometimes. I’d been plagued with snide remarks and baseless insults my whole time at the RTF Academy. I’d even earned the moniker ‘Poor Boy’ thanks to my humble roots. But I was about to be a very rich man thanks to my prowess on the battlefield, and I had some powerful weapons at my disposal that would help me become even richer. All while defending my kingdom, romancing four beautiful women, and serving my queen.

Damn, life was good.

“This is going to take me a while,” Casey said as she eyed the intricate runes on the hilt of the hammer.

“No rush. I think this next job will be quicker anyway.” I reached into my bag a third time and pulled out the Shade’s Avenging Falchion and my Destroyer’s Vest.

“Hmmm… You want to put the Shroud rune on the vest, that’s brilliant!” The redhead took the sword and the vest from me and nodded. “This vest increases the duration of shroud runes by, what was it, two hundred percent?”

“Three.” I grinned proudly. “And let me tell you, fifteen seconds of invisibility in battle is going to be a game changer.”

“As if you need a game changer.” Casey batted her pretty eyes up at me. “You kick ass without all this help.”

“No, I definitely need the help.” I chuckled.

“Imagine if you didn’t have me to help prepare you for battle.” The beautiful redhead smirked at me, and then she picked up her soldering iron.

“I don’t even want to think about it,” I murmured as I took Casey’s face into my hands.

I’d nearly lost Casey early on in my assignment to the Stalwart, and it was hard for me to think about the possibility again, even jokingly. Luckily, she’d escaped with just a crushed leg, but we had a war with the Dax brewing, and I knew my enchantress girlfriend wasn’t going to be safe from danger anytime soon. I also knew that I’d do whatever it took to protect her.

Our lips met, and our tongues collided as we kissed each other deeply. Her lithe body pressed into me again, and I wrapped my fingers through her thick red hair and tilted her head back to kiss her deeper. Her softness was a welcome balance from the hardness of battle, and I lapped up every second of it.

“Mmm, you,” Casey murmured as she finally came up for air.

“What?” I grinned as I booped the tip of her delicate nose.

“You make me want to drag you to my bed right now and have my way with you,” she moaned, but instead she put her palms on my chest and gently pushed me away.

“Well, what’s stopping you?” I asked as I made a grab for her narrow waist.

“I’m too busy right now!” Casey laughed as she playfully swatted me away. “But you still owe me a date. Don’t you dare forget that.”

“I could never forget that,” I said as I grabbed my now empty bag from Casey’s worktable.

“Good, because it’s going to be great,” Casey said with a fire in her eyes. “More than great. It’s going to be the best date of them all.”

“Not this competition bullshit again,” I groaned. “You ladies are going to give me a pulmonary embolism.”

“Hmm, sounds like Natali has been rubbing off on you,” Casey said as she eyed me up and down. “I’m going to have to rub off on you even more.”

“Whenever you’re ready,” I said with a wink, and I gestured to her loaded table. “I’ll let you get back to it, but just remember that we’re on R&R, so don’t work too hard.”

“I won’t,” Casey said. “Beer in the galley later?”

“Absolutely.” I gave the redhead one last kiss, and then I left the enchantress to her enchanting.

Once Casey was finished swapping over the runes on the weapons, I’d be able to sell some to Elle and get some sweet, sweet KPs, or Kingdom Points. We were still waiting on Elle to finish cataloging our loot from Shess anyway, so hopefully by the time Casey finished swapping over the runes for me, Elle will be ready with the rest of the loot. Then I’d be rolling in the KPs and sweet new weapons.

I was going to need them to take on the Dax.

I stepped out into the hallway and spotted my friend and fellow knight Neville ahead of me in the corridor.

“Yo!” I called out.

Neville turned around, and his face cracked into a grin when he saw me in the doorway of the enchantry. The noble’s slim frame had filled out from all of our intense, fight-filled missions lately, and he was starting to grow his steel-colored hair out from its shoddy shave job.

“Little afternoon delight?” He wiggled his eyebrows at me.

“Nah, it was a work trip, believe it or not.”

“Not.” Neville smirked. “I’m joining the others for a beer, you coming?”

“Of course,” I said.

I jogged down the corridor to join my friend, and together we made our way to the galley. Neville hadn’t been my favorite person when I joined the crew, nor was I his. I thought he was a stuck-up Core World Noble who was only in the RTF out of obligation rather than loyalty. And he thought I was a shifty newcomer, up to no good. We were both right to a degree. I was embroiled in a covert mission that I thought was helping our dear Queen Catrina, but I’d actually been under the manipulation of a shithead aristocrat. And Neville turned out to be a badass on the battlefield who had more than proven his loyalty to the crown and to his crew.

I was glad to call him a friend and a fellow knight.

“Appreciate you tearing yourself away from your many women to spend time with your loyal pals,” Neville said as he clapped me on the back.

“Just wait until you get hitched to Miss Marigold Bennett, I bet we never see you in the galley after that,” I laughed.

“At least the wedding will be a full-blown affair,” Neville said in an emotionless voice. “You all can drink as much as you want at the reception.”

That was the thing about being a noble. Sure, you get all the perks of being rich and never needing to worry about keeping the lights on, which was a stark contrast to how I was raised in the Dobuni tenements, where my mother worked as a cleaner. But being a noble also came with archaic obligations like arranged marriages and forced lifepaths. Neville was expected to marry Marigold Bennett, whether he wanted to or not, and I felt for the guy. Being an Outlander wasn’t so bad if it meant I got to date a handful of beautiful women all at once, without needing to keep up any sort of appearances.

“Are you inviting the whole crew?” I asked to try and lighten the mood. “I just can’t picture Olav in formal attire.”

“That’s reason enough to get married,” Neville laughed, and his troubled expression melted into a crooked grin. “You imagine he’d tame down his mohawk for it?”

“If anything, he’ll spike it up higher,” I retorted.

“Probably,” Neville snorted.

We stepped into the galley a moment later, and we were met with a litany of cheers from our friends. The twins, Nathan and Richard, were already a few beers deep, which was made apparent by their red cheeks and glassy eyes.

“Neville, you’re some kind of miracle worker!” Richard praised as he handed Neville a beer. “Dragging Nick away from his women.”

“He came willingly, I swear,” Neville said before he tipped the amber liquid into his mouth.

“It’s true,” I said as someone shoved a beer in my hand. “I’m done with my women for now, my only goal in life is to get drunk with my friends.”

“Hear, hear!” Nathan cried out.

There was another round of cheers from the table as we settled into our merriment, and it didn’t take long for some of the more senior knights to join us.

“What’s going on over here, then?” Leith asked as he sidled up to the table with his own beer in hand.

Leith Manzo was a slayer, which meant killing was an art form to him. I’d been on enough missions with Leith to know he took his job seriously, and he took great pleasure from it. His wiry frame moved like liquid when he had a good kill in his sight, and I’d watched him take down enemies triple his size with the flick of a wrist. Sometimes, it was strange to see him without a knife in his hand. Like now, where the knife was replaced with a pint, and he had a tipsy smile on his mustached face.

“R&R, of course!” Nathan raised his glass enthusiastically, and we all cheered.

“For now,” Richard added after we’d all taken a swig of our beer, and he turned his glassy eyes to Leith. “Does the Stalwart ever actually enjoy their full R&R? I feel like there’s always someone needing saving.”

“Rarely,” Leith admitted as he slid into the seat next to me. “You get used to it. We’re not a ship that turns down missions. Especially when those missions involve killing people.”

“What’s this about turning down missions and killing people?” Olav roared as the giant, red-haired berserker joined us. “The Stalwart doesn’t turn down missions, and we kill all the people.”

“That’s what I was just saying!” Leith shouted back. “Our new knights want us to skip missions.”

“What?” Olav thundered and leveled us all with a bloodshot glare.

“No, that’s not what I--” Richard began.

“Especially this one,” Leith said as he waved his beer at Richard. “He reckons we should stop taking missions altogether.”

“I didn’t--” Richard tried again.

“It’s true,” I said as I joined in on the joke. “Richard just wants permanent R&R from now on. No missions, no killing, no looting. Just beer.”

“I never said--” Richard floundered as his eyes darted wildly between the senior knights.

“Nonsense!” Olav lifted his glass into the air and swayed unsteadily on his large feet. “The beer tastes better after you’ve killed something to get to it.”

“I agree!” Richard said quickly, and he thrust his own glass into the air. “Here’s to killing!”

The group fell quiet, and we all side-eyed Richard.

“That’s really messed up, dude,” Nathan said to his twin brother.

“Yeah, you really shouldn’t be so cavalier about taking someone’s life,” Leith sighed as she shook his head.

There was another pause at the table as a look of terror passed across Richard’s face, and it was enough to cause the rest of us to burst out in laughter.

“Oh, you cunts,” Richard grumbled as his shoulders sank with relief.

“You gotta toughen up, young one!” Olav clapped a large hand on Richard’s shoulder. “Especially if you’re gonna be a berserker. You’re too easy to mess with. Our kin fight with our muscles, and our guts, and our faces, not with our minds and feelings!”

“Uhh, but doesn’t he have to get really mad to be a berserker?” Neville raised an eyebrow.

“Anger isn’t a feeling! It’s a way of life!” Olav let out a satisfied laugh after he finished philosophizing, and then he downed his entire mug of ale in one swig.

“You had me going.” Richard said to the slayer.

“Never believe anything a slayer says when he has a beer in his hand,” Leith said, and his mustache twitched as a sly smile spread across his lips.

“Mmm, so do I believe that, or…?” Richard eyed the beer in Leith’s hands.

“See, you’re learning,” the slayer chuckled as he tipped the glass in Richard’s direction.

“Gotta lot more learning to do, though,” Olav said before he drained his beer and slammed his empty glass on the table. “But no worries. You’ve got the best damn berserker in the RTF to train you!”

“This is true,” Leith nodded into his beer.

“Oh, wait. Did we get a new berserker on board?” I made a show of turning to look around the galley.

“Oh-ho, we’ve got a resident comedian, too,” Olav said, but his face creased into a grin, so I knew he was enjoying the joke.

“Slayers are known for their cutting and precise sense of humor,” Leith said as he elbowed me. “You’re already on the right path, my little mentee.”

“Ha, yeah,” I said, and I brought my beer to my lips before I could say anything else.

Neville, the twins, and I all needed to pick our specialties, and soon. We mostly knew what we wanted to do. Richard wanted to be a berserker to prove to his parents that he wasn’t the goofy kid they still thought of him as. And Nathan wanted to be a shield knight, mostly to protect his brother on his berserker missions. Neville wanted to be a marksman, a position I was pretty sure he’d excel at. As for me, well, everyone expected me to follow the slayer path, like Leith and my other girlfriend, Treyin. She didn’t really care what profession I picked, but Leith was pushing for me to join his class, and he’d made it clear he was more than willing to mentor me for the role. It made sense, I was pretty damn good at killing.

But I was really enjoying the summoner equipment I’d found so far, and I wanted to explore another option, one that wasn’t available to just anyone. The Queen herself had granted me special permission to become a Lich. The Lich class had been disallowed for quite some time now, so it was quite a shock when the Queen gave me a pass. And I kinda felt like I should take this rarely given opportunity and become possibly the only operating Lich knight in the RTF. I knew it would disappoint Leith and the others, but my heart was telling me to follow the special path laid out by the Queen.

As exciting as the opportunity seemed, though, it would be a lot harder to get a mentor to train me. Since the Lich class had been banned, I couldn’t exactly just walk down the hall and find a good mentor. Although, rumor had it that there was a former Lich knight onboard. I’d heard this since the first day I joined the Stalwart, and I’d been trying to figure out who it was ever since.

The Stalwart had quite a few mysteries surrounding it. Before I’d joined the crew, it was common knowledge that the Stalwart was the worst ship in the whole RTF. It had a reputation of being a shitty vessel that only took on boring missionary trips, and the knights on board were there to be punished, not because they wanted to be there. It was also rumored that there were traitors on the ship, wolves in sheep’s clothing who were out to destroy the crown.

But ever since I’d joined the crew, I’d learned that the rumors were bullshit. Some of it was spurred on by Captain Cross himself to keep prying eyes off his ship. The Stalwart was actually on a long-term, elite mission for the Queen herself to recover the late King Justinian’s magical artifacts. The ship was also manned by some of the most badass, loyal RTF knights I’d ever come across in my life, and I couldn’t be prouder to be part of their crew, even though there were still some things I didn’t understand yet.

I had my father to thank for that.

My father was an RTF knight who’d died before I could form any memories with him. His parting gift to me was a space in the RTF Academy, and a letter he wrote for me to open on my graduation day. All the letter had said was ‘RTF Stalwart,’ so I got myself assigned to the same ship as him, hoping to get some answers. Instead, I got a whole bunch more questions. Elle, the point clerk and one of my girlfriends, had discovered some missing logs from old missions with disappeared knights, and together we were working on getting to the bottom of these logs and finding out what happened to the missing knights. But I’d found that it was hard to focus on finding answers when I kept getting sidetracked by our missions.

I glanced around at my friends, who were bickering about specialties, and I smiled. This wasn’t how I expected my time in the RTF to go, but the best decision I’d ever made was getting myself assigned to this ship of misfits.

“Oh, shit,” Nathan suddenly mumbled.

I looked over to see my friend put his beer down and attempt to appear sober as he glanced nervously behind me. Then I turned and saw Commander Reynolds making a beeline for our table with a serious expression on her face.

The commander was a beautiful woman with short, black hair cropped around her ears and a narrow but strong frame. Her face was always passive or serious, and I’d only seen her smile once or twice so far.

“What did you do now?” Richard snapped at his brother.

“Nothing, I swear!” Nathan fired back before he quickly straightened up.

“Gentlemen.” Reynolds nodded at us as she reached our table.

“Commander, join us, won’t you?” Olav attempted to thrust a full mug of beer into her hands, but the Commander shot him a withering look, and he just shrugged and began to sip it himself.

“I need to borrow our junior knights, if you don’t mind,” Reynolds said stiffly.

“Aw, really?” Leith began. “But we were just…”

Reynolds turned her serious gaze on Leith, who shrugged.

“I mean, yeah. They’re all yours, Commander.”

“Follow me, boys,” Reynolds said before she turned on her heel and strode toward the door.

Neville, the twins, and I scrambled to our feet and hurried to follow our commander.

“Um, are we in trouble, ma’am?” Nathan asked as we joined her in the corridor.

“You’re not in trouble. You’re getting your new room assignments.” Reynolds gave us a rare smile.
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Chapter 2

“Wait, really?” Nathan’s face lit up in an excitement we all felt.

“Are you suggesting I’m a liar, Knight Culbert?” Reynolds asked with an arched eyebrow.

“N-No, ma’am,” Nathan stammered.

Without another word, Reynolds spun on her heel and strode down the corridor. Richard slapped his brother upside the head, and Nathan grumbled unhappily as we followed the commander through the belly of the ship.

We passed the fork in the corridor that we’d normally take to get to our squires’ quarters, and I couldn’t stop the smile from coming to my face. I’d been looking forward to getting our new knight’s quarters ever since we’d passed our examination, but I understood the crew had been busy and distracted with our missions, and getting us our new rooms wasn’t a top priority for anyone. That was part of being a crew. Sometimes your own needs fell to the wayside for the better of the team, and we wouldn’t be knights if we had a problem with that.

And it made it that much sweeter when we finally did get the perks we had earned.

Commander Reynolds led us down a corridor I hadn’t explored much. It looked the same as every other hallway in the floating ship, made of hammered together metal that looked like it was rescued from the scrapyard and put together by someone with only a vague understanding of how to use a hammer.

Damn, I loved the Stalwart.

I was so busy admiring the unseemly ship that I almost ran into Reynolds, who had suddenly stopped walking.

“Gentlemen,” she said as she gestured down the corridor. “Your new Knight’s Quarters.”

My friends and I stood and admired our new homes on the ship. There were four rooms, two on each side of the corridor, and I could see the name placards on each door. My room was the first one on the left, and Neville’s room was next to mine. Across from me was Richard, and next to him was Nathan.

“Well?” Reynolds prompted. “Aren’t you going to go check them out?”

“Yes, ma’am!” I replied enthusiastically.

I stepped past the commander and practically skipped to my new room. My heart raced with anticipation as I stood in front of the polished steel door that marked the entrance to my new private room on the Stalwart, and I took a moment to admire my name on the placard.

Knight Nicholas Lyons

Fuck yeah.

My chest swelled with pride. This was a reward I’d earned, a testament to my skill and dedication as a Caledonian warrior. Passing the grueling knight exam had been a challenge I hadn’t taken lightly, and it had come with a lot of unexpected twists and turns. Most knights didn’t have to face a test that was specifically rigged against them by an enemy knight, but my team and I dealt with that and still came out on top.

And now, finally, we were about to see the fruits of our labor.

With a quick, steadying breath, I placed my hand on the biometric scanner beside the door. A faint blue light flickered against my palm to verify my identity, and then there was a soft hiss that signaled the door sliding open. I stepped into the room, and my eyes widened in awe at the sight before me.

The room was a marked upgrade from our homely, cramped squires’ quarters. It almost felt like we were on a different ship, one that was carefully designed and crafted by the finest engineers in the RTF. My room was a symphony of modern design and luxurious comfort. Soft ambient lighting glowed gently from recessed panels, which cast a warm and inviting ambiance. The walls were adorned with intricate patterns that seemed to shift and change as I looked at them, a product of holographic technology that added an otherworldly charm to the space.

My eyes swept over the room and took in every detail. A king-sized bed dominated the center, and its sheets were a pristine white that contrasted beautifully with the deep blue accents of the room. Plush pillows beckoned me to sink into their embrace, and I knew I’d sleep well in this luxurious bed after a long, blood-filled battle.

And I knew my ladies would enjoy it, too.

Then my attention fell upon a sleek workstation tucked into one corner. A holographic display hovered above the desk, ready to assist with any data analysis or communication I might need. I could already imagine spending countless hours there, poring over mission briefings and reports, maybe even looking into the hidden logs with Elle. I could also make video calls back to my mother in privacy for the first time in a long time.

But what truly took the cake in my new room was the large viewport that stretched across an entire wall. The stars glittered beyond, and I stared at the breathtaking starscape that served as a constant reminder of the vastness of space.

And my place in it.

“Wow.” I crossed the room to the viewport, and I reached my hand out so my fingers lightly grazed the cool surface while I marveled at the serene beauty of the cosmos.

After a moment, I turned away from the viewport, and I noticed a small alcove with a mini kitchenette. Polished countertops held an assortment of refreshments and snacks, which were neatly organized for my convenience. A glint of light reflecting off metal caught my attention, and it drew my eyes to a small dispenser that offered a selection of beverages at the touch of a button.

Damn, had the other knights been living in this luxury the whole time? The four of us had been sharing a room a third the size of this and smelling each other’s farts for what felt like ages, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the irony of our hazing period. I knew we were getting fucked with as the new squires on the ship, but I had no idea this was what was waiting for me as soon as I proved myself.

“Sheee-iiiit!” I could hear Nathan shout from across the hall, and then my two other friends echoed his joy from the other rooms as they realized what we’d been missing out on in the squires’ quarters.

I continued to explore my new room, and I discovered an en-suite bathroom that was nothing short of a masterpiece in design. The walls were adorned with mosaic tiles that shimmered like precious gems, and a rainfall shower promised a luxurious bathing experience. Fluffy towels hung on a heating rack, and they were even embroidered with my initials, so I was sure to get my own towels back from the weekly laundry service.

Near the bed, a small seating area beckoned me toward it. There were two plush armchairs that faced a low table, which was a surprising touch in a ship that streamlined efficiency. But happy, rested knights were better on the battlefield than tired, grumpy ones, so I applauded the RTF’s decision to prioritize the comfort of the elite fighting force.

I also noticed a long locker for weapons storage above the wardrobe, and I grinned. I’d have that filled up in no time, as soon as I got my weapons back from Casey and my loot from Elle.

I sank into one of the armchairs and let out a contented sigh. This room was more than just a reward, it was a sanctuary amidst the stars for all of the hardworking knights. It was a testament to our power and dedication, a private haven we could call our own. Every detail had been carefully considered, and there was an obvious pride in the execution.

As I sat in my new room, I couldn’t help but reflect on my journey. From the day I’d set foot on the Stalwart as a wide-eyed recruit, ready to get the dirt on all the crew, to the unexpected challenges I’d faced during our missions and exams, to this very moment where I was a fully-fledged Caledonian Knight with my own private space. It had been a path of growth, determination, and unwavering resolve. Yeah, I had made plenty of mistakes, and I’d gotten lucky more often than I’d expected, but I didn’t quit the hundreds of times I thought about it, and now here I was.

Where I always dreamed I’d be.

I felt a sense of gratitude swell in my chest, and I rose from the armchair and walked to the center of the room. I turned slowly, and just took in the beauty of my private haven once more. This room was not just a reward, it was a symbol of my commitment, a reminder of my purpose as a knight, and a place where I could find solace in the midst of the challenges to come. Our crew had a lot of work ahead of us in trying to get the Rutheni to join in our fight against the Dax. I was already prepared to take that mission head-on, but I felt better knowing I had this amazing space to come back to at the end of the day.

“Incredible, isn’t it?”

I spun to see Reynolds leaning against the doorway, with a soft smile playing on her full lips.

“It’s way more than I expected,” I said, and I shook my head in awe.

“We like to make sure our knights are taken care of here on the Stalwart,” Reynolds said with a nod.

“So, this isn’t standard?” I asked.

“Well…” Reynolds shrugged and moved her hands up and down like a balancing scale. “I’m sure the rooms in the Valor are better than most, but no, all of this isn’t standard. The Captain spent a lot of time and KPs on some serious upgrades for the crew. He, well, we believe our crew deserves it, considering all of the, ah, off the books operations we take on.”

“He’s a good man,” I said with a grin.

“Of course he is,” Reynolds snorted.

“Nick!” Nathan came bounding into the room and almost steamrolled over Reynolds. “Shit, Commander, I’m sorry!”

“Watch where you’re going,” Reynolds snapped as she straightened herself up.

“Sorry.” Nathan winced, and then he gestured around my room. “I bet the Commander’s quarters are even cooler, huh?”

“Did you just ask about my quarters?” Reynolds questioned as that perfectly manicured eyebrow shot up her forehead again.

“N-No! I didn’t mean…”

“Perhaps you’d like to see them?” Her eyes narrowed.

“No--”

“So you don’t care?”

“Oh, no. Uhh… I care, if you’d want to show them to--”

“Why would I ever want to show you my quarters?” she growled.

“Just zip it,” I hissed to Nathan with a shake of my head.

“By the Queen, I’m so sorry.” Nathan pushed his hands together and bowed to the commander.

“I’m messing with you, Knight.” A smile cracked Reynold’s lips, and for half a second, she really looked pretty, but then the smile was gone and the iron visage of the second-most important member of the crew was back. “I’ll leave you boys to get familiar with your new quarters. I expect your squires’ quarters to be cleared out by the end of the hour.”

“Are we getting more squires?” Nathan asked excitedly. “I wouldn’t mind a newbie, I could show them the ropes.”

“You’re still lightyears away from having a firm grasp on the ropes yourself, Culbert,” Reynolds replied as she turned to leave.

I snorted, and Nathan’s face fell as the attractive commander made her exit.

“I don’t know what it is about her,” Nathan said wistfully as he stared at the spot Reynolds had just vacated. “She turns me into a bumbling idiot every time she’s around.”

“Turns you into one?” Richard let out a bark of laughter as he joined his brother at my door. “You’ve always been a bumbling idiot, pal, don’t you worry.”

“Yeah, but it’s even worse when…” Nathan trailed off.

“When you have a crush on the commander?” I smirked.

“I do not!” Nathan cried out.

“Oh, please, it’s been obvious since day one,” I said as I thumped my friend on the shoulder. “She’s out of your league, buddy.”

“Yeah, set your sights lower, like a lot lower,” Richard told his brother. “The only one who could possibly have a shot with her is Nick, since he seems to be a chick magnet, but I’m not sure if even he could pull it off.”

“What are we talking about?” Neville asked as he joined us.

“Nathan’s in love with Commander Reynolds,” Richard filled in our friend.

“Why would anyone be in love with Reynolds,” Neville sighed.

“Well, she is quite pretty,” Richard said.

“So is an ice sculpture or a finely made sword; doesn’t mean you put your dick in either.” Neville shivered.

“I’m telling you, I am really not into her,” Nathan insisted, but I could see in his eyes that he was trying to convince himself as much as us.

“Don’t worry, bud, we’ll find you a nice girl soon,” I said.

“You could just give me one of yours?” Nathan asked with a hopeful smile.

“You have a better chance scoring with Reynolds than getting one of mine,” I chuckled.

“Yeah, fair,” Nathan grumbled, but then he smiled and motioned around my room. “But, hey, how about these new digs, huh?”

“Pretty incredible,” I agreed as I turned to admire my personal space again. “You know, Reynolds said these weren’t standard for RTF ships. Captain Cross updated them, I think shortly after he took on the mission to retrieve the King’s lost items.”

“Is that right?” Neville nodded, and I could tell the noble was impressed.

“One of the many reasons the Stalwart is the best ship in the fleet,” Richard said with a proud smile.

“Come on,” Nathan said as he slapped his brother gently on the chest. “Let’s go get our stuff.”

We all doubled back to the squires’ quarters and packed up our belongings in our trunks. It didn’t take us long to clear out, since we weren’t really allowed to have much stuff as squires anyway. We’d be able to stretch our wings some more in that regard now that we had our own, private space. We helped each other carry our trunks to our new rooms, and I could tell my fellow knights felt the same sense of pride and achievement as I did. I could see it in the smiles on their faces and the bounces in their steps.

For the rest of the afternoon, we helped each other move out of our old room and get our new suites set up to our likings. As I was pinning up a picture of the twins’ parents in Nathan’s room, I was suddenly struck with an overwhelming sense of obligation.

I needed to make sure these men made it back safely from every mission we were on together. These were more than just my fellow knights, they were my friends.

They were my brothers.

We’d spilled blood, sweat, and tears on the battlefield together, we went through the rigorous and rigged knight’s exams together, we even enjoyed our new, independent quarters together. I felt an obligation to them that I never thought possible, and I knew I’d die fighting for them if I needed to. I also knew they would do the same for me in a heartbeat, which made our bond all the more stronger.

Once we were done with the set up, we decided to take some time for ourselves in our new quarters. As soon as I shut my door behind me, I heard a beeping sound coming from the communications console. I tilted my head curiously and crossed the room to sit at the desk.

On the holographic display, there was an intracomms alert, which meant someone was calling me from the ship. I hovered a palm over the accept button, and a moment later Nathan’s face appeared on the screen.

“Check this out!” Nathan titled his head back and laughed.

“Oh, great, you don’t even need to be in the same room to annoy me,” I said, but I chuckled at my friend’s goofy antics.

“You know it, baby, I’m everywhere,” Nathan said, and he flexed his biceps for the camera. “I think the screen camera makes me look stronger. Really highlights my veins. What do you think?”

“I’m hanging up now.”

I hovered my palm over the end call action, and Nathan’s face disappeared. A moment later, the intracomms beeped again. I hovered my palm to accept, expecting Nathan to appear again, but to my surprise, Captain Cross’ face filled the screen instead.

“Captain Cross, sir,” I said as my brain tried to figure out if I should stand and salute, or stay sitting and salute, or smile, or a mixture of the two.

“Knight Lyons.” Cross grinned at me. His long black hair was pulled back into a low bun, and his salt-and-pepper beard looked recently groomed. “How are you settling into your new quarters?”

“Very well, sir,” I replied with an enthusiastic nod. “It’s incredible in here. Thank you, sir. I can’t believe it.”

“Believe it, because that’s your room for the rest of your time as a knight on the Stalwart,” Cross said. “Although, I see an upgrade in your future.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said as pride swelled in my chest.

A room upgrade would only come with a promotion, and it meant a lot to me that the captain expected me to rise in the ranks of our beloved ship. It gave me an extra boost of motivation to work hard for my captain and crew.

“In that same vein, I was hoping I could borrow you for a while this evening,” Cross continued. “I know you’re technically on R&R with the rest of the crew–-”

“I’ll do it, sir,” I blurted out.

“That’s what I like to hear.” Cross’ dark eyes twinkled happily. “But for future reference, I strongly recommend you listen to the mission briefing before you accept so readily.”

“Oh,” I said with a chagrined smile. “You’re right, I’ll be more mindful of that in the future, sir.”

“Good.” Cross nodded sagely. “But I think you’ll be pleased with this one, nonetheless. I’d like you to sit in on the negotiations with the Aquitanians this evening.”

“Really?” I asked as my eyebrows shot up my forehead.

I’d already been in the room with the captain during previous ‘negotiations’ with the Aquitanians, but it hadn’t gone well, and I was more of a silent observer in that situation, or more like the hired muscle, if I was honest.

In fact, the Aquitanians already agreed to the terms of our treaty, since the Dax threat had been imminent at the time. I knew there was a need for more diplomacy after the intense battles to save Aquitaine, but I figured that was above my paygrade. Being invited to the table even after the battles was a pretty big deal.

“Really,” Cross replied. “We wouldn’t have gotten this far without you. The whole planet would be a pile of rubble if it weren’t for your work with the bombs. The Aquitanians realize this, so the Commander and I agree that you deserve a spot at the table, and we’d both like you there.”

“The Commander wants me there?” I couldn’t hide the surprise in my voice.

“Commander Reynolds may not be the best at showing her emotions, but she recognizes talent and hard work,” Cross said.

“Well, I’d be honored to join, of course, sir,” I said.

“Good, because you already agreed,” the captain replied with a wink. “Meet us at the bridge at 1800 hours.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, and then Cross nodded at me and ended the call.

I sat in my chair for a moment to take in what had just happened. The captain had not only invited me to the vital negotiations with the Aquitainians, he also insinuated he was already considering my future onboard the Stalwart. I’d only been a knight for a few weeks, but I was already impressing my superiors enough for them to consider my future, and that was a pretty great feeling.

I glanced around my new quarters again and just let the joy flow through me.

A moment later, my comms desk beeped for the third time, as did my prot-belt, and I spun around in my chair to see I had a message waiting for me. Reynolds must’ve already had our prot-belts already linked up in our private rooms, and I hovered my palm over the message to see it was from my mom.

I just saw Mr. Ritchett with his pet pigeons, do you remember him? He used to let you pet them all the time. It made me think of you. I hope you’re staying safe. I love you.

I smiled fondly at the memory of holding my mother’s hand when I was a young boy, and we’d cross the sorry excuse for a town square, where Mr. Ritchett was usually hanging out with his flock of pigeons. He trained them well, so they’d flock to me with a flick of his wrist, and my mother’s face would always light up when I was covered in pigeons.

I felt a sudden sadness that I never let myself feel. I became a knight in the RTF to follow in my father’s footsteps and make my mother proud. In doing that, I’d had to leave her behind in the run-down tenements in Dobuni. I rarely let myself miss her, but the truth was I did, every day.

It also helped that I had a million KPs coming my way, and I’d be able to get her out of the tenements and into proper housing soon. I couldn’t wait to pay her back for all she’d done for me.

I typed out a quick response to my mom.

Hey, mom. I remember him, I hope you got to pet some pigeons. I’ve got some big news, let’s video link soon.

I sent the message to my mom, along with 5,000 KPs, but I knew she was probably going into work and wouldn’t be able to reply for a while.

Since I needed to stay sober for the meeting later, I couldn’t drink anymore, so I took a few minutes to get familiar with my new comms desk. I navigated the menu and pulled up my stats, and the display was similar to the one on my prot-belt.

Kingdom Point Balance : 65,940

Total Kingdom Points Earned : 129,025

I grinned at the numbers on the screens. I already had a decent amount of KPs, but soon those numbers would exceed all of my expectations, and I couldn’t wait. I continued to explore the comms desk and found a few helpful things, like a registry of my weapons and my medical history. I also found some unexpected things, like virtual games that could be played with other crew members and an album of still photographs of me captured by the ship’s surveillance system.

I had a chuckle as I scrolled through the photos. Some of them were with my friends and some of them with my girlfriends, but others were snapshots of me covered in blood and exhausted when I returned to the ship from a mission. I messed around with the comms desk some more and found I was able to send things like images and reports to the desk at the seating area, so I could kick back in the armchair and read there if I wanted to.

Once I felt comfortable with the comms desk, I suddenly got the itch to share this new step with someone else. I knew Casey was probably still busy in the enchantry, and Elle would be busy too, considering I took up all of her time last night, so I decided to head down to the infirmary and see what Natali was up to.

The crew doctor was a gorgeous older Rutheni woman, one I never would have thought I had a chance with. She was an elegant, accomplished woman, and I was a grunt when I met her. But, when she started reciprocating my flirting, I’d jumped at the chance to court the beautiful doctor, and we’d been dating ever since. She didn’t mind me dating the other women, and she’d always been confident in her ability to win me over so I would ‘choose’ her in the end. I didn’t know how I would possibly be able to choose, all of my ladies were incredible, but that was a problem for future Nick.

For now, I was just going to enjoy their love.

Just as I was about to reach the infirmary, Natali stepped out into the hallway, and her delicate face lit up in a smile when she saw me.

“Nick!” she cried out, but then her expression turned into one of worry. “What are you doing here? Are you hurt?”

“Not at all, I just wanted to see you,” I said with a relaxed smile.

Before she could say anything, I swept her into my arms and kissed her deeply. She let out a small moan as her body melted into mine, and we kissed passionately in the corridor until Natali suddenly pushed me away.

“Nick,” she scolded me lightly, even though there was a huge smile on her face. “Not in the corridors, I need to at least pretend to keep up airs as a professional.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said in a serious tone. “We could take this out of the corridor, and I could show you my new knight’s quarters.”

“You finally got them?” Natali’s face lit up again. “Congratulations! I’m so proud of you.”

“Do you have a few minutes?” I asked.

“Mmm, I have a couple patients in the regeneration chambers,” Natali said as she peeked into the infirmary. “But they’re going to be there for a while, and I was just about to take my lunch break anyway.”

“Perfect,” I said with a grin.

Natali followed me into my new knight’s quarters, and her eyes widened in amazement as she took in the luxurious surroundings.

“Wow, Nick, this is incredible!” she gasped, and her fingers lightly traced the holographic patterns on the walls.

“I know, right?” I said with pride, and I watched the beautiful doctor admire the room. “I couldn’t believe it when I first walked in here. Captain Cross really went all out for us.”

“Well, you deserve it.” Natali cast a wink in my direction before she walked over to the large viewport and gazed out at the stars. “And this view is breathtaking.”

I joined her by the viewport, and I stood close enough to feel her warmth. Then I slid my arms around her waist and pulled her close.

“Tell me about it,” I mumbled.

Natali turned to me with a soft smile. “I’m proud of you, Nick. You’ve come a long way from when we first met.”

I smiled back at her, and I felt a surge of affection.

“You have no idea how much you’ve helped me. You inspired me to become the best man I can be.”

Natali’s hand reached up to caress my cheek. “And you’ve been a source of inspiration for me. Your determination and courage are truly admirable.”

Our faces drew closer, and our lips met in a gentle, lingering kiss. I pulled her slim body against mine again, and this time, in the privacy of my room, we could fully enjoy the kiss. When the kiss finally ended, the beautiful doctor leaned her face against my chest, and I breathed in the citrusy scent of her shampoo.

“I wanted to show you something,” I said, and I guided her to the seating area. “Check this out.”

I touched a button on the small table, and a holographic display materialized above it. It showed an image of us, taken during one of our earlier interactions on the Stalwart, captured by the surveillance cameras that automatically detected our faces. We were both smiling, and there was a warmth in our eyes that made our feelings for each other clear.

Natali’s eyes filled with emotion as she looked at the image. “Nick, this is... it’s beautiful.”

“It’s one of my favorite photos of myself,” I confessed, and my voice was soft. “Even just being around you, it makes me feel… safe.”

“I love it, Nick. And I love you.” Natali leaned against me, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and held her close.

“I love you too, Natali,” I replied, and I pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “I’m so grateful to have you in my life.”

We stayed like that for a while and just enjoyed the peaceful moment in my new quarters. It was a rare moment of tranquility in the midst of our chaotic lives onboard the Stalwart, and I was going to savor every second of it. But we both knew more challenges lay ahead, including the negotiations with the Aquitanians that Captain Cross had invited me to.

As the minutes passed, Natali finally looked up at me.

“So, what are your plans for R&R?”

I sighed and realized I hadn’t yet shared the news with her.

“Right, I almost forgot in all the excitement,” I said. “Captain Cross asked me to sit in on the negotiations with the Aquitanians this evening.”

Natali’s eyes widened. “That’s a big deal, Nick. These negotiations are crucial for our mission, and considering all your work on the planet, I’m not surprised the captain asked you to join them.”

“I know.” I nodded. “It’s an honor, but it also means I need to prepare. I don’t want to let the captain or Commander Reynolds down.”

“You won’t,” Natali assured me, and I could hear the unwavering confidence in me in her voice. “You’ve faced tougher challenges than peaceful negotiations before, and you’ve always risen to the occasion. Just be yourself, and everything will go smoothly.”

Her words were reassuring, and I couldn’t help but smile.

“Thank you, Natali. I’m sure I’ll just be a silent observer again, but your support means the world to me. ”

She leaned in and captured my lips in another sweet kiss. “Anytime, Knight Lyons.”

We spent a bit more time together in my new quarters, but as the minutes passed, we knew we had to part ways for now. Natali had patients to attend to, and I needed to prepare for the negotiations.

With a final kiss and a promise to see each other later, Natali left my room, and I was once again alone with my thoughts. I couldn’t help but feel a sense of excitement and trepidation about the upcoming negotiations, and what came after. This was a new chapter in my journey as a Caledonian Knight. The bloodshed on the battlefield was becoming second nature to me now, and I knew I could handle anything that came my way on that front. Diplomacy and negotiations, though? Well, that was a new hat, but knowing the captain, the commander, and Natali believed in me helped me a lot.

I took a quick trip to the galley to grab some food, and then I spent the rest of the afternoon preparing for the evening. I reviewed mission logs and briefing notes until it was time to get ready to meet the others at the loading dock. Then I dressed in my blue knight’s uniform with just my prot-belt. I figured it would send the wrong message to show up weighed down with weapons, and when I saw the others standing at the loading dock unarmed, I knew I’d made the right call.

“Captain!” I called out as I jogged up to the others.

Captain Cross turned and grinned at me. Commander Reynolds was also there, along with Treyin, my beautiful Ecoma lover, and Moses, the calm and collected shield knight.

“Just in time,” Cross said with a nod. “I hope you’ve prepared.”

“Yes, sir,” I said breathlessly. “I spent all afternoon going over every piece of information we have on Aquitanians.”

“Is that right?” Cross asked as he eyed me with an impressed look on his face. “Good work, Knight Lyons. I’ll be taking the lead on this, but it’s important for you to be there. So you can see how these sort of things go.”

“Of course, thank you, sir,” I said.

I knew I probably wouldn’t have a chance to show off any of my new Aquitaine knowledge, but I’d clearly impressed the captain by showing up prepared. And if this was a learning experience for me, that meant the Captain expected me to be a part of negotiations in the future.

As we followed Cross to the skiffs, Treyin sidled up to me.

“Hey, handsome,” she purred. “I was happy to hear you’d be coming with us.”

“Hey, beautiful,” I fired back with a grin. “No flirting, we’ve got a serious mission ahead of us.”

“Would you ask me not to breathe?” Treyin replied with a twinkle in her eye. “Because that’s the equivalent of being asked not to flirt with you.”

“I’m sure you’ll survive,” I chuckled. “But I promise to make it up to you later.”

“I can accept this,” Treyin whispered with a seductive smile. “Then again, I’d accept anything from you.”

I forced myself not to stare at the beautiful, ethereal woman. She was Ecoma, which meant she was an enhanced version of a human, with a grayish skin tone, delicate features, and a long thick mane of white hair. Her people also had the unique ability to read minds in a way, but all the crew on the Stalwart were equipped with implants to prevent Treyin from using her powers on us. I didn’t think she would, but the captain was all about precautions.

We split into two skiffs to shuttle us through the air, and then we landed and unloaded while Cross took the lead again. The Captain led us through the city of Aquita, which I was very familiar with now after rescuing it from a secret Dax attack. We made our way to the beautiful spired building where we’d meet with the nobles, and our footsteps echoed through the long hallways until we made it to the huge wooden doors that were intricately carved with depictions of the Aquitanians fighting valiantly against our Grendel enemies. There was a red theme throughout all of the architecture and images, the same color the nobles wore.

We continued through the arched doorway and entered the long and narrow room, where the two tables at either end were full of nobles, and King Kevin sat at the tall, silver throne with a beautifully carved staff resting across his lap.

My breath caught when I saw the king on his throne. I remembered what Elle had told me before we almost died protecting Aquitaine. How knights usually didn’t meet monarchs. Yet here I was, face to face with King Kevin Kentarch the IV. He was every bit as regal as his statue suggested, with long, graying hair and piercing blue eyes. He was draped in a red cape, and his face looked weary. Mine would too, if I’d almost lost my whole planet.

“Sir,” Cross said, and he bowed his head at the king.

We all followed suit, and the king nodded at us.

“Captain Cross,” King Kevin said in a booming voice that filled every crevice of the room. “We appreciate you joining us tonight.”

“Like we had a choice,” Treyin snorted quietly.

“We’re happy to help,” Cross addressed the king.

“Please, take a seat,” King Kevin said as he gestured to the empty seats at the far left table, where other Caledonian nobles sat with ashen looks on their faces.

From across the room, the Aquitanian nobles draped in red watched us with a variety of expressions. Some of them narrowed their eyes at us, and they clearly didn’t trust us still, even though we’d just saved their asses against the Dax. Others were looking at us with nothing short of gratitude, so at least some of them appreciate that we’d all almost died to save them.

Once we took our seats, the king spoke again.

“Thank you all for coming,” he said as his eyes swept across the narrow room. “As you all know, we have some serious work to do.”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the room.

“Your majesty, if I may?” Cross met the king’s eyes, and the king nodded at the captain to continue. Then Cross stood and addressed the room in a smooth, diplomatic tone. “My crew fought bravely to protect this fine city from being completely destroyed by our shared Dax enemy. We were more than happy to put our lives on the line for the mission, but now that we have saved your planet, we want to revisit the treaty you’ve already signed. It’s my understanding that some of you believe it was signed under duress, and therefore, it is not valid.”

There was more murmuring, mostly from the red-capped nobles on the Aquitanian side. They had been opposed to the idea of an alliance before the attack on their planet, but with the immediate threat of a Dax invasion, they’d agreed to sign the treaty in exchange for our protection. It had clearly worked out in their favor, but now it seemed the Aquitanians were trying to renege on the treaty.

“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again,” one of the Aquitaine nobles said as he rose to his feet. “The Caledonian Kingdom is not to be trusted. After what’s happened with the Dramwuer System–-”

“Yes,” Cross said, and he raised a hand to cut off the noble. “I understand the legitimacy of the Dramwuer System is a highly debated topic–-”

“No!” the same noble cried out as he slammed a fist on the table. “It is debated only because the lying Caledonians–-”

“That’s enough of that,” one of the Caledonian nobles fired back, and soon the tables devolved into bickering and throwing insults.

“That damned Dramwuer System,” Treyin sighed quietly next to me.

“They’re obsessed,” I whispered back with a shake of my head. “You’d think saving their planet would get them to drop the subject, but apparently not.”

The Dramwuer System referred to a series of small planets that had been disputed for generations. Aquitaine had always laid claim to the planets, but the Caledonians claimed to be there first. Truth be told, I didn’t know who to believe. I wouldn’t put it past my kingdom to falsify some documents to gain power, but I couldn’t pretend the Aquitanians wouldn’t do the same thing. Plus, this fight had been going on for longer than I’d been alive, so I knew it wouldn’t be solved during this meeting.

“Enough!” King Kevin slammed his staff against the ground.

Every head in the room swiveled to the throne, where the king was glaring down at us all, and the monarch addressed his own nobles first.

“Like it or not, the Caledonians are the only reason we are all here today,” the king said. “And we will be upholding our end of the treaty and joining their alliance.”

The nobles began to protest, but the king held his hand up, and they fell silent.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Cross said with another deep nod.

“Under one condition,” King Kevin said as he met the captain’s eyes. “I require a meeting with Queen Catrina.”

“I’m sure that can be arranged, sir,” Cross said as he shot a look at Reynolds. “We can arrange a holo-meet within-–”

“No,” the king interrupted. “I wish to travel with the crew of the Stalwart and meet the Queen in person.”
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Chapter 3

I almost choked on my own spit at the king’s words. I shot a wild look at Treyin, and I could tell the Ecoma woman was trying her best not to cringe, while the rest of the room erupted in whispers.

“King Kevin--” Cross began.

“I know this is an unusual request,” the king continued over the captain. “And I understand it puts your ship in a vulnerable position. However, after everything I’ve seen your crew accomplish on my planet, I trust you and your men more than I trust my own right now.”

“Sir!” One of the Aquitanian nobles shot to his feet. “This is outrageous, the Caledonians have–-”

“Been nothing but helpful, despite our less than hospitable attitude,” the king seethed.

That brought immediate silence to the room.

“Y-Yes, of course, sir, I only mean to s-say,” the nobleman stammered after a few seconds. “Is it in the people’s best interest if their king fled the planet after everything that’s happened?”

“Fled?” The king rose to his feet and glared at his nobles. “Who else here believes me to be fleeing?”

The Aquitanian nobles stayed silent and avoided eye contact with the king, while the Caledonian side of the room watched with interest.

When no one spoke, the king continued.

“Our great city almost fell at the hands of an enemy we refused to believe was a threat.” King Kevin spoke in a low, dangerous voice, and his narrowed eyes swept across the room. I could feel the tension in the air, and it was clear the king knew how to command a room when he needed to. “This very council, without consulting me, almost sent the Stalwart packing when they brought these enemies to our attention. They are the only reason we are able to stand in these chambers and speak of reconstruction. Does anyone disagree with this?”

A few of the Aquitanian nobles shook their heads, but no one dared speak.

“This fine crew operates under the crown of Queen Catrina, a capable monarch that our kingdom has refused to cooperate with. Does anyone disagree with this?”

Another pause and another terrified silence from the king’s council.

“That’s what I thought,” King Kevin said as his eyes continued to bore holes into his council. “So, as I said, we will uphold the treaty that this very council already signed willingly, and we will join the Caledonian Kingdom in their fight against the Dax enemy.”

There was a cheerful cry from the Caledonian side of the room, while the Aquitanians remained silent.

“In order to join forces with the Caledonian Kingdom, I will sit down with Queen Catrina, and we will discuss more thoroughly the details of the treaty, including the future of the Dramwuer System.”

This elicited a response from the Aquitanian nobles, and several of them leaned close to each other and whispered furiously.

“Ah, I see my council has finally come to their senses,” the king continued, and I noticed a small smile playing across his lips. “I am thrilled to learn that my council cares more about these distant planets than their own citizens on this very planet we stand on. And I assure you, this has everything to do with my decision to meet the Queen in person, without the aid of my suspiciously ineffective council.”

Every Aquitanian noble let their chin bob to their chest as their faces bore looks of shame. They were silent in their embarrassment, and the king seemed appeased by their reaction.

“So, the decision is made. If there are any objections, speak now.”

King Kevin gazed out over the room, but no one spoke. After a moment, the king’s eyes met mine.

“You, there,” he said.

“Me?” My eyebrows shot up my forehead.

“You are Knight Lyons, is that correct?” the king asked.

“Um, y-yes, Your Majesty,” I said, and I found myself rising to my feet while I addressed the monarch.

“I’ve been made aware of the work you did for my planet.” King Kevin regarded me with an impressed look. “Some say you killed hundreds of Dax just by yourself.”

“That may be a bit of an exaggeration, Your Majesty,” I cleared my throat.

“Whatever the number is, the Aquitanians owe you a great debt for all you’ve done for us.”

“Oh, no, I was just doing my duty as a knight,” I said as quickly as I could.

But the king had already raised a hand, and I turned to see two Aquitanian squires shuffling toward me. They were carrying something between them, but it was obscured with a large cloth.

“Please, accept this gift on our behalf,” the king declared.

The squires dumped the obscured item in my hands, which caused the cloth to slip away to reveal a large, red hilted sword.

“The Ceremonial Sword of Aquita!” one of the nobles on the other side of the room exclaimed. “But sir-–”

“’Tis but a small token of our appreciation,” the king spoke over his noble.

I glanced over to see several of the Aquitanian nobles directing their glares at me, as if I’d asked for the ceremonial sword. Thanks to all the time I’d spent researching earlier today, I knew the ceremonial sword was not to be used in battle, but was rather used to initiate all of the local nobles into their congress. I knew it was an important item to the planet, and receiving it as a gift was a huge, huge deal.

“That’s very kind of you, sir,” I began. “But I can’t accept something so impor--”

“The Ceremonial Sword of our people has never been given to an outsider,” the king cut me off. “It is one of our highest honors, and means that you are welcome in any of our halls as one of our most trusted citizens. I do not expect to buy your loyalty away from your queen with this gift-- more that I wish you to think of my kingdom as a second home that will always welcome you with open arms, Knight Lyons. Please honor me by accepting it.”

“T-t-thank you, Your Majesty.” I bowed.

“He’s buttering us up,” Treyin whispered beside me.

I nodded almost imperceptibly while I bowed, because that was my exact thought, too. There was no way the king was giving away something so important just because I stopped a couple bombs from going off. This was a bargaining chip in order to get himself onto our ship, and a quick glance at Captain Cross told me that he’d sussed out the king’s intentions, as well.

“Your Majesty, we humbly accept your request to join us on the Stalwart,” Captain Cross said with a deep nod of his head.

“We do?” I asked the captain, but he shot me a look, so I recovered quickly. “I mean, uh, yes, of course, we do.”

“Excellent,” the king said, and he banged his staff excitedly on the ground. “I will get my affairs in order, and we’ll set out first thing in the morning, if it pleases the captain?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Cross said with another respectful nod.

“Much appreciated, Captain Cross,” the king said with a broad smile. “Now, I must speak with my own council about restoration efforts.”

The king rose to his feet, and the rest of the room quickly stood up. The whole crowd watched as the king made his way down to our table, and he shook Cross’ hand to seal their agreement. Then the king turned to me and held his hand out.

“On behalf of all of Aquitaine, I once again thank you,” the king said.

I took his hand and shook it.

“It was my pleasure, Your Majesty,” I said.

While I didn’t agree with the king’s method of ruling, I still understood it was a huge deal to be personally thanked by a monarch of any planet and given a gift. I couldn’t wait to tell my friends all about it.

“I look forward to joining the crew of the Stalwart,” the king said before he stepped back and nodded, which we understood to mean we were being dismissed.

Captain Cross led us out of the long, narrow room, and he stayed silent until we were out of the building and on the way back to the ship.

“Sir?” I ventured after a while.

“I’m sure you’re all wondering why I agreed to that,” the captain sighed.

“Only a little, sir,” Moses said calmly.

“I presume you’re prescribing to the age-old adage of ‘keep your friends close and your enemies closer,’” Treyin said.

“Exactly,” Cross said with a nod.

“You think King Kevin is an enemy?” I asked curiously.

“I don’t know yet,” Cross admitted. “It’s an unusual request, and I haven’t worked out why he wants to be on board the ship with us. Treyin, did you get any sort of reading from him?”

“Nothing substantial,” Treyin replied with a shake of her beautiful head. “I could pick up some faint emotional readings, and he is genuinely grateful for the work we’ve done. I believe he has an implant to protect him from full readings, but it must be outdated if I’m able to pick up the residuals.”

“Okay, good to know,” Cross said with a slow nod. “But your assessment is correct. I don’t know what he’s up to, so I’d rather keep him close until we find out.”

“That’s wise, sir,” Moses said.

“I’m glad you agree,” Captain said as he shot a grin at the large shield knight. “Because I’m hoping you and Treyin can stick close to him while he’s aboard.”

“Of course, sir,” Moses agreed.

“Aye, aye, captain,” Treyin added.

“So, what are you going to do with that?” Cross grinned as he eyed the large ceremonial sword in my hand.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. I swung the sword around a couple of times, and then I ran my finger along the edge of the blade. It was just as heavy as a normal sword, but the blade was blunted enough to be useless in a battle. An idea suddenly occurred to me. “Maybe I’ll hang it up in my fancy new knight’s quarters.”

“We’ll have to add ‘interior decorator’ to your resume,” Reynolds quipped.

I grinned at the commander, and she graced me with a rare smile in return. Before long, we were back at the ship, where the rest of the crew was fully enjoying the start of their R&R. I dropped my gift from King Kevin off in my new room, and then I knocked on my friends’ doors, but no one answered. I figured they were getting their drink on, so I headed over to the galley and, sure enough, I found a group of my friends laughing away in the corner. Nathan and Richard looked like they were in a friendly argument while Neville was watching them with a bored look on his face.

“Nick!” Neville was the first to spot me and waved me over.

“The diplomat himself!” Nathan cried out. He raised his beer, and some of the amber liquid sloshed over the side and onto his hand, but the knight didn’t hesitate to lick the bitter booze off his palm before he offered me the drink in his hand.

“That’s alright, I’ll get my own,” I chuckled.

“Here, I’ve got a spare,” Neville said, and he slid a beer toward me. “So, tell us all about it.”

“Are you the ship’s best negotiator now, too?” Nathan asked with a playful eye roll.

“Not yet,” I said before I took a gulp of my beer. “It was kinda weird, though.”

I gave my friends a rundown of what happened at Aquita, and they listened with attention until I was finished.

“Wait, so the king is coming? On our ship?” Richard’s mouth hung open.

“Seems like it,” I said as I swirled my beer around.

“Highly unusual…” Neville said slowly. “It’ll be interesting to have a monarch on board.”

“As long as it doesn’t interfere with our R&R,” Nathan mumbled. “We’ll probably get stuck on babysitting duty since we’re the lowest ranking on the ship.”

“You idiot,” Richard said as he thumped his brother on the shoulder. “That’s exactly why we’re not going to get stuck on babysitting duty, because we’re the lowest ranked on the ship.”

“He’s right,” I said to Nathan. “Moses and Treyin are on babysitting duty.”

“Oh, no,” Nathan said as his face fell. “I was hoping Moses could help me start with my shield knight training.”

“I’m sure he can still find some time,” Richard assured his brother. “Right, Nick?”

“Yeah, totally,” I agreed. “Especially if he’s got Treyin there to help.”

“Good, because I really want to get started,” Nathan said, and he was suddenly fired up as he banged a fist on the table. “I’m going to be the best damn shield knight this ship has ever seen!”

“Is that right?”

We turned to see Moses standing behind us with a serene smile on his face and a beer in his hand.

“A-After you, of course,” Nathan stuttered while his face turned a crimson red.

“Don’t be embarrassed, young Nathan,” Moses said as he joined us at the table, and we all scooched our chairs back so there was enough room for his giant, seven-foot-tall frame. “You should all strive to be the very best on the ship. Even if you’re a few years away from earning that title. And, yes, I will find some time to train you, despite my ‘babysitting’ duties.”

“We didn’t mean-–” Richard began.

“I know what you meant,” Moses chuckled. “I, too, was a young knight once, with an overinflated sense of confidence.”

The twins shriveled at Moses’ words, but I just chuckled.

“How long until that wore off?” I asked.

“Can’t say that it did entirely,” Moses laughed. Then he glanced around at the rest of us. “And everyone is still with the same specialties?”

“Yes,” Richard said proudly. “I’m still on the berserker path. Olav has already agreed to train with me.”

“Good, good,” Moses said with a nod, and then his eyes slid to Neville.

“Marksman,” Neville said.

“Challenging,” Moses remarked. “Not many of them left.”

“I know, but I’m confident I can make it happen,” Neville said, and his jaw stiffened in a sudden determination.

The marksman role was an uncommon one. The specialist role had decreased in popularity considerably after the various kingdoms in the universe came together to sign peaceful treaties and alliances. Marksman runes were notoriously difficult to craft and few enchanters, not even Casey, were able to pull them off. As a result, the specialist role had almost died out entirely, but there were still a few floating about the ‘verse who were able to pull it off. The problem was finding one that we could get on our ship so they could mentor Neville.

I didn’t really want my friend to transfer to another ship, but I suddenly realized he might have to if he really wanted to become a marksman.

“And who will mentor you?” Moses inquired.

“I haven’t figured that out yet, but I will,” Neville said confidently, but then he started chewing on his bottom lip.

“I’m sure you will,” Moses said before he turned his easy smile in my direction. “And our resident hero?”

“I’m still undecided,” I said as I felt a heat crawling up my neck. The decision was really starting to weigh on me, and I was the only knight who hadn’t nailed it down yet.

“You seem to be leaning toward summoning? Of course, the offer still stands. I’d love for you to join Nathan and mentor under me.”

“I appreciate that, Moses. I really do, but… I think I’d like to pursue another avenue. I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

“Go with your heart,” Moses said as he fixed me with an even stare. “Don’t worry about disappointing anyone else. Let alone me. I’m too easygoing.”

“Thank you,” I said, and I felt a weight lift off my shoulders. Moses had gone out of his way to be nice to me when I first arrived on the ship, and I hated the thought of upsetting the man who I’d come to think of as my big brother.

The Alkegian shield knight gave me a knowing smile, and I nodded back at him. That was the final push I needed. My heart was telling me to pursue the forbidden class, even at the risk of disappointing Leith, who so desperately wanted me to train under him as a slayer.

“Thank you for the advice,” I said, and I found myself gripping my beer tighter with the excitement of my decision.

I still had no idea how I was going to train without a mentor, but if Neville could figure it out, then so could I. Plus, I had my new comms desk that would be perfect for digging into the restricted class.

“You’re going lich, aren’t you?” Neville whispered to me as he glanced around the room to make sure no one was paying attention to our discussion.

“I’m going to give it a go,” I whispered back. I did want the lich thing quiet until I was more comfortable with it myself. “Without a mentor, I’m not sure how far I’ll get. But I always have summoner or slayer to fall back on.”

“If you pick summoner, you are going to have the same problem as me,” Neville sighed. “There are a few more summoners than marksman, but not many more.”

“Then slayer?” I shrugged.

“I bet Leith loves being the backup, backup option.” Richard chuckled.

“Glad I’m not in your position, Nick,” Nathan added with a shudder.

“You will be eventually,” Moses said. “It’s customary for the budding knights to train briefly under all specialties before they take their specialized exam.”

“You mean we all have to train under Leith?” Nathan gulped.

“At least one session per specialty, so you understand how the other classes work better,” Moses said with a nod. “It’s a requirement for taking the exam. I recommend doing that early in your training. You might find you love another specialty after all.”

“Nah,” Nathan said with a shake of his blond hair. “It’s definitely shield knight for me.”

“We only need 350,000 KPs to take the specialized exam, right?” Neville asked Moses.

“That’s right,” Moses said with a slow nod. “It’s a lot of points, but you all are doing well so far, so let’s cheers to that!”

My friends and I cheered loudly and banged our flagons on the table. We knew we would surpass that sum easily as soon as Elle was done cataloging our latest loot.

“And…” Moses raised his voice over our cheers. “One hundred and twenty onboard training hours, as well as three supervised battles under your mentor. Then you will qualify to apply for the exam.”

“Apply?” Richard’s pale eyebrows shot up his forehead.

“The Academy didn’t teach you all of this?” Moses tilted his head curiously.

“No,” Neville said with a shake of his head. “I uhhh… Well… They said most of us wouldn’t make it this far anyway, so they weren’t going to waste their time teaching us about specialties.”

“That sounds about right,” Moses snorted.

Everyone’s eyes flicked to me, but they quickly looked away. It was well known throughout the ‘verse that everyone in my Academy class was dead, except for me and one other cadet, Ludas Barnes. On our last mission as RTF Academy cadets, before I understood the power of my mutation, I’d accidentally upgraded a Grendel portal, and the results had been catastrophic. But I’d somehow come out of the situation looking like a hero.

Very few people knew the truth about the situation, and my friends knew how hard it was on me to think about. But some good had come out of the ordeal. I had been offered the rare opportunity to choose which vessel I’d begin my career on, and that’s how I ended up here on the Stalwart, surrounded by my loyal friends and beautiful lovers.

“Anyway,” Moses continued through the awkward pause. “Once you meet all of those criteria, you can apply to take the specialized exam, but you need at least three character references.”

“Character references?” Nathan asked with a frown. “Like we have to get people to say good things about us?”

“Worried you won’t find anyone to say good things about you?” his brother teased him.

“No,” Nathan retorted, but his neck flushed red.

“Usually your mentor,” Moses said. “And another superior officer on your ship. The third is up to you. An old professor, a rescued maiden.”

“Rescued maiden, huh?” Richard grinned.

My mind flashed to Faye, the woman we’d rescued from the Bone King’s harem, and who was now working onboard as a cook. It was well known the pretty blonde woman had a crush on me, and I grinned at the thought of her writing a glowing recommendation letter for me.

And then maybe I’d make her glow.

“Or rescued lad, whatever helps you heft your sword.” Moses smirked at Richard.

“Oh, okay. I guess I set myself up for that,” Richard groaned as he facepalmed.

“We need to start training now,” Neville declared, and he slammed his empty beer on the table and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Who’s up for it?”

“Tomorrow,” I said automatically. “It’s late, and we’ve had a lot to drink. But we could all meet in the morning? Say 0800 hours?”

“Good call,” Neville said as he wagged a finger at me. “We train tomorrow, so we drink more now.”

“Hear, hear!” Nathan called out as he raised his glass.

Richard also raised his drink in agreement, and I nodded at my friends as the plan was made.

“Well, well, well,” a voice from behind me said.

I swiveled in my chair to see Elle approaching the table, and Casey was a few steps behind her.

“Looks like quite the party,” Elle said as she glanced around at all of the empty beers.

“And we haven’t even told you the good news yet,” Casey added as she joined Elle’s side.

I grinned at my girlfriends, and they both gave me a warm smile in return. While they couldn’t look more different, they were both beautiful in their own unique ways. Casey’s curtain of red hair was pulled back into a thick ponytail, and her freckles stood out brightly against her pale skin. Elle’s short, dark hair was piled on top of her head in a haphazard bun, and the bionic implants on her forehead glinted under the galley light. I couldn’t help but notice that both women had dark shadows under their eyes, which suggested they hadn’t been getting much sleep lately.

“Good news?” Neville perked up. “Does that mean…?”

“The loot is finished,” Elle declared.

There was a round of cheers from the table as the inebriated knights banged their beers on the table and laughed uproariously.

“Loot, loot, loot, loot!” the twins chanted.

They tried to get Moses to join in on the chant, but the large Alkegian just smiled serenely, even though he was also about to become a very rich man.

“Shhhhh!” Neville waved a hand at the twins as he turned his attention to the women. “So, when can we come by and sort it all out?”

“Tomorrow morning?” Elle asked the table with a raised eyebrow.

“That’s perfect,” Richard said. “We can top up our KPs and buy some new weapons before we train in the morning.”

“Thank you, Elle,” I said as I took the dark-haired beauty’s hand. “We really appreciate all the hard work you’ve done for us. Don’t we, boys?”

“Yes!” the other knights chorused. “Thank you, Elle.”

“I think I deserve some of those thanks, too,” Casey pouted as she grabbed my other hand.

“You mean…” I began as I turned my eyes toward the redhead.

“I finished what you asked me to do,” Casey confirmed with a smile.

“Amazing.” I looked between my girlfriends as I gave both of their hands a small squeeze. “You two really are incredible.”

“We know,” Elle said as she lifted her perfect nose into the air.

“This calls for celebration,” Nathan said as he gestured for the women to sit.

“Wish we could,” Casey sighed with a wistful glance at the chair that Richard pulled up.

“But we can’t,” Elle added. “We need to put some final touches on our work so it’s ready for you guys tomorrow morning.”

“Eight AM work for everyone?” Casey asked.

“Aye,” the table chorused.

“We’ll need to let Treyin know, too,” I said as I glanced around the galley for any sight of the Ecoma woman.

Treyin and Moses were both part of the mission on Shess that garnered so much loot, and it was only fair that we share it with them, too.

“I’ve sent her a comms,” Elle said. “I’ll send her another one to let her know to meet us at my office in the morning.”

“Okay,” I said as I rose to my feet. “But make sure you two get some sleep.”

“We will,” Casey promised with a tired smile.

I gave each woman a hug and a kiss while my friends cheered us on. Then my two lovers turned and walked out of the galley, giggling as they went.

“They seem to be getting on well,” Richard pointed out. “I thought they were all in competition with each other?”

“I try not to ask too many questions.” I shrugged as I sat back down.

“Smart man,” Nathan said.

Then Neville got everyone another round, and the rest of the night turned into a beer-induced haze.

Despite the amount of alcohol consumed the night before, all of us emerged from our rooms just before 0800 hours the next morning. We were all bleary-eyed and looking worse for wear, but we were still knights on a mission. We were all dressed in our dark blue coveralls and prot belts, and we had our new knight-issued gear bags to store our weapons and armor slung across our backs.

“So much for R&R,” Nathan grumbled.

“You can go back to bed,” Richard told his brother. “I’ll just take your KPs for myself.”

“Good one.” Nathan yawned loudly. “Not a chance.”

“Come on then,” I said to the bickering brothers as I led the pack down the corridor. “We’ve got loot waiting for us.”

We dragged ourselves through the ship, and our heavy footsteps echoed with each step. I had a newfound respect for the more senior knights. I was pretty sure beer just coursed through their veins instead of blood by now. My body was still adjusting to the drinking culture onboard the Stalwart, and I was proud of myself for even standing upright at this point. The promise of a million KPs did help cheer me up, though, and I found myself grinning despite the hangover.

Even though it was officially R&R, the ship was buzzing with activity.

“What’s everyone doing up so early?” Nathan grumbled.

“The king,” I said as I suddenly remembered. “He’s joining us onboard the Stalwart today. They’re probably getting everything ready.”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot about that,” Neville said as he pressed the heel of his hand against his forehead. “We probably should have drank less last night, in the name of diplomacy.”

“Ehh, he’s not our problem,” Richard said.

“True,” Neville said, and he rubbed his hands together as we approached Elle’s office. “We have bigger stars to catch right now.”

I stepped up to the door of Elle’s office first, which was slightly ajar, and I could see through the crack in the door that Casey, Moses, and Treyin were already inside.

“Hello?” I called out as I pushed the door open a sliver.

“Come on in!” Elle called back.

I led the others into Elle’s office, and the excitement in the air was already palpable. Elle had a wide grin on her face as we filed into the room, and Moses was bouncing on the balls of his feet. Casey was practically vibrating with excitement, and Treyin also looked excited, but in the subdued way that Ecomans are known for. Her pale eyes met mine, and she shot me a wink that caused my heart to skip a few beats.

“Good morning,” I said.

“It’s about to be,” Nathan said excitedly.

“Sure is,” Elle said as she glanced around at the group. “We have everyone we need?”

“Yup,” I replied.

“Good.” The raven-haired beauty smiled. “That means I can finally show you this.”

Elle projected a holo image on the opposite wall, similar to the one she’d shown us right after she’d received the loot. We watched in wonder as the holo image automatically scrolled to the bottom of the spreadsheet of weapons, until it finally landed at the end.

Final Kingdom Point Value: 10,165,008

Everyone gasped except Elle and Casey, though both women watched us with wide smiles.

“That’s even more than we were expecting,” Nathan said, and his voice was barely above a whisper.

“Divided six ways, that’s…” Richard began.

Before he could work out the math in his head, Elle flicked her wrist, and the number on the holo image divided itself into six equal parts.

Kingdom Point Value: 1,694,168

“Over a million each?” Neville’s mouth hung open.

“Looks like you’re not the only rich guy in the family anymore,” I said to Neville as I nudged him with my elbow.

Neville came from a wealthy family, but the marksman insisted that he didn’t want to rely on his rich father, he wanted to make it on his own. It was safe to say that the young noble was already well on his way.

“This is incredible,” Richard breathed, and his voice was full of disbelief.

“You all deserve it,” Casey said firmly.

“I agree with Miss Roman,” Moses said, and even the laid-back shield knight was grinning from ear to ear. “This is near what a knight would expect to make his or her entire career, but I’ve been in the thick of it with you all, and there’s no finer group of warriors I’d rather be with.”

“Aw, thanks, Moses,” Richard said. “But you’re just saying that cuz we helped you get stinking rich.”

“It certainly doesn’t hurt,” Moses replied.

“How much of the loot did you keep?” I asked Elle. “I know you said a lot of the Dax gear wasn’t usable.”

“You’re right, most of the Dax gear wasn’t in our system, so I had to break a lot of it down for Dust, since I couldn’t sell it,” Elle explained. “But Moses here did help me pick out a few select pieces, for your specialties.”

“Is that why you were asking us about our specialties last night?” Richard asked with a sly look at Moses.

“I had to make sure nothing had changed since Shess,” Moses replied.

“Before we get to that, let’s get the best part over,” Elle said.

The olive-skinned beauty used her prot belt to scan the holo image, and a second later, my own prot belt beeped.

I pulled up my new stats.

Kingdom Point Balance: 1,760,108

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 1,823,193

“Congratulations,” Elle said with a grin. “It’s going to take around seventy-two hours to fully transfer into your accounts, but you all are now very rich men.”
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Chapter 4

“I still can’t believe this,” Nathan said as he stared at the numbers from his prot belt. “Someone pinch me, I must be dreaming.”

Richard reached over and pinched his brother.

“Ouch!” Nathan jumped back and rubbed his arm. “I didn’t mean for you to actually do it.”

“Well, at least you know you’re not dreaming,” Richard snorted.

Truth be told, I could hardly believe it myself. Even though I knew it was coming, I hadn’t let myself get too excited. That was something I’d learned in my time as a knight onboard the Stalwart. No matter what you thought was coming, everything could change in the blink of an eye. But as my eyes took in every illuminated number on my prot belt, I felt a surge of joy in my chest.

This was real. It was happening.

I was rich.

My thoughts started to get carried away with what I was going to do with all of these KPs, like get my mother out of the tenements and take my ladies on extravagant dates, but I reined those thoughts in and turned to Elle.

“You said you had some pieces set aside for us?” I asked.

“That’s right,” Elle said with another grin, and then her eyes flicked over to Casey.

“And so do I,” Casey said.

The redhead reached down, and I spotted a weapon’s bag that I hadn’t noticed before resting at her feet. She opened the bag, and when she straightened up again, she had my scimitar in her hand and a big smile on her face.

“You really did finish it!” I gasped.

“I wanted to get it to you so you could train with it,” she explained as she passed the newly engraved scimitar to me.

“Let’s see the stats, then,” Neville said with a gesture at the curved sword.

“Don’t mind if I do,” I said as I traced my fingers over the engraved runes and grinned. Then I scanned the scimitar with my prot belt and pulled up its new stats.

 

Weapon type: Perfect Ice Scimitar of the Lightning Elementals

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), Lightning Elemental

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: (1) Slows enemy after a successful strike. Degenerative effect can stack up to three times. (2) Opens minor portal to sprite-zone, summoning a [lightning elemental]. Three-minute cooldown. Ten 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.

 

“Daaamn,” Richard said, and he let out a whistle.

“You’ll notice the name change,” Casey said. “This happens sometimes when extra runes are added. This was super complicated to do, but what you hold in your hands is a very rare and very powerful weapon.”

“It’s perfect,” I said as I admired the scimitar. “Now I can summon with it, thanks to your handiwork, and it requires less repair, so I don’t have to bother you with constant repairs.”

“As if I’m ever bothered when you come by the enchantry.” Casey chuckled.

“I know, but I like to make your life easier,” I said, and I bent down to give the redhead a quick peck on the cheek. “Thank you for this.”

“My pleasure,” she said as her face flushed an adorable pink. “I had to dust the hammer I pulled the rune from, or I would have given it back to you. You’ll still get 9,990 KP for it.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “I can’t keep every weapon I’ve ever used or I’ll run out of wall space. What about the…”

“The vest?” Casey reached down and pulled out the Destroyer’s Vest. “Got that, too. With the newly inscribed shroud rune.”

“Excellent.” I grinned as I took the vest from her, and I quickly pulled up the stats of the newly engraved vest.

 

Armor type: Destroyer’s Vest

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: Greater Reflection – cloaked while wearer remains stationary.

Runes inscribed: Greater Invisibility (+1), Shroud

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Envelops wielder in invisibility for 5 seconds. Increases the duration of any Shroud rune by 300%.

 

“This is perfect,” I said before I leaned down and gave Casey a quick kiss on the cheek.

“What about the rest of us?” Nathan grumbled.

“I actually have something for you, buddy,” I said as I turned to my friend.

“You do?” Nathan looked suspicious, but also cautiously hopeful. “Is it that sweet halberd? I’ve wanted to bug you about it…”

“Yeah. I told you I’d give you this. Check it out.” I reached into my own weapons bag and pulled out the halberd I’d set aside for my friend.

“It looks so badass.” Nathan’s face lit up when he saw the long pole weapon.

“Scan it,” I said.

Nathan quickly scanned the halberd with his prot belt so we could all see the stats.

 

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.

 

“Whoooa,” Nathan breathed.

“It seems like the perfect shield knight weapon to me, what do you think?” I asked the budding shield knight.

“It is,” Nathan said as he scanned the runes. Then he met my eyes again. “Are you sure you just want to give this to me? This is like… one of the best weapons I’ve ever seen. That rune is crazy powerful. You could probably get a ton of KP for it.”

“I’ve already got a ton of KP,” I said with a grin. “But I don’t have a lot of true friends, so it’s all yours, bud.”

“Thank you, Nick.” Nathan blinked a few times as if he was trying to hold back tears, and he slung his arm around me in a one-armed hug. “I’ll never forget this.”

“All good, friend.” I patted him on the back as we hugged, and then he went back to admiring his new weapon while his face wore the biggest smile I’d ever seen.

“Okay, it’s our turn,” Elle said as she nudged Moses with her elbow. “We scoured through every piece of loot to find something for each of you, and I really hope you like them.”

“Let’s see what you’ve got,” I said encouragingly.

Elle did a little shimmy of excitement before Moses helped her pull a large trunk out from under her desk.

“I chose this one out,” Moses said as he reached into the trunk. “For my soon-to-be mentee.”

Nathan forced himself to look away from the halberd.

“Another one for me?” he gasped.

“That’s right,” Moses said, and he pulled out a long and intricate glaive.

“Whoooa,” Nathan murmured as he handed the halberd to his brother and took the proffered glaive.

“You’ve hit the jackpot today,” Richard said as he enviously watched his brother receive another weapon.

“Don’t worry, we have something for you, too,” Elle said.

The beautiful point clerk bent down to reach into the trunk again, and I couldn’t help but admire the ample cleavage that spilled over the top of her dress. When she stood upright, she passed a wicked-looking morning star over to Richard, and the future berserker’s face lit up with joy.

“Cooool,” he said as he laid his brother’s halberd on the desk in front of us.

The brothers immediately scanned their new items and compared stats while Elle and Moses continued to pass out more weapons. They gave Treyin a kukri, and Neville received a slingshot of some sort. Finally, Elle turned to me with a glimmer in her eye.

“And I saved the best for last, of course,” the raven-haired beauty said as she handed me a small object.

“Oh,” I said as I studied the object, which was an intricately carved silver item in the shape of a skull.

“They’re brass knuckles,” Elle explained. “Scan them.”

I scanned the item with my prot belt, and my jaw almost hit the floor.

 

Item type: Skull of Godafre Brass Knuckles

Additional damage: 10% Crushing

Power class: Knight

Weapon effect: 10% chance of bypassing all target’s armor and shields.

Runes inscribed: Mindfire

Rune class: Knight (Lich)

Rune effect: Grants the use of the mindfire spell.

Mindfire (spell) - 25% chance of enemy struck becoming feverish and disoriented, similar to a confusion spell.

 

“This is…” I began as I met Elle’s eyes.

“A lich item,” she replied with a nod. “Moses told me you may have decided to pursue the lich class, after all.”

“I did…” I said hesitantly as I looked between Casey and Elle.

The lich class was frowned upon by most modern knights, and I understood why. It was a banned class for a reason. I knew pursuing the specialty would worry my girlfriends, but it was something I had to do for myself. And as with most lich items, there wasn’t much information on the silver skull knuckles, but I could tell there was immense power in the small weapon.

“It’s okay, we understand,” Casey said gently.

“Yeah,” Elle agreed. “I won’t pretend it’s my favorite thing in the world.”

“But you were offered a gift from the Queen herself, and it would be silly to turn it down,” Casey continued.

“So, if you’re going to do it, you might as well be safe,” Elle said with a gesture at the silver knuckles.

“Promise us you’ll be safe,” Casey said with intensity as she reached out to grab my forearm.

“I promise you I’ll be safe,” I said with a firm nod.

“Good.” Casey breathed a sigh of relief.

“Thank you for this,” I said to Elle as I lifted the skull knuckles up.

“You’re welcome,” she said warmly.

“I have something to offload on you, if you don’t mind?” I asked as I gestured to my weapons bag.

“Not at all, show me what you’ve got,” Elle said as she opened her arms.

I pulled out the Shade’s Avenging Falchion.

“Selling?” Elle asked as she took the falchion.

“Yeah, I’ve had my fun with it,” I said with a grin. “I also need to register this.”

I pulled out my Summoner’s Silver Longbow of the Xenosmilus and handed it over to her.

“Wow,” Elle breathed as she scanned the bow. “This… is…”

“I know.” I smirked as Neville rushed to my side.

“Is this the…” Neville began as his eyes widened in wonder.

“Check it out,” I said, and I scanned the bow so my friend could see the stats.

 

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.

 

“That’s incredible,” Neville breathed, but then his face twisted into annoyance. “How come you always get the best weapons?”

“Sorry, bud,” I said as I clapped him on the back. “But you can buy pretty much anything you want now.”

“This is true,” Neville said as he rubbed his hands together excitedly.

Elle got to work scanning and analyzing the weapons with her tablet, and after a few minutes, she nodded and turned the screen toward me.

“Okay, the bow is registered now, and here’s what I can do for these,” she said.

The screen displayed the stats of each weapon, but my eyes flitted to the bottom of the screen that totaled up the KPs for the weapons.

 

Shade’s Avenging Falchion: 8,675 KPs

 

“That’s great,” I said, and then I grinned. “Not like I really need to worry about KPs for a while.”

“You really don’t,” Elle said as she returned my grin. “But might as well get rid of the weapons you’re not using. Want me to go ahead and finalize this, then?”

“Yes, please,” I said.

“I’ll add the sale from the hammer in there, too…” Elle did her thing, and a moment later, my prot belt beeped, so I pulled up my new stats.

 

Kingdom Point Balance: 1,778,773

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 1,841,848

 

I couldn’t help but chuckle when I saw the numbers. It still didn’t feel real.

“You’ll get used to it,” Moses said as he stepped up behind me.

“I’m not sure I will,” I said with a shake of my head. “I am an Outlander, after all. This sort of amount, well, I just never thought it was possible for someone like me.”

“I knew it was,” Moses said as he fixed me with a steady gaze. “From your first day on the ship as a squire. I knew you’d do great things.”

“Really?” I craned my neck to look up at the Alkegian giant. “But when I first got here…”

“I know,” Moses said with a nod. “But even then. You have greatness in you, Lyons.”

“I–- thank you,” I said as I felt a swell of pride in my chest.

“We have one more surprise for you,” Elle interjected, and we all turned toward the beautiful point clerk as she smiled wide. She gestured widely to the open door, and all the heads in the room turned to see what she was talking about.

After a moment, nothing happened, so we turned our attention back to Elle.

“Um, I said…” Elle began again, a little louder this time. “We have another surprise for you.”

Suddenly, there was a scrambling sound outside.

“Shit, that was our cue,” a voice muttered.

“Then go, you big oaf,” another voice said.

“Just get in there,” a third voice said.

A moment later, Olav, Leith, Flanagan, and Matthias all spilled into the room.

“We’re here!” Olav declared as he spread his beefy arms wide, and even from where I was standing, I could smell last night’s alcohol off the berserker’s breath. Then Olav staggered over to Richard and threw an arm around his shoulders. “And we’re ready to kick some ass.”

“So, surprise and all that,” Flanagan laughed with his musical voice.

“We knew you boys were training today,” Casey explained. “So we figured we’d get your mentors off their butts and make them train you.”

“For a fee,” Olav said before he let out a glass-shattering belch.

“Yeah, we had to bribe them with beer,” Elle sighed as she fanned the air in front of her. “But at least they’re here.”

“And we’ve got new toys to play with,” Olav said as he reached for Richard’s newly acquired morning star.

Just then, Leith slid up to me and shot me a wink.

“Oh, hey,” I said awkwardly.

“Don’t worry, I know you’re no longer on the slayer path,” Leith said as his mustache twitched. “Buuuuut, Lich is almost as murderous as slayer. Not as classy or artistic, of course, but they are as close to similar classes as you can get in our world. I still have a lot of wisdom to impart, if you’re willing to learn.”

“Of course.” I grinned as my body relaxed with relief. “I appreciate it.”

I glanced over to see Flanagan and Matthias talking to Neville.

“They’re helping him out for now since there are no marksmen on the ship,” Leith explained. “Flanagan almost took that path himself and Matthias, well, he just knows things, doesn’t he?”

“He sure does,” I said as I studied the back of the machina’s head.

Matthias had made his stance on the lich class clear, and I knew the machina wouldn’t approve of my chosen path. But he did have infinite knowledge on the subject, and I wondered if I could get him to look past his prejudices and help me understand the forbidden class better. I made a mental note to check in with him later, but for now, the senior knights were heading to the doors with their mentees.

“You ready to train?” Leith asked me with a twinkle in his blue eyes.

“Let’s do this,” I said as I gripped my new lich item.

As we headed for the hallway, Treyin appeared at my side.

“Are you training me, too?” I asked.

“Not today.” Treyin shook her head. “I’m on babysitting duty.”

“Ah, right, the king,” I said with a nod. “Well, maybe when you’re done with that later, we can finally have our date.”

“That would be marvelous,” Treyin replied with a hint of surprise in her voice.

“Unless you don’t want to?”

“No, I’d love to,” Treyin said quickly. “I’ll be sure to keep my evening free.”

“Great, I’m looking forward to it,” I said.

“As am I,” Treyin said.

The beautiful Ecomese woman held my gaze and then shot me a dazzling smile before she turned the opposite way down the hallway.

I had a bounce in my step as we headed for the training rooms. Not only was I an incredibly rich man now, but I also had a date with a gorgeous woman later.

Life didn’t get much better than this.

We finally made it to the training rooms, where all the specialties split off. Richard and Olav headed into one room, then Neville entered the next room with Flanagan and Matthias. Moses took Nathan into the third room, which left Leith and me headed for our own darkened training room.

The lights clicked on above us when we entered, and I squinted against the harsh light as I was reminded of how much my friends and I drank last night.

“You okay?” Leith asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I’m good.” I forced a smile. “Still getting used to all the beer on board.”

“Here, have this.” Leith tossed me a protein bar, which I caught against my chest.

I reached into my kit bag and pulled out a hydration pack to go with my protein bar, and Leith headed to the controls while I choked down the nutrient dense bar that contained the faintest hint of a powdery chocolate taste.

“Ugh,” I said as I forced the last of the bar into my mouth.

“I know.” Leith grimaced. “But they’ll help with the hangovers.”

I drained my hydration pack and then quickly geared up myself. Once my armor was on, I slipped the skull knuckles on my hand and flexed to see how they felt. The silver weapon glinted under the harsh light of the training room, and I couldn’t stop the grin that sprung to my face. My decision to pursue the lich class felt right, and these knuckles felt symbolic, like I had the necessary approval to become a lich knight.

I did a quick scan of all of my weapons and runes I’d brought with me.

 

Item type: Skull of Godafre Brass Knuckles

Runes inscribed: Mindfire

Rune class: Knight (Lich)

Rune effect: Grants the use of the mindfire spell.

Mindfire (spell) - enemy becomes feverish and disoriented, similar to a confusion spell.

 

Weapon type: Perfect Ice Scimitar of the Lightning Elementals

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), Lightning Elemental

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: (1) Slows enemy after a successful strike. Degenerative effect can stack up to three times. (2) Opens minor portal to sprite-zone, summoning a [lightning elemental]. Three-minute cooldown. Ten 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.

 

Armor type: Destroyer’s Vest

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: Greater Reflection – cloaked while wearer remains stationary.

Runes inscribed: Greater Invisibility (+1), Shroud

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Envelops wielder in invisibility for 5 seconds. Increases the duration of any Shroud rune by 300%.

 

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.

 

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.

 

Weapon Type: Summoner’s Silver Longbow of the Xenosmilus

Additional damage: Void (30%), Piercing (30%), Bleeding (30%)

Power class: Summoner

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.

 

I felt a surge of excitement. I had an amazing arsenal at my disposal, and I was ready to train.

“Alright, I have a few simulations I want to run with you,” Leith said as he scanned the holo image of available training options.

“I’m ready,” I said as I hopped from foot to foot.

The riches and the women were awesome, but fighting, well, fighting was part three of things that made one a man. I had my newly improved scimitar within easy reach, along with my bow, my scythe, and the knives attached to my armor. And my new knuckles, of course.

“Ahh.” Leith grinned as he made his selection. “Starting simulation in three, two, one…”

The room dimmed as the simulated battle began. For a moment, the room was silent, and the air was thick with anticipation. Then, across the room, a Grendel portal opened, and a squad of virtual Elites burst through it. I snatched the scimitar from my prot belt as the lizard monsters approached me.

“Let’s go,” I said with a grin.

The Stalwart had taken on so many other missions lately that I hadn’t faced our old Grendel enemies in a while, and even though these were fake, it would still hurt if they hit me, so the risk was as close to real as we could get.

The grotesque Grendel Grunts scuttled forward, mirroring their real-life counterparts. I concentrated on a group of them, and I tapped into my nanorunes before I activated the newly placed lightning rune from the scimitar. I sliced the scimitar through the air, and a jolt of blue hot lightning emerged from the tip. With it came my lightning elemental. The powerful sprite had a muscular body that crackled with lightning, and its azure eyes lit up as it soared through the air and launched itself at the nearest Grendel’s eyes.

“Nice!” Leith called out from the corner.

As my lightning elemental got to work, so did I. I dashed forward and attacked the next nearest lizard monster, and the scimitar felt like an extension of myself as I pierced it into the Grendel elite’s underbelly like I was gutting a fish. I slid the blade down and out, and then I jumped back as the lizard’s green organs spilled out onto the ground in front of me. Even though it was a simulation, it was incredibly realistic, and I could hear the acidic blood sizzling underfoot.

Thankfully, I couldn’t smell it.

Then I felt a presence behind me, so I spun and lifted my scimitar just as a Grendel swung his tail at me. With my free hand, I activated my speed sequence and jumped high into the air, and I was able to get enough height to swing the blade of my scimitar down into the Grendel’s long snout. I felt the blade slice through the lizard’s face, and it let out a painful squeal as it hit the ground. I landed on top of the lizard’s thrashing body, but another slice to the neck, and the bastard stilled forever.

I glanced over to see my lightning elemental working on two Grendels at once. I was more in control of my nanorunes now than ever, and I could see the effects of them in the sprite.

I didn’t have long to admire my improved elemental before another Grendel elite was on top of me. I almost lifted my blade again, but I had the idea to test out my new lich item. I tossed my scimitar to my left hand, and then I swung my right hand in a hard hook across the Grendel’s long snout.

As soon as the silver Skull of Godafre knuckles made contact with the Grendel, the effect of the Mindfire rune was immediately obvious. The lizard staggered and suddenly glanced around with confusion clouding its beady eyes. Its movements became erratic until it suddenly turned and started attacking its own, and my jaw hung open as the Grendel elite tore another Grendel limb from limb.

“What the fuck!” I heard Leith call out from the corner.

“Damn,” I murmured as I glanced down at my lich weapon.

This would be invaluable in our fight against the Dax. If I had the power to turn soldiers against their own, especially when we are already outnumbered, well, this just changed the game.

Before I could revel in this new information for much longer, there was a crackling sound, and the portal across the room suddenly upgraded.

“Did I do that?” I called over to Leith. “Or did you?”

My nanorunes were known to upgrade portals, but I was in much more control of those now.

“Doesn’t matter, Lyons,” Leith replied. “Just fight.”

Two Grendel ogres emerged from the portal, and they made a beeline for me. The Elites still swarmed around the room, and I knew I was going to need more help.

I activated my Adept Serpent’s Coiled Prot-belt and summoned two Void Serpents. The serpents slithered toward the approaching Grendel ogres while I took on two Elites who suddenly pounced on me.

My scimitar sliced the scaly leg of one of the Elite’s, but a flick of his powerful tail sent my blade skidding across the floor.

“Fuck,” I muttered.

As the second Elite shot toward me, I grabbed a Knife of the Storm from my vest and sank it into the lizard’s flank. The Grendel screeched loudly and snapped its head back, but just as it was about to descend on me again, the Grendel was suddenly whipped backward. The Grendel I’d hit with the Mindfire rune was still attacking its own, and it had unwittingly helped me in the process.

I figured diving for my scimitar would take less time than pulling out my scythe from my back, so I did so, and then I swung and took out another Elite by slicing its lizard head right off its scaly body.

I checked on the Void Serpents to see they had taken down the two ogres and were unhinging their jaws in an attempt to devour the Grendel ogres whole. I chuckled and deactivated the rune before my serpents hurt themselves. Then I turned to Leith, but before I could say anything, the portal crackled again.

“You didn’t think you were done yet, did you?” Leith called out with a smirk.

I turned back to the portal to see six Grendel ogres emerging, followed by another fleet of Elites and a dozen grunts.

“What the hell?” I shot a wild glance at Leith. “This is too many.”

“You can handle it!” Leith replied. “I believe in you… mostly.”

“Mostly?” I shouted back as I ducked under an ogre swing and rolled to my side so I avoided an elite’s teeth.

“I’d feel quite bad if you ended up spending the rest of your R&R in the regeneration chamber, so I think you should just win this fight.”

“Bastard,” I muttered before I got to work.

I summoned the Void Serpents as I tried to dance away from my attackers, and the black snakes slithered toward their target as I pulled my Longbow of the Xenosmilus out. I’d seen the bow in action, but I had yet to use it myself, and now was the perfect opportunity to test it out.

I loaded the bow and grinned as I activated the rune that would summon the Great Void Cat. Then I released the bow, and as it sailed through the air, a Great Void Cat appeared. Its amber eyes met mine as if to say hello, and then the giant beast growled and launched itself at the nearest Grendel ogre. I watched as the cat aimed straight for the ogre’s jugular. Within moments, the ogre’s trachea was dangling from the cat’s mouth, and acidic green blood was plastered on every surface as the Grendel ogre crashed to the ground.

I launched another arrow that summoned another Great Void Cat, and soon the cats, serpents, lightning elemental, and I had the situation under control. I followed my sprites into battle, and we took down every single Grendel Leith threw at us. The battle had been difficult, and my shoulder was sore from where an elite had slammed his fist into me, but I had to admit that I’d done a great job against superior numbers.

The portal crackled again, and I spun around just in time to watch it disappear. Then all of the slain Grendels disappeared, and it was just Leith and me left in the training room.

“That was some fighting,” Leith said as he regarded me with an impressed look on his face.

“Thanks,” I said as I forced a tired smile.

“Those knuckles,” Leith said as he gestured to my hand. “What are they?”

“The Skull of Godafre,” I said, and I scanned it and pulled up the stats so Leith could see.

“Incredible,” the slayer murmured. “Tricky Liches. Don’t let that one go.”

“I won’t,” I said as I spun the silver skull on my hand.

“Good, now, are you ready for round two?” Leith asked as he pulled up the training options again.

“Already?” I groaned.

“We never stop training,” Leith said as he shot me a wink. “Starting simulation in three… two… one…”

I spent the whole afternoon with Leith in the training room, fighting everything he threw at me. By the end of it, I felt like an expert finding space in combat so I could use my new longbow as well as closing into melee distance so I could employ the silver knuckles. Both weapons would be invaluable against our Dax enemies, and I suddenly found myself eager to face those treacherous bastards again.

“Good work in there today,” Leith said as he finally released me from his clutches. “You’re a slayer at heart, if not by name.”

“Thanks, Leith,” I said, and I smiled at the compliment. “If this whole lich thing doesn’t work out–-”

“Then you should still stick with summoner,” he sighed.

“Oh,” I said. “Not… uhhh… slayer?”

“I’d love for you to come crawling back to me,” Leith sighed as he led us out of the training room. “You’ve got a talent for mayhem and murder. You’d make an excellent slayer. Not as good as me, of course, but you’d probably get real close. But… I’ll admit that your… talents combined with the summoner specialization go together like beer and salty nuts.”

“Yeah. I’ve thought of that.”

“You’d be amazing at whatever you end up picking,” he continued, “but I can see why you’d want Lich or summoner. You might end up being the greatest our universe has ever seen at either.”

“I’m just going to need a mentor,” I said.

“Hmmmmm… where to find a Lich, I wonder?” he said with a sarcastic snort.

“Wait. Do you know someone?” I asked.

“I know all sorts of secrets and dark things,” he chuckled. “When the time comes. I’ll help you find that special person. Now, go get cleaned up. We’ve got beer to drink.”

“Oh, I can’t tonight.” I shook my head.

“Hot date?” Leith asked.

“Yeah,” I admitted with a chuckle.

“No surprise there. I’ll be seeing you soon, then.” The slayer winked at me, and then he slipped down the nearest corridor and disappeared into the shadows.

I remembered when I’d first joined the crew of the Stalwart and how scary the slim slayer was at first. Now, I knew him better, and while I wasn’t afraid of him anymore, I was glad he was on the same side as me because I would not want to go head to head against him.

I headed back to my room where I showered and changed. Then, just as I was about to set out to find Treyin for our date, there was a knock on my door. When I opened it, Elle was standing on the other side with a serious expression on her face.

“Nick,” she said in a low voice as she cast a suspicious glance down the hall. “We need to talk.”
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Chapter 5

“Elle.” I took a step back so she could enter the room. “Is everything okay?”

“Depends how you look at it,” she scoffed as she entered my room, but the sight of the viewport distracted her, and she gasped. “Whoooa. This is your room? Wow. Look at that bed! And the view of the stars!”

“Pretty cool, isn’t it?” I grinned as I watched the beautiful point clerk take in the knights’ quarters.

“Huge upgrade from the squires’ quarters,” she agreed with a stunning smile.

“And much more private,” I said as I pulled her toward me by her slim waist.

“Mmmm,” she hummed as she melted into me, but then she shook her head and took a step back. “Wait, before I forget.”

“Oh, yeah, you wanted to tell me something.” I leaned back on my heels and nodded. “What’s up?”

“I might’ve found something,” Elle said, and she lowered her voice even though we were alone in my room.

“The missing logs?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said with a nod. “I was doing some digging while you were training, and I think--”

Elle was interrupted by a loud knock on the door, and she clamped her mouth shut and shot me a curious look.

“Um, sorry, I’m not sure who that is,” I said.

I stepped around Elle to open the door only to find Treyin on the other side, and the slayer was wearing a long burgundy dress that hugged her hips and breasts like it was painted on. The color made her eyes and the slight red flush to her cheeks really pop, and I felt my mouth instantly water.

“Hello there, handsome,” Treyin purred, but then she spotted Elle behind me and frowned. “Oh, I’m sorry, am I interrupting?”

“No,” Elle said as she hurried to my side. “You look good, Treyin. I like the dress.”

“This old thing?” the silver-skinned woman chuckled as she danced her long fingers down the length of the cloth. “Thank you.”

“I was just leaving,” Elle said.

“But--” I began.

“It’s fine. I’ll come find you later.” Elle moved past the door, and I could tell by her tone that she didn’t want Treyin to hear anything about the missing logs.

“Got it,” I said.

“Well…” Treyin interjected, and she stepped forward to wrap her arms around one of mine. “I’m not sure that works for us. We have plans. Nick might have to catch up with you tomorrow.”

“Oh, right,” Elle sighed, and her face hardened for a moment before she broke into a smile. “You two have fun tonight, then. Nick, I’ll find you tomorrow.”

I watched as Elle turned the corner of my door. I wanted to call her back and ask her what she’d found, but I knew better than to do that in front of another member of the crew, especially someone as involved in as many secrets as Treyin. I’d just have to catch up with the point clerk tomorrow to find out what she knew.

Until then, I had a beautiful Ecomese woman to keep me company.

“What was that about?” Treyin asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Nothing,” I said. “How did it go with King Kevin?”

“Mmmm.” Treyin stared at me for a moment, but she seemed to decide against pressing any further. “It went well. The king is an agreeable man.”

“All men are agreeable when it comes to you,” I said with a grin.

I took a moment to appreciate the Ecomese beauty. Her silver hair was braided skillfully and draped down her shoulder, in the usual coil style she liked to wear it. Her gray skin popped against the fabric of her burgundy dress, and now that I had more time to study it, I could really appreciate the long slit on the side and the low neckline, and I had the overwhelming desire to drag my tongue from the nape of her neck to the depths of her bosom. When I met her eyes again, they were darkened with lust, and her lips curved into a sly smile.

“I’m only interested in one man’s agreeability right now.”

“Well, I’m feeling pretty agreeable,” I said as I returned her sultry smile.

“Good,” Treyin said, and then she dragged a long, manicured fingernail down the side of my face. “Come with me.”

I followed Treyin out of my room, and she walked ahead of me while I shut the door behind us. I watched the hypnotizing sway of her ass for a moment before I jogged to catch up with her.

“You have something planned for us?” I asked as she slipped her arms around mine.

“Of course,” Treyin replied. “The other women and I, we are still in competition for your affection. Are we not?”

“You all have my affection already,” I pointed out.

“I know,” Treyin said. “I do not understand this competition, and I cannot predict how it will turn out. Will you really choose just one of us? Can you?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t know how it’s going to work. I can’t imagine losing any of you, and I definitely don’t want to lose all of you.”

“I trust things will all work out,” Treyin said. “But as of right now, the competition is still fierce, and my hat is still firmly in the ring.”

“You’d look good in a hat,” I remarked.

“I look even better naked,” Treyin deadpanned.

“You-- I-- uhhhh,” I spluttered and then chuckled. “You’d think I’d be used to that by now.”

“Used to what?”

“Your bluntness.” I smirked. “It’s charming.”

“I’m glad you think it’s charming, but it’s simply the way of my people,” Treyin said as she led us down the corridor. “Ecomese people do not need to be coddled the way humans do.”

“Well, yeah, that makes sense when you can just read everyone’s minds,” I laughed.

“Precisely,” she replied with a toothy grin.

We fell into a comfortable silence as we walked. The engine hummed through the walls around us, and I could feel Treyin’s steady pulse against the skin of my arm.

“Hey, where are we going?” I asked as I realized we’d passed the turn to the galley, and the one to Treyin’s quarters.

“You haven’t worked it out by now?” Treyin grinned.

“We’re going to the training rooms?” I frowned.

Treyin took the next left, and we were standing at the bottom of the same hallway I’d been confined to all day. All of the training rooms were dark except for one, where blue light spilled out of the half-open door.

“I promise you’ll have more fun here tonight than you did earlier,” Treyin said as she led me by the hand to the illuminated doorway.

“That’ll be a tough sell, I do love killing Grendels,” I joked.

But when I entered the training room, my jaw dropped open.

“What is this?” I murmured.

The training room that usually hosted violent, blood-soaked battles had been transformed into a romantic lakeside setting. A holographic moon projected into the air above a large silver canopied tree, and a large blanket was spread out beneath the tree, next to the serene lake. There was even a closed basket waiting for us on the blanket.

“I may have taken some liberties with the programming,” Treyin said as she led me into the lakeside scene.

A trail of silver flowers sprouted from the grass next to our feet with each step we took, and the sound of soft string music filled the air.

“This is beautiful,” I said. “Is this Ecoma?”

“It is.” Treyin nodded, and her expression turned a little wistful. “Before the wars.”

I’d been to Ecoma, during the early days of my time on the Stalwart, when Treyin had been Prime Minister of the mysterious planet. But by that time, the citizens of Ecoma were literally sacrificing themselves to stay afloat. There wasn’t much time to admire the natural beauty of the dying planet.

Treyin led us to the blanket and gestured for me to remove my boots, and soon, we were both sitting on the blanket with our bare feet hanging over the edge. Even though the ground was holographic, I could still feel the individual blades of grass tickling the soles of my feet.

“I hope you’re hungry,” Treyin said as she reached into the picnic basket.

“Starving,” I said as I felt my stomach grumble. It had been a long day of training, and I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until Treyin pulled out a container of food. And then she pulled out another, and another, and another. “Did you make all this?”

“I did,” Treyin said with a cheeky smirk. “You must know the old saying. The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.”

“I never understood what that meant until right now,” I chuckled.

Treyin began opening the containers one by one, and the tantalizing smell of marinated meats and herb-dressed vegetables filled the room.

“I believe you’ll understand fully after you taste my cooking,” Treyin said. She used her long, delicate fingers to pincer a piece of meat, and her eyes met mine while she fed me with her hands.

The tender meat melted on my tongue, and I let out an involuntary groan of pleasure.

“Stars above, that’s incredible,” I breathed. “Where did you even get all of this fresh food?”

“I’m very persuasive,” Treyin said with a mysterious smile.

“I know.” I chuckled as the beautiful Ecomese woman hand fed me another sliver of meat before she went back to unpacking the rest of the basket. “Is there anything you can’t do? I’ve seen you run a planet, murder people, fight like a tornado, outsmart everyone in the room, and you also cook. It’s amazing.”

“That is why you should pick me,” she laughed. “But enough talk of me and how wonderful I am. I’m not going to win your heart listing off my advantages over the other women you are dating. You are smart enough to realize them yourself. How did your training today go?”

“It was good,” I said. “I got to test out some new weapons, and I’m really happy with them. I think they’ll help us a lot against the Dax, and we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“The weapon is less important than the one wielding it,” Treyin said knowingly. “As long as we have you, we will win.”

“No pressure or anything,” I chuckled nervously.

“There is no pressure,” Treyin said as she paused her unpacking and laid a hand on my arm. “There are just facts.”

I grinned and started to help Treyin open the rest of the containers while she unpacked plates and flagons of wine for us. Then we served ourselves up a plate each and sipped our wine. The burgundy liquid slid down my throat and warmed my whole body with just one taste, but then I glanced down and noticed tiny silver specks in the wine.

“Is this wine from Ecoma, too?” I asked.

“It is,” Treyin replied. “Do you like it?”

“Yeah,” I said as an easy smile came to my lips. Then I popped another slice of meat in my mouth and groaned. “And the food, my stars. I had no idea you could cook like this.”

“My grandmother taught me,” Treyin said softly, and I felt my chest warm at the rare glimpse into the mysterious woman’s world.

“She taught you well,” I said.

We ate the delicious home-cooked meal and swapped happy stories from our childhoods while we sipped the silver-speckled wine. The food filled my belly, and the wine had an extra soothing effect. Treyin produced a tray of teacakes for dessert, which she fed to me sensually. Once the food was all gone, we cleared everything off the blanket, and then Treyin stood up.

“I have something to show you,” she said.

“Okay,” I said as I moved to get up.

“No, you stay there.” Treyin raised her hands to indicate me to sit.

“Okay…”

“You just have to watch.”

Treyin grinned, and she suddenly pushed herself onto the balls of her feet while her hands bunched up the fabric of her dress to hold it at her hips. She swayed her hips sensually, and she took a few graceful backwards steps away from the blanket until she stood beneath the large silver tree.

“Oooh,” I murmured as Treyin’s whole body started to sway.

The gentle music that had faded into the background was suddenly audible again, and Treyin seemed to move in rhythm with the music.

Two long swinging vines suddenly dropped silently from the treetop, and Treyin’s gray skin glowed in the simulated nighttime sky as she reached out and grasped one of the vines. I watched in wonder as the athletic woman pulled herself up onto the vine, and her legs extended long and gracefully in front of her before she wrapped the vine around one leg and used it as leverage to climb. Then she climbed high up the vine, and her movements were swift, graceful, and precise.

Her body swayed gently in the air as she reached for the other vine, and I gasped as she launched herself from one rope to the other. She caught the second vine easily and swung while she pulled herself up with her toned arms. Then her legs swung up above her head, and she positioned herself into a full split in the air while she hung upside down from the vine.

But she didn’t stop there. Next, she arched her back and bent her legs so her toes kissed her forehead in midair.

Treyin continued to twist and contort her incredible body into unearthly shapes while I watched the stunning display of grace and athleticism with my mouth hanging open. Eventually, Treyin lowered herself back to the ground, and I instinctively launched myself to my feet and started applauding.

“That was incredible,” I said as I crossed the holographic grass to join the beautiful silver-haired woman under the tree. “Truly out of this world.”

“Thank you, Nick,” Treyin murmured, and she glanced down while she bit her lip.

“Truly,” I repeated, and I lifted her chin up with my finger so her eyes met mine.

The beautiful woman peered at me through her lashes, and then our wine-soaked lips met. Our tongues slid together in a passionate kiss before she pulled away with a giggle.

“Ahem,” Treyin intoned as she smoothed her skirt. Her gray skin flushed a deep slate color, and I got the impression that the beautiful Ecomese woman wasn’t used to losing control.

Which made it all the more fun for me.

I reached out and caught her long braid in my hand. Her silver strands shifted in my hand like liquid mercury, and the thin gills on her cheek fluttered with anticipation. Then I tilted her back and kissed her hard.

Treyin moaned softly as she wrapped her arms around my neck and returned the kiss, and I felt her leg slide between my knees as my dick hardened. I pulled my lips away from hers, and I lowered my head to leave a trail of kisses down her neck and across her chest.

“Oh, Nick,” Treyin whimpered. “Take me now. Quickly. I need you.”

“No, I’m going to take my time with you,” I murmured.

I swung the long-limbed woman around and pressed her against the silver tree. Then I found her neck with my lips again and kissed her pale skin delicately. I felt her shiver beneath me, so I kept doing it.

“Uuunnh,” Treyin moaned.

The gorgeous woman’s noises of pleasure caused my grip to tighten on her narrow waist, and I pressed her against the tree harder as I lowered down to my knees. Treyin gasped as I slid a hand up her burgundy dress, and I pushed the fabric aside so I could see her silver lacy thong panties. Then I slowly slid my hands up until I snagged the thin fabric of the thong, and I gently pulled them down her long legs.

Once she was bare from the waist down, I nestled my head in between Treyin’s legs and inhaled deeply. Her feminine scent made my cock twitch, and I suddenly needed nothing more than to taste her.

“You’re so beautiful,” I whispered as I ran my fingertips over Treyin’s pussy lips.

“Taste me,” Treyin breathed.

The slender woman suddenly reached for a tree branch above her, and then she raised herself up, lifted her legs off the ground, and draped them over my shoulders. She held herself up while her silver pussy spread open in front of my face like a blooming flower, and I could see she was already dewy with arousal.

“As you wish,” I said with a grin.

My tongue parted her feminine folds, and Treyin let out another gasp. I quickly found the pearl-like center of pleasure with my tongue, and I licked it like it was the last lollipop in the universe. Then I found her dripping hole with my hand and slid a finger inside while I continued to lick and taste her.

Time lost all meaning as I feasted on my beautiful lover, and Treyin’s hips bucked wildly while she moaned with pleasure. As her body began to tremble, she pulled me in closer with her legs, and I took the cue to lick her even harder.

“Y-Y-Yes, yes, yes!” Treyin cried out as I felt a gush of pussy juices over my finger, and she shuddered as her orgasm coursed through her beautiful body.

“Gorgeous,” I said as I finally came up for air.

“Incredible,” Treyin panted, and she released the branch above her head as she swung her legs off my shoulders. Then she put her hands on my shoulders and rotated me so my back was against the tree trunk. “Now I’m going to return the favor.”

“I’d like thaaa-- ahhhh.”

Treyin somehow had my cock in her hand, and before I could wonder how she’d managed to get it out of my pants so quickly, she plunged it deep into her mouth, and my mind went blank as she worked her magic.

Her delicate mouth opened wider than I thought possible, and she pulled my hardened cock right to the back of her throat. Then I felt the muscles of her throat tighten around my dick while her tongue lapped the underside of it.

I saw stars as her warm, hot mouth enveloped my dick, and she worked it back and forth. Slowly at first, but then she increased the speed and pressure. Her long braid came loose as I held it in my grip, and her silver hair fanned out around her head like a halo.

“Fuuuck,” I groaned as I slid my fingers through her silky hair.

“Mmmmm,” Treyin hummed against my cock, and the vibrations caused my balls to tingle with pleasure.

“I need to be inside you,” I grunted.

“Gods, yes,” Treyin breathed as she pulled my cock from her mouth with a squelching sound.

Suddenly, the gray-skinned woman pushed me down to the ground and climbed into my lap. Then she wrapped her fingers around my cock and held my gaze while she lowered herself down onto my erect penis.

“Ohhh, myyy,” I gasped as I slid into her velvety cavern.

“Wow,” she whispered as her eyes widened. “You stretch me out so beautifully. Fuck… Fuck… that’s good. Soooo good.”

“Ride me,” I commanded.

I reached for the hemline of her dress, and I tugged it off her and tossed it aside to expose her round breasts. Then I cupped a breast in each hand as the stunning slayer started to rock her hips back and forth.

Our bodies shivered with pleasure as Treyin rode me like a wild horse, and her soft breasts bounced deliciously in my hands until I couldn’t resist taking a dark gray nipple in my mouth. I sucked gently while Treyin gyrated her tight tunnel up and down my cock, and she cried out in ecstasy when she pressed down on me as hard as she could.

“You’re so beautiful when you ride me,” I muttered as I slid my hands down my girlfriend’s beautiful curves. “I want to see your face while you cum on my cock.”

“Oh, stars, Nick,” Treyin panted as her hips bucked even harder. “Keep talking like that, and I’ll climax harder than you’ve ever seen.”

“Oh, yeah?” I grinned as I reached for her clit, and I pressed a thumb against the sensitive spot and rubbed it in circles while Treyin rocked her hips back and forth. “You like to hear about how beautiful you are? How much I want to watch that pretty face twist in pleasure as you cum all over my cock?”

“Uuuunnghhh,” Treyin moaned, and her delicate nose scrunched up as she squeezed her eyes shut.

“That’s right,” I coaxed. “Let me see your gorgeous face while you cum. Cum for me, Treyin.”

“Oh, oh, oh, oh, oh, yyyeeessss!” Treyin clawed at my shoulders as her second orgasm rocked her body. Her pussy released a waterfall of juices, and she shuddered with the electric aftershocks of her climax as her hips slowed.

“Beautiful,” I whispered as I wrapped her in my arms and pulled her close to me. I felt her heart beating rapidly through her warm skin, and her body continued to twitch randomly as I held her.

“That was incredible,” she murmured against my chest, but after a moment, she lifted her head and grinned at me. “But we’re not done yet.”

Treyin arched her back and shifted her weight backward, so I leaned forward until she was laying on the holographic grass. I slipped out of her while we moved, and she met my eyes and licked her lips.

“I need you to fuck me,” she said as she spread her legs wide apart. “Hard.”

“As you wish,” I said as I positioned myself between Treyin’s knees, and then I plunged my diamond-hard cock into her eager hole.

“Ahhhhh, yesss!” Treyin cried out as her tits bounced beautifully under the moonlight.

“You like it hard?” I growled through gritted teeth while I pumped into her.

“Gods, yes, Nick, I love it,” Treyin gasped. She lifted her right leg up until her knee was by her face, and I felt my dick sink even deeper into her cavern. Her eyes watered as she cried out. “You’re soooo deeeeep, it feels sosooosoooosooo good.”

“Fuuuck,” I breathed as I slowly thrust into her deeper than I’d ever been before. I felt the walls of her pussy clench my cock like a vise, and I knew she was close to climaxing again.

“N-Nick! Stars!”

“You look so gorgeous,” I said as I pushed into her deeper. “Cum for me again. I want to see that pretty face orgasm.”

“Oh, oh! Nick, yes! I-I love…”

“Say it,” I growled as I pumped harder.

“I love you!” Treyin screamed just as her third orgasm erupted over the edge, and she reached up and pulled me down on top of her while I continued to thrust. “I love you, Nick. I love you so much.”

“And I love you, Treyin.” I felt my orgasm brewing, and Treyin’s words coaxed it even closer.

“Fill me with your seed, Nick,” Treyin begged. “If you love me. Fill me, I need it.”

“Fuck, woman,” I groaned against her long, delicate neck.

Treyin dragged her fingernails across my back, and I felt my whole body shudder as a result. Then she caught my ear between her teeth and moaned softly. The feel of her hot breath and the sound of pleasure tipped me over the edge, and I exploded inside of her as we both cried out.

“Yeeeessss,” she hissed in my ear as I pumped a giant load of my seed into her pussy, and she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me closer to her so that I couldn’t possibly pull out.

“Fuck,” I groaned. “I’m… stilll… cumming… shiiiit.”

“Oh, gods, I love that feeling,” Treyin whispered. “Your warm seed filling me up. I’ve been dreaming about it.”

“Is that right?” I lifted my head and kissed her lips softly. “You often make an appearance in my dreams, too.”

“Good.” Treyin smiled as she brushed my hair back from my forehead. She lifted her head up and kissed my forehead before she nuzzled into my neck. Then she tried to stifle a yawn.

“What, are you tired or something?” I teased as I rolled onto my side and pulled her close against me.

“That was a lot of physical exertion,” Treyin said sleepily as she leaned against my chest. “I’m so comfortable. I feel so safe in your big arms.”

“How much longer is the simulation going to run?” I asked.

“Until morning,” Treyin replied.

“Nice,” I said as I settled in to get comfortable. Then I pulled the beautiful Ecomese woman in for another hug, and she sighed happily as she cuddled into me more.

Just as Treyin’s eyelids fluttered shut, a beeping sound interrupted the peace, and I cringed as I recognized the comms device on my prot-belt going off.

“Noooo,” Treyin whispered.

“Shit,” I said as I gently shifted her off me. “Hopefully, it’s just Nathan or something messing around.”

But as I pulled the prot belt toward me and scanned the read-out, I knew this wasn’t something to be ignored.

I let out a long sigh.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Treyin said.

“It’s the Captain,” I said as I stood and started to dress. “We have to go. He’s called an emergency meeting.”
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Chapter 6

“Damnit,” Treyin said as she jumped to her feet and glanced around. “Where’s my dress?”

“Here,” I said as I found the slinky burgundy fabric and tossed it to her. Her skimpy thong fell at my feet, and I grinned as I picked it up and tossed her that, too. “You might also want this.”

“Any indication as to what this meeting is about?” Treyin asked as she stepped into the thong.

“None,” I said, but I was hypnotized by the beautiful woman’s long legs as she shimmed her underwear up around her hips.

“Nick,” Treyin said as she snapped her fingers. “Emergency meeting?”

“Right, sorry.” I shook my head and quickly pulled my uniform on. “You are quite distracting.”

“It’s true,” she laughed, and then we both got dressed as quickly as we could.

A few minutes later, Treyin powered down the holographic lakeside scene, and we headed out of the training room. My lover braided her hair as we walked toward the meeting quarters, and on the way, we ran into Neville and Matthias.

“So, that’s where you’ve been all evening,” Neville said as he eyed Treyin.

“That’s right, he’s been deep inside--”

“We had a date,” I interrupted before Treyin could get too explicit.

“Deep inside a date?” Neville asked with a confused look on his face, but his eyes opened wide as soon as the words left his mouth.

“Yes, and this is rather inconvenient,” Treyin groaned. “Matthias, what’s going on?”

“I do not know,” the machina said, and the silver machinery that he was composed of whirred and popped.

“I do not believe that,” Treyin scoffed. “You know everything.”

“We’ll all find out in a minute,” I said as Nathan and Richard turned the corner to join us.

Together, we made our way to the meeting quarters, where Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds were already waiting for us, along with Olav and Flanagan. The senior ship knights were standing in a circle talking, but they broke apart when we entered the room.

“Evening, Space Knights,” Captain Cross said as we filed in and took our seats. “Apologies for disrupting your R&R.”

“That’s alright, Cap,” Olav said, and he swung his massive leg over a backwards chair and sat down. “Emergency meetings usually mean there’s some fun coming our way.”

“And when he says ‘fun’ he means ‘murder.’” Flanagan nodded.

“It’s true.” Olav smiled.

“That’s what we’re here to talk about,” Cross said as the door to the meeting room slid shut behind us.

“Shouldn’t we wait for a few others?” Nathan asked as he looked around the room.

“Everyone that needs to be here is here,” Commander Reynolds said. “Leith is momentarily helping Moses with his… babysitting, so that Treyin can have a break. We’ll catch him up on the details later.”

“I’ll have to buy him a beer then,” the slayer laughed as she tossed back her long braid. “I’d rather do whatever this is than that. Explain, please.”

“We’ve received a distress call from a nearby planet,” Cross began, and his gray-peppered beard was slicked down and moved stiffly while he spoke.

“Folk are always needin’ our help,” Olav said as lifted his bulky arms and interlaced his fingers behind his neck. “When do we land?”

“We need to make sure the crew agrees with it first,” Reynolds said, and her sharp eyes scanned the crowd in front of her. “You are entitled to your R&R, and we will not revoke it unless everyone is in agreement.”

“What planet is it?” Richard asked.

“An outlier planet called Drehiri that is three days away from us,” Reynolds answered. “It’s a poor planet without much in the way of protection.”

“And what’s going on there?” Flanagan asked as he flicked his blond hair out of his eyes.

“A Grendel portal has opened for the first time in almost a century,” Cross said in a serious tone. “From our understanding, there are already hundreds dead. The Admiral understands we are on a… sensitive mission, but we are the closest ship to Drehiri, so if we don’t help them, the next ship won’t be there for a few weeks.”

“Of course we have to help,” I said instantly. I’d seen the carnage that Grendels could inflict on an unsuspecting planet, and my heart broke thinking about the hundreds of innocents already lost.

“Definitely,” Flanagan said with a nod, and there was a murmur of agreement throughout the room.

“So, we’re all in agreement, then?” Cross raised his thick eyebrows as he looked over the crew.

“Aye, for the Queen,” we all said together.

“Good to hear.” Cross smiled broadly. “We’ll change course, and we’ll get boots on the ground in three days.”

The crew all cheered and banged their fists on the table.

“Loot, loot, loot!” Nathan chanted.

“We just got a huge payout,” Richard said as he slapped his brother across the back of the head. “Don’t be greedy.”

“Nonsense, be greedy, be hungry for the action!” Olav cried as he pulled a flask from his hip and lifted it up in the air. “And stay thirsty.”

“That’s right, I suggest you all get in as much R&R in the next three days as you can,” Cross said.

“We expect everyone to be in top form when we land on Drehiri,” Reynolds said as she shot Olav a stern look.

“I’m always on top form,” Olav scoffed before he took a long swig from his flask.

“Uh-huh,” Reynolds mumbled as she rolled her eyes.

“That all you need, Cap?” Flanagan asked.

“That’s all,” Cross confirmed with a nod. “Enjoy what’s left of your R&R.”

Cross waved a hand toward the door to dismiss us, and the sound of chair legs screeching against the floor filled the room as we all stood up at once. Everyone started talking at once, but Treyin slid up beside me.

“I still have you for the rest of the night,” she purred into my ear.

“As you wish,” I said with a grin.

I grabbed Treyin’s hand, and together we made our way back to my new knights’ quarters, where we had sex until the early hours, and then we laid in each other’s arms and stared out the glass at the infinite stars.

“What… do you think about children?” she muttered, and her voice was thick with the heavy weight of sleep.

“I… uhhh… like children,” I replied.

“I never really wanted them,” she said. “Seemed like too much of a hassle. Would get in the way of my work. Either when I was a knight or when I was leading my people.”

“I can see that,” I said, and then we didn’t speak for a few dozen seconds.

“You’ve cum inside of me a lot tonight,” she hummed. “I’m filled with you…”

“Is that why you are thinking about--”

“I’m on a contraceptive,” she interrupted me. “You don’t have to worry. I just figured we should talk about it because there are three other women, and I know we each want you… Sooooo… About kids… My mind has changed.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“Well, yes,” she wiggled around a bit so that she faced me instead of the view of the stars. “I’d like them, with you. It’s the first time I’ve had the thought, to be honest.”

“I would… like to have them someday, too.” My heart was hammering in my chest, and I knew she could probably feel it from where I held her against my body.

“With me?” She raised an eyebrow, and I could see the hint of fear in her eyes.

“I do love you,” I whispered as I raised my fingers to touch her cheek. “But… I love Elle, and Casey, and Nat--”

“I understand,” Treyin interrupted me again as she pressed a finger to my lips. “My point was not to trap you in a decision. It was more to say that I’d give you whatever you wanted. I’ve never been a woman interested in a family, but I will have one with you, and only you, Nicolas Lyons. It’s just one more quality you can add to whatever list you are building in your head when you compare and contrast the four of us.”

“I will add it to the list,” I whispered.

“Good,” she chuckled. “Now, give me one last kiss before we sleep.”

I did so, and then we slumbered in each other’s arms.

The next day, Treyin had to leave early to take her turn tending to King Kevin. I tried to find Elle to get to the bottom of what she had tried to tell me about the missing mission logs, but she was bogged down with work in preparation for our upcoming mission on Drehiri. She promised to come find me when she had a free minute, and I didn’t want to stress her more than she already was, so I left it in her hands.

I decided to see what Casey was up to, so I headed down to the enchantry. The door was already open when I arrived, and I was surprised to see the enchantress sitting on a stool next to Faye, the beautiful blonde woman we rescued from the Bone King.

“Hope I’m not interrupting,” I said loudly as I entered the room.

“Not at all,” Casey said, and her face lit up when she saw me. “In fact, we were just talking about you.”

“Good things, I hope,” I said as I leaned in to give Casey a kiss on the cheek.

Faye giggled at the display of affection, but then she quickly covered her mouth.

“Sorry,” she breathed as her eyes widened.

“She’s not sorry,” Casey teased and nudged me with her elbow. “She’s jealous. Faye was actually just telling me--”

“I’ll leave you two alone,” Faye interrupted as she stood up quickly from her stool. “Casey, I’ll come back later for that thing we talked about.”

“Oh, sure,” Casey said, and she seemed surprised at the blonde woman’s sudden departure. “I’ll see you later!” Faye waved over her shoulder as she practically ran from the room.

“What was that about?” I asked.

“Not sure,” Casey replied with a frown. “But I guess she doesn’t want me to talk about it yet.”

“Hmmm,” I said as I looked over the table in front of the redhead. “I can come back later if you’re busy.”

“Don’t be silly,” Casey said as she flipped her mane of fiery red hair behind her shoulder. “I always have time for you. What do you need?”

“I need this,” I said, and then I took Casey’s face in my hands and kissed her hard.

“Mmmm.” Casey kept her eyes closed when I pulled away, and she had an adorable smile on her lips.

“You’re too cute,” I said as I booped her little nose.

“No, you are,” Casey giggled as she finally opened her eyes. “I thought you needed some runes inscribed, but that was a nice surprise.”

“I wish I did,” I said as I glanced over her workload again. “Then I wouldn’t feel bad taking you away from all this work, but since I don’t, it looks like I should get out of your hair and let you get back to more important matters.”

“I hate to say it, but that might be the case.” Casey grimaced as she surveyed the weapons in front of her. “Some of the guys really want their weapons prepared before we land on… where are we going again?”

“Drehiri,” I supplied.

“Right, yeah.” Casey nodded as she picked up her tools. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“Me, neither.” I shrugged. “But they need our help, and we’re Knights, sooo…”

“So noble,” Casey said as she scrunched her nose up at me.

“Thank you, I try,” I said with an over-the-top bow.

“I heard you had your date with Treyin last night.” Casey suddenly changed the subject, and her tone sounded like she was forcing herself to be nonchalant.

“That’s right…” I said slowly.

“Good time?” she asked as she busied herself at her work bench.

“Yeah, it was, uh…” I couldn’t help the smile that twitched at my lips as I recalled the lakeside scene with Treyin’s graceful body twisting into ungodly shapes under the moonlight. And then me twisting her body into ungodly shapes. “Good. It was good.”

“I’m glad you had fun,” Casey said, and she sounded sincere.

“Really?” I asked, and I traced her delicate jawline with my finger. “Because if this competition thing is getting too much for you, I can…”

“Don’t be silly,” Casey cut me off. “I mean it. I’m happy that you’re happy. Also, Treyin is growing on me. She’s got a bit of a sassy attitude that takes a bit to get used to, but I’ve heard that I can also be a bit sassy.”

“Noooo,” I chuckled. “You? Never.”

“Hey, mister,” she huffed as she spun around at me and pointed with a pair of pliers. “No joking about the usual ginger stuff, eh?”

“As I said: Never.” I bent down to plant a long kiss on her full lips.

“Hmmm… Okay… Uhhh… What were we talking about?” she asked after our kiss.

“I’ll let you get back to your work. But come find us in the galley later, we’re all going to be there for some drinks.”

“As usual,” Casey teased.

“Hey, Cap said to enjoy our R&R while we can, so that’s what I’m doing,” I said as I backed out of the room with my hands up. “I’ll see you later tonight.”

“See you later!” Casey called out after me.

With Treyin, Elle, and Casey all busy, I decided to head down to the infirmary and see if Natali was free. The medical wing was quiet when I got there, but the beautiful doctor was nowhere to be seen. There was another medic there in a white uniform, and he jumped to his feet when he saw me.

“Hello, Knight Lyons,” the young medic said, and his eyes were wide. “Are you injured? Sick? How can I help you?”

“Nah, none of that, just looking for Nat-- uh, Dr. Lenkov,” I answered.

“Oh, I’m afraid she’s with the Commander,” the medic said with a frown. “She told me not to expect her back until much later. I can leave her a message?”

“That’s alright, thanks for your help,” I said, and I waved at the medic as I retreated into the hallway.

I wondered what business the Commander had with the ship’s doctor when we were days away from seeing any action, but then I figured that wasn’t really my concern. Since my ladies were busy, I headed back to the knights’ quarters, but none of my friends were in their rooms. I just shrugged and grabbed my gear. I figured I might as well train to prepare myself for the Grendels we’d be fighting soon.

When I made it to the training rooms, I was surprised to see my friends gathered outside one of them and whispering to each other.

“What’s going on?” I asked as I approached the group.

“Shhh,” Nathan said as he put a finger to his lips. “Check it out.”

I looked over my friends’ shoulders to see what the fuss was about, and my jaw fell open. Inside the training room, King Kevin was duking it out with Treyin and Moses.

The knights and king were wearing training suits with basic armor. They were also using training weapons so none of the blows were fatal, and they’d gone back to the basics. No holographic simulations, just a good old sparring match. I couldn’t tell how long they’d been fighting, but it looked like the king was winning.

“What the hell?” I asked with a chuckle.

“He’s amazing,” Neville breathed.

“He looks it,” I agreed as I watched the king move like liquid around the battle room, and I had to admit that the man was a complete badass.

Despite his advanced age, the king was gliding like he had the joints of a much younger man. He wielded two swords like they were extensions of his own body, and he parried the knights’ attacks with ease. Treyin seemed to be getting frustrated that she couldn’t land a blow, but Moses looked amused as much as he looked impressed.

“Damn, the old man can move, can’t he?” Nathan shook his head in wonder.

“Don’t talk about him like that!” Richard hissed. “He’s a king.”

“Yeah, an old one,” Nathan scoffed.

“Shit!” Treyin hissed as her sword went flying through the air, thanks to the king using both of his swords to parry and rip the weapon from her hand.

King Kevin had a triumphant look on his face as Moses descended on him for the final attack. We watched in awe as the king danced around the shield knight and then took him down with a sudden kick to the back of the knee. The king positioned himself above the shield knight and simulated a kill, and Moses dropped his weapon in defeat.

“Excellent,” the king said as he reached down to pull Moses to his feet. “Well fought.”

“And you, Your Majesty,” Moses said, and the two men shook hands.

“And you, my dear,” King Kevin said with a smile as he turned to Treyin. “Amazingly skillful fighting you’re capable of. Ecoma are known for their incredible intelligence, but your fighting prowess is probably an equal match.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Treyin said, and the beautiful Ecomese woman curtsied for the king. “I took much pleasure in our match, although I must insist on another one at a later date. I do hate to lose.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” the monarch laughed.

Then King Kevin turned and seemed to notice us at the door for the first time.

“Oh, I didn’t realize we had an audience,” he said as he stripped off his helmet. “Any of you young knights care for a round in the ring?”

“Me!” Neville blurted out, and he pushed through us all and practically threw himself into the battle room.

“I’m afraid you can’t right now, Your Majesty,” Moses said as he mopped the sweat off his brow. “We’re to meet with the captain.”

“Ah, yes, of course,” the king said, and he tossed his helmet to Neville. “Another time, then.”

“We would be honored,” Neville breathed.

The king breezed past us with Moses and Treyin close behind. Treyin shot me a wink, and we watched the trio retreat down the hallway.

“You got a crush on the king or something, Neville?” Nathan asked as he nudged our noble friend.

“He is a marksman,” Neville said as he rolled the helmet around in his hands. “Do you guys think he would train me?”

“He is a marksman?” I asked. “He was in the RTF? How?”

“Moses told us,” Richard explained. “He did a brief stint in the RTF when he was younger, but it was more of a political move on his part. Making connections with nobles across the ‘verse before he returned home to rule.”

“Clever,” I said with an appreciative nod. Then I turned my attention to Neville, who was still staring wistfully down the hallway. “He seems like a good guy. I’m surprised he’s a marksman, though. He moved like a slayer.”

“Marksmen can use melee weapons, you know,” Neville scoffed. “It’s a specialization obsessed with using the best weapons depending on the distance between our opponents.”

“Well, sure,” I chuckled as I laid a hand on my friend’s shoulder. “He’s really damn good if he can take on Moses, let alone both Moses and Treyin at the same time. I bet he’d train you if you asked.”

“Yeah,” Neville said, and his face suddenly hardened in determination. “I’m going to ask him.”

“Until then…” Richard said with a pointed look at his watch. “Drink?”

“Drink!” we echoed.

My friends and I spent the next couple of days in an alcohol-induced haze before our R&R was up. The senior knights joined us and outdrank us every night, but our drinking abilities had improved considerably since our squire days.

Before we knew it, it was time for our mission on Drehiri, and the Captain gathered us for a meeting the night before, where we were briefed on the mission. Reynolds assigned us skiffs in pairs, and the captain laid out the plan.

“We have clear visuals on planet Drehiri,” Cross said as he clasped his hands behind his back. “The Grendel portal is a Level Two, and it’s still open and active. However, we lost comms with our point of contact planetside.”

A tense silence thickened the air. Portals ranged from Level One, the weakest, with no known upper limit to them. I knew some of my senior knight friends had faced portals up to a Level Seven, but the highest level I’d seen personally was a Level Five, though I came close to a Level Six once. The higher the level, the more advanced the adversaries we faced. Grendels from a Level One portal were weaker and had less powerful armor and weapons than the Grendels that came out of higher level portals.

But against a defenseless planet like Drehiri, even a Level Two portal could be devastating.

Our eyes slid to Leith, who nodded gravely.

“Could a Level Two have knocked the whole planet out?” Flanagan asked.

“It’s not unheard of on some of these smaller planets,” Cross conceded with a grimace. “But we’re still going ahead as intended. It’s possible that we’re met with no survivors, though I’d like to hold out hope the comms situation is a blip.”

“But we should all expect to hit the ground running,” Reynolds jumped in. “It seems unlikely that political niceties or bureaucracy will delay us from seeing any action.”

“Excellent,” Flanagan said, and he rubbed his hands together “It’s been too long since I’ve spilled Grendel guts.”

“Plus, we got some catching up to do,” Leith said as he nodded his head in our direction. “We can’t let the young ones beat us in loot like that.”

“Good luck,” Nathan snorted.

“We don’t need it,” Olav said as he shot Nathan a scary smile.

Nathan gulped and looked away, but then Cross cleared his throat. We turned our attention back to him, and he shot us all a stern look.

“Of course, our first priority is saving the citizens of Drehiri,” I assured the captain.

“As it should be,” Cross said, but then his serious expression cracked, and a smile tugged at his lips. “Now, we understand our junior knights have, for the most part, decided on their specialties. I hope you all take this battle as an opportunity to hone your chosen skills.”

“Does that mean we can count this as a supervised battle?” Nathan gasped.

“Not even close,” Cross chuckled. “But it would behoove you to pay attention to your mentors’ movements. Because they’ll be watching yours.”

My friends and I murmured excitedly, but Captain Cross raised his hand, and the room fell silent.

“I just want to say thank you once more for giving up your R&R,” Cross said. “I know it doesn’t seem like a big deal, but it is. So, thank you.”

“Aw, you’re welcome, Cap.” Leith smirked. “Let us know if you need anything else.”

“I need you to get out of here,” Cross said as he waved his hand at the door. “Be at the loading dock at 0700 sharp.”

“Aye,” we chorused.

We all stood at once and filed out of the room. Some of the guys went to the galley for a few more drinks, but my friends and I decided to call it an early night.

The next morning, I was grateful for that decision. I felt fresh and ready for battle, without the remnants of last night’s alcohol clouding my vision.

I dressed and then got to strapping on my Runetech armor. Each piece I looked over gave me a flashback of memories, and I couldn’t help but smile as I put each piece on.

I was still wearing a Squire level helm and gloves since I hadn’t found a proper replacement for them, but now that I had a bunch of Kingdom Points coming my way in a few days, I should really spend some time with Elle and try to find better ones. Then again, it was just a matter of time before I found something better from a chest or enemy, and Elle wouldn’t be able to get me Lich gear, so maybe I was better off just waiting.

My other armor was much more interesting, so I pulled them from my chest and got to work equipping them.

 

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 wasn’t my favorite piece of gear, since it was a bit too situational, but I’d used it a few times to unleash explosions on my enemies. I hoped that I could replace it soon with something that was better suited for the summoner or Lich class.

 

Armor type: Voidgod’s Breastplate

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Greater Might’s Aura

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 10%. Permanently active.

Runes inscribed: Shadow Self

Rune class: Knight

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

 

I’d just upgraded this breastplate, and I’d used the duplicates a few times to get me out of tight spots. But again, this wasn’t my favorite piece of equipment, and I’d gladly change it out if I found something better.

 

Armor type: Destroyer’s Vest

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: Greater Reflection – cloaked while wearer remains stationary.

Runes inscribed: Greater Invisibility (+1), Shroud

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Envelops wielder in invisibility for 5 seconds. Increases the duration of any Shroud rune by 300%.

 

Casey had just upgraded this for me. The vest fit over my breastplate, and while I liked being able to turn invisible, it was more of a slayer piece. I’d replace it as soon as I found anything that was better for summoning minions.

 

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.

 

This piece worked great with my current equipment build, since I was able to use it on my summoned creatures to have them return as bloodbeasts. I’d used this plenty of times when the odds weren’t in my favor, and I didn’t think I’d ever replace them.

 

Armor type: Knight Rerebraces of Strength

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Greater Might

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 30%. Can only remain active for thirty minutes due to the risk of muscle fatigue.

 

It felt like I’d had the Knight Rerebraces of Strength forever, and that was okay because it was a great piece of gear. Still, my physical stats were getting incredibly powerful now when I combined my summoner and Lich abilities, so I probably needed an upgrade soon.

 

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.

 

It also felt like I’d had this prot-belt forever, but the void serpents really worked well for me, so I doubted I’d be switching out the piece of equipment any time soon.

 

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 for sure needed new leg armor, and I figured I’d go shopping for something new after this mission.

 

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%)

 

I also needed new boots, but increasing my movement speed had helped a bunch in the last major battle I was in, so I was fine keeping these for a while longer.

 

Next I took a look at my jewelry:

 

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 probably the best piece of equipment I owned, not because the stats really looked amazing, but because it somehow counted both my summoned creatures and my Lich minions as “allies” which meant that got incredibly powerful as soon as my enemies started killing my pets. Then I became a metaphorical demon on the battlefield and practically unstoppable. I hadn’t really spent too much time talking to my friends about this piece of equipment, but it really was one of the secrets to my success, especially given that I could mutate my summoned portals and make exponentially more void creatures come out to aid me.

Yeah. I’d probably never get rid of this necklace.

My next piece of equipment was a ring.

 

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.

 

This was the only ring I wore but it worked great with my summoned abilities, and I didn’t think I’d be changing it out anytime soon, especially since I needed a ring on my other finger.

I had to be selective with my weapons, but after careful deliberation, I narrowed them down to what I needed most today.

 

Weapon type: Perfect Ice Scimitar of the Lightning Elementals

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), Lightning Elemental

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: (1) Slows enemy after a successful strike. Degenerative effect can stack up to three times. (2) Opens minor portal to sprite-zone, summoning a [lightning elemental]. Three-minute cooldown. Ten 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 scimitar was newly upgraded, and it fit in my hand like an old friend. I was happy to still have it, and the sprites had always served me well, but I figured it was probably getting to the end of its life with me.

 

Weapon Type: Summoner’s Silver Longbow of the Xenosmilus

Additional damage: Void (30%), Piercing (30%), Bleeding (30%)

Power class: Summoner

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.

 

My newest piece of loot was absolutely fantastic. I really needed a ranged weapon, especially since I was leaning away from slayer and more toward summoner or Lich, so I figured that one day soon I’d be standing behind a wall of my summoned creatures and launching dozens of arrows at my enemies.

 

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 also felt like I’d had these throwing knives forever, but they’d saved my ass so many times and they didn’t really use an equipment slot, since I kept them attached to the front of my vest.

 

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.

 

The Necroscythe of Resurrection was a beautiful weapon. I’d really gotten the hang of using it the past few battles, and when I combined it with my other summoner void monsters and the incredible power of the Pendant of Lesser Vengeance, I became almost a god.

 

Item type: Skull of Godafre brass knuckles

Additional damage: 10% Crushing

Power class: Knight

Weapon effect: 10% chance of bypassing all target’s armor and shields.

Runes inscribed: Mindfire

Rune class: Knight (Lich)

Rune effect: Grants the use of the mindfire spell.

Mindfire (spell) - 25% chance of enemy struck becoming feverish and disoriented, similar to a confusion spell.

 

This was the only piece of loot Elle thought would be useful to me from that big haul, so I was excited to use it in real life and see what the Mindfire rune did to enemies that I punched in the face.

As soon as the brass knuckles were attached to my right hip magneton, I turned around and gave myself a last look in the mirror. Yeah, I still had four or five pieces of gear I needed to upgrade, and I really needed to find a ring for my other hand, but my set up was really coming along, and I felt confident that I could get through pretty much whatever challenge happened to get thrown at me.

“Nick, We are ready!” I heard Richard shout from the hallway, and I stepped out of my room, gave my pals a smile, and then we turned to walk to the bay without speaking to each other.

We arrived right on time, and everyone loaded into their assigned skiffs. I waited by my skiff for my partner, but Commander Reynolds approached me instead.

“Good morning, Knight Lyons,” she said as she adjusted her prot belt.

“Commander,” I replied with a respectful nod.

“I’d like to fly, if that’s alright,” Reynolds said as she reached for the handle to pull herself up onto the skiff.

“You’re coming with me? Sorry, I don’t mean-- uhh, I just thought I was flying with Leith today.”

“Change of plans,” Reynolds said, and she raised an eyebrow at me. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“No, ma’am, not at all,” I replied quickly.

“Good.” Reynolds jerked her head at the skiff. “Let’s go, we’re taking off in T-minus two minutes.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said as I pulled myself into the small ship.

Reynolds and I strapped ourselves into our seats as the skiff fired up.

“Knight Lyons, can you hear me?” Cross’ voice crackled over the comms.

“Loud and clear, Captain,” I replied.

“T-minus one minute until takeoff,” Cross said. “I take it Reynolds is piloting?”

“Naturally,” I said down the line.

“Naturally,” Cross echoed with a chuckle. “Follow us into the outer strat, and we’ll assess from there.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

I glanced over at Reynolds, and she nodded her head in acknowledgement. The air was thick with anticipation as we fired up the skiff and headed out after Captain Cross and his skiff mate, Treyin. I glanced at the rear projector to see my friends in their skiffs following close behind us, and they all wore the same somber expression.

We were all used to battle, and it wasn’t exactly that we were scared. But we knew there was always a good chance someone wouldn’t come back alive. Even though we were all excellent knights, and I trusted any of them with my life, there was nothing that could prepare us for the unpredictability of a battle. We’d all lost friends firsthand, we knew it was a harsh reality of our chosen career path. I understood why Olav and the others made it into a game. We had to, or we’d be driven crazy with the reality of so much death around us.

Perhaps most of us were already crazy.

I shook my head and shifted my thoughts to something more positive. It was never a good idea to go into battle with too heavy of a heart, or you might lose your will to fight. Instead, I imagined the amount of loot we could score. Grendel ears could be ground down into Arcane Dust, a valuable asset for me while I learned to control the nanorunes in my blood.

The promise of more loot brought a smile to my face, and I settled into my seat while Reynolds navigated us to the Drehiri stratosphere.

The Grendel portal came into view pretty quickly. It was a long, shimmering rift in the atmosphere, and the center of it crackled a deep blue color. It was kind of beautiful in a way, but it was hard to think of it like that when the portals were associated with death and destruction.

“Damn,” Reynolds muttered.

“At least it’s still a Level Two,” I remarked, although it looked like it could upgrade at any minute based on how dark the center of it was.

“For now,” Reynolds said as she eyed me.

“I’ve been working on controlling it,” I assured her.

“Good,” Reynolds said with a nod. “I’m interested in seeing what else you’ve been working on.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, but I wondered briefly what the commander meant by that comment.

Was she evaluating me for my specialty training?

As much as I wanted to ponder the subject, I had to focus on the task in front of us. It would be a few minutes until we landed on the planet, and I glanced behind us to see that everyone else was right behind us.

“Have you been here before?” I asked Reynolds as I gestured to the planet in front of us.

“Never.” She shook her head, which caused her jet-black hair to brush across her nape. “Doesn’t exactly look tourist friendly.”

“It doesn’t,” I mused.

Even from the stratosphere, I could tell the planet was very brown. The browner the planet, the poorer the people in my experience. If the government couldn’t afford to upkeep or replenish the natural resources of the planet, that probably meant they couldn’t afford to upkeep their citizens, either. If the Grendels were attacking this world, there was no doubt the people needed our help.

If they hadn’t all been killed already.

Reynolds fired up the engines, and we shot toward Drehiri. I tightened my helmet and thought of my friends. I could feel their presence following behind us en masse, and I felt comforted as we approached the planet.

“Sounds like we’re jumping right into the action,” I said as I secured my weapons on my prot belt. Then I pulled the Skull of Godafre down over my knuckles and flexed my fingers to secure it in place.

“Sounds like it,” Reynolds said somberly.

The skiff shuddered around us as we broke through the atmosphere, and as we descended onto the big, brown rock, the landscape became clearer.

“Fuuuuck,” I whispered.

The town below us was overrun with Grendels. The armed lizard-men swarmed through the city like the parasites they were, and I could see the innocent citizens they stepped over as they lay slain in their own streets.

“This one will feel good,” Reynolds said as she surveyed the scene below us with a hardened face. “Redemption kills are the most satisfying.”

“We’re going to make them pay,” I agreed, and then I braced myself for landing.

Within minutes, the skiffs had landed, and we marched toward the town center with my Perfect Ice Scimitar of the Lightning Elementals in my left hand, and my new Skull of Godafre Brass Knuckles clutched in my right fist. I was eager to use the new weapons, but I had wished it was under different circumstances.

“Lyons,” Cross’ voice crackled in my ear.

“Sir?” I whispered.

“Approach from the southwest,” Cross commanded.

“Yes, sir.”

I gestured to Reynolds, and she nodded in acknowledgement. Then I led us toward the southwest corner of the town, along with Neville, Flanagan, Richard, and Olav.

Reynolds and I stepped into the bounds of the town first, and we glanced around at the empty streets.

“It’s quiet,” the commander remarked.

“Aye,” I murmured.

“Fuuuuuck this,” a gruff voice said behind us, and I turned to see Olav burst around the corner with his axe raised high into the air. “Hey, you lizard bastard fucks! Get out here and fight!”

Suddenly, Grendel grunts emerged from everywhere. The lizard-men crawled down from windows and roofs, and others scurried up from manhole covers.

“Did you have to do that?” Neville sighed.

“It’s go time! For the Queen!” Olav cackled with glee, and the berserker launched his axe at the nearest Grendel.
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Chapter 7

Olav’s thrown axe smashed through the Grendel’s skull like it was made of red and green-colored glass, and the monster was dead before it hit the ground.

I didn’t have time to activate my runes before a Grendel grunt descended on me, so I sliced through his scaly neck with the curved blade of my scimitar and watched his head roll away from the rest of him. Then another grunt scurried over the dead body and raised his plasma gun to aim it at my head.

“Get fucked, lizard bastard,” I spat as I activated my Lightning Elemental rune.

My lightning sprite emerged from the tip of my sword in a crackling ball of murderous energy. Then he flew through the air and scraped the plasma-wielding grunt’s eyeballs out of his head before he discarded the lifeless body and moved on to the next grunt.

“Excellent.” I grinned, and I shot forward to slice more lizard soldiers open with my blade.

I cleaved through the next two with one swipe of my blade, but then I had to dance back when a surge of four barreled toward me like angry cattle. I threw my daggers into one while I spun away, and the surge of lightning caused its knees to buckle before it could reach me. This left three, but I circled around to the side where the first one collapsed, and the second was too dumb to realize that its friend’s body was in the way, and it stumbled over as it tried to get at me.

“Let’s see how this works,” I grunted under my breath as I moved to punch the Grendel in the maw with my right hand.

My blow was more of an uppercut than a jab, and it connected right under the chin of the lizard-fuck. I felt resistance of its skin, muscle, and skeleton for a brief second, and then the resistance seemed to disappear a moment later as the beast’s head exploded.

My arm traveled up and through the empty space with a spray of green blood and a shower of skull bits, and then I spun around and punched the next Grendel right in the stomach as it jumped at me.

It was like a cannonball had passed through the monster. The entire middle section of its stomach blew out behind it with a crack that almost sounded like an old black powder eruption, and the beast immediately went limp as it fell toward me.

I dodged to the side so it didn’t land on me, and then I twisted around and danced around the last Grendels while I blocked most of their attacks. My shield took a few hits in the melee by the time I punched the face off the third, but then I kicked the fourth in the face with my boot and ran it through with my sword before it could score another hit.

“These knuckles are amazing,” I gasped as soon as I was done displacing the last of the four, but then two more grunts came at me, and I exchanged blows and parries until they were both dead with either cuts from my scimitar or giant hunks of their flesh blasted from their body from where I punched them.

As soon as I had a second to breath, I glanced around to make sure my fellows were doing okay. Commander Reynolds was the closest to me, and she stood beside a pile of ten or so grunts. She gave me a slight nod before she sheathed her twin hook swords and then glanced down at my armor.

“Rather messy, eh?”

“I suppose I am,” I chuckled as I looked at my chest. I was covered in their acidic green blood, and my prot-field had taken another hit. I tapped my prot-belt to pull up my stats.

Prot-field - 87%

“Not a bad warm-up,” I said as I flung some Grendel blood from my blade and turned to look at my skull-shaped brass knuckles.

“Is that a new weapon?” Reynolds asked as she stepped to my side.

“Uhhh, yeah,” I cleared my throat.

“Made short work of them,” she said as she narrowed her eyes at the metal band around my knuckles. “What rune set?”

“Mindfire,” I said.

“Ahhh,” she said. “It’s a more limited version of the bard classes’ Confusion rune. I haven’t seen one of those in a long time.”

“I didn’t really notice its effect,” I said. “Seemed that as soon as I punched something, it just exploded.”

“You’ll notice it soon,” she said as she gestured to where my friends were standing. “Let us confirm all our enemies are slain.”

I joined the other knights in double-checking that all of the Grendels were truly dead. While we worked, Captain Cross joined us, along with Nathan and Moses, but the portal crackled ominously above us as we worked, and everyone kept giving me side glances.

“Don’t worry,” I finally said. “I’m not going to upgrade the portal.”

“Ahhh, damn,” Olav groaned as he looked at the captain. “I want more shit to kill. Maybe just a little bit?”

“No,” Captain Cross snorted.

“Have you seen any locals yet?” Richard asked me in a concerned tone.

“No,” I replied as I scanned the ruined horizon.

“Do you think…” Richard began.

“Don’t,” Cross snapped, and I noticed his and commander Reynolds’ expressions were hardened.

“We will find survivors,” Reynolds said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Richard mumbled, but he didn’t look convinced.

“The portal is still a Level Two,” Reynolds reminded us as we pressed further into the town.

“At least there’s that,” Nathan grumbled as he frowned at me.

“I said I’m not going to upgrade it,” I replied.

“You’re not afraid of an upgrade, are you?” Olav punched Nathan in the shoulder. “Think about all the extra violence, blood, and loot. Oh, look, a trophy.”

The berserker looked like he’d bathed in Grendel blood, and the liquid actually dripped off his shoulder plates as he leaned down to slice the ear off a nearby grunt.

“I’m not afraid,” Nathan said, but he grimaced at the slain Grendels in the street. “Not for me, anyway.”

“There will be survivors,” Cross said again, even though his face under his helmet was ashen. “There has to be.”

“Let’s go find ‘em, Cap,” I said with a renewed sense of determination.

“That’s right,” Olav said as he shot me a look. “We didn’t give up our R&R to rescue corpses. The citizens gotta be around here somewhere. Where do you reckon we start looking?”

“Let’s head to the town square,” Cross said as he led the pack. “The Prime Minister’s residence is there, we need to see if he’s still alive.”

We moved en masse through the town and stepped over the dead Grendels as we went. But soon, we were stepping over the slain locals. I cringed as I saw their battered bodies, blasted apart by Grendel bullets or sliced open with lizard claws. I tightened my grip on my scimitar and brass knuckles, and I vowed to kill every Grendel I came in contact with today.

The Grendels hadn’t discriminated. We stepped over dead women, children, and men alike. I heard someone retching behind me, but I tightened my jaw and pressed ahead.

Unfortunately, this is what we all signed up for when we became RTF knights. Death came with the territory, and it wasn’t always inflicted on those who deserved it most. My eyes fell upon a slain young girl, no more than twelve years old. Blood trickled from her mouth as her lifeless eyes stared ahead forever, and I hoped the bastard Grendel that killed her was already lying dead in the streets.

Flanagan began to gently strum his fingers across the strings of his instrument. The music sounded neither happy nor sad, but I did feel my shoulders begin to relax a bit, and the nausea left my stomach after a few more minutes. I turned to the bard and gave him a grateful nod, and he just smiled back as we continued to explore the ruined city.

“Movement,” Nathan growled, and he gestured at a first-story window in a nearby building.

“Good eye,” Moses whispered.

“Lyons, with me,” Reynolds commanded.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said as I hurried to her side.

The others took cover behind a nearby building, and Flanagan and Olav posted up to offer support while Reynolds and I crouched across the street to where the movement was.

We huddled underneath the half-open window, and Reynolds met my eyes.

“I’ll go,” I said before she could suggest otherwise.

The commander opened her mouth like she was going to protest, but she snapped it shut and nodded at me.

“I’ll cover you,” she said.

I returned her nod, and then I stood up and aimed my scimitar in the window.

“RTF, show yourself!”

I was impressed with how official I sounded, and it must’ve worked, because a voice called out from inside the building immediately. I zeroed in on the sound, and I spotted a young man, no more than eighteen. His eyes were wide with fear, and he held his empty hands up in the universal ‘don’t shoot’ gesture.

“Got eyes on one young male,” I informed Commander Reynolds.

“Armed?” she asked.

“No,” I replied. “He looks scared.”

“Better go calm him down before he draws the Grendels’ attention to us,” Reynolds said with a pointed look around the streets.

“On it,” I said.

I pushed the half-open window the rest of the way up and climbed into the building. The young man backed away from me and then started speaking in a language I didn’t understand, but I didn’t need to know the words to understand he was pleading for his life. It took me a moment to notice the small child cowering behind him.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said slowly and clearly. “We are RTF. Here to help.”

The young man started to cry, and he threw himself to his knees and clasped his hands together in a pleading gesture while the little girl behind him began to whimper.

“Uh, Commander,” I said.

Reynolds popped up next to me and took in the scene.

“Locals,” she said, and her voice was thick with relief as she pressed her comms button. “Cap, we got a couple survivors here. Anyone speak Drehirian?”

“Thank the stars,” Cross’ voice said over comms. “We’ll send Matthias in.”

The machina could access his database and communicate in most languages, so the jump mage was a vital asset in these situations.

A few minutes later, Matthias entered the building with Leith.

“Cap says we can make this our check point,” Leith said as he gestured around. “Appropriate setting.”

I took in the surroundings for the first time and realized we were in a post office of sorts, but most of the packages were ripped to shreds and scattered around like confetti.

“Roger, we’ll send all survivors here,” Reynolds said. “Lyons, come on, we’ll join the others.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

We left Matthias and Leith at the checkpoint with the young survivors, and then we jogged to catch up with the others, who were still heading toward the town square.

When we reached the edge of the square, Cross held up a hand signal for everyone to stop. We fell into our training immediately, and as soon as we stopped walking, everyone dove for cover while we assessed the situation.

“The Prime Minister’s residence is overrun,” Cross said over comms. “Appears to be all Grendels. We’re taking a small team into the residence to clear it, then we’ll reassess.”

“Lyons, you’re with me,” Reynolds said.

“Olav, bring your mentee,” Cross added. “Flanagan, you too. Let’s move.”

We moved forward toward the residence, and we could see the Grendel grunts swarming through the building.

“What are they even doing up there?” Richard mumbled.

“Hard to say,” Cross replied. “Could be they were instructed to seize the residence and prepare it.”

“For?” Richard asked.

“Nothing good,” Olav growled.

“But it’s just grunts,” I said. “Are they even smart enough to hold territory? And assuming they seized the residence within the past three days, why haven’t the Elites come and taken over?”

“Couldn’t tell you,” Cross said. “Maybe the Elites decided the planet wasn’t worth it.”

“So, they abandoned their own soldiers here?” Neville asked in disbelief.

“We won’t know until we get in there,” Cross said just as we reached the front door.

“Well, let’s go find out!” Olav declared, and he stepped around the captain and kicked the door in.

“I was going for subtle,” Cross sighed.

“Too late,” Olav replied with a grin, and then he sprinted into the residence.

“Isn’t that your mentor?” Reynolds asked as she turned to Richard.

“Yup,” Richard gulped.

“Shouldn’t you shadow him?” Reynolds scoffed.

“Uhh… yes, ma’am,” Richard said before he ran in after Olav.

“No point in them getting all the action,” Neville said with a grin.

“Hell no, let’s do this,” I said.

The rest of us ran in after the berserkers, and it didn’t take us long to round the corner to see Olav and Richard already working their way through the pack of Grendel grunts in the front room.

I activated my Lightning Elemental again, and I watched as my electric-blue sprite launched from the tip of the scimitar and got to work. Suddenly, I felt a gust of hot wind on my neck, and I spun around to see a Grendel grunt raising a blade with the intent to bury it in my back.

Without a second thought, I tossed my scimitar to my left hand and pummeled my right fist into the Grendel’s snout, but this time his head didn’t explode. Instead I felt the Skull of Godafre vibrate around my knuckles, and I knew that the rune was triggering.

The effects of the lich item were instant.

The Grendel grunt’s eyes clouded with confusion, and he snapped his snout at me before he spun around wildly. The grunt started to chase its own tail until another grunt noticed, and when the inflicted grunt saw his fellow soldier watching him, he let out an angry snarl and attacked. I watched as the inflicted grunt tore the other lizard-bastard into pieces for a few more moments, but I didn’t have much time to enjoy the effects of the lich items because the Grendels were still closing in around us.

I glanced around to see my Lighting Elemental was still kicking ass, so I activated the Shroud rune on my Destroyer’s Vest. With the improved strength thanks to the Invisibility Rune on the vest, I was able to stay hidden for fifteen seconds, and I took advantage of each one.

While invisible, I slid through the sea of Grendels, slicing and dicing as I went. Body after body fell to the ground as the blade of my scimitar cut the life right out of the lizard bastards, and by the time my Shroud rune wore off, I was across the room and halfway up a large staircase.

“Lyons!” Cross called out from below. “Find the Prime Minister!”

“Yes, sir!” I replied as I spun on my heels and sprinted up the staircase.

I didn’t really know where I was going, but I figured if the Prime Minister was still alive, he was hidden somewhere away from the swarm of Grendels below me.

“Prime Minister!” I called out as I ran down a hallway lined with doorways, and I hoped the guy spoke Caledonian.

I started to fling open doors as I passed them. Sometimes, there were Grendels behind the doors, but with the adrenaline and enhanced speed, I killed them on sight and moved on.

After five or six doors, I was starting to lose hope, but I wasn’t ready to give up yet.

On the seventh door, I threw it open and stopped in my tracks. There was a man tied to a chair with something taped across his mouth. He looked mostly human, but a much, much hairier version. Thick, shaggy hair covered the man’s face, neck, and hands, and probably the rest of his body too. He had a prominent brow and dark, intelligent eyes that widened when he saw me, and he tried to speak, but he was incoherent thanks to the gag.

“Are you the Prime Minister?” I asked as I stepped into the room.

The man started nodding profusely while still trying to speak.

“Hang on,” I said, and I took another step inside the room.

Suddenly, the Prime Minister started shaking his head and screaming behind his gag.

“I can’t understand you,” I said as I took another step toward him.

This time, the Prime Minister jerked his body and managed to jump his whole chair back away from me.

“You don’t want my help?” I asked with a frown, but then I realized he was trying to warn me, so I spun around to see two Grendel Warriors behind me with murderous looks in their eyes. They were almost triple the size of the Grunts, standing at seven feet tall, and they wore their signature bulky armor over their chest and shoulders. One of them carried a plasma gun, and the other wielded a serrated broadsword.

“You two are sneaky,” I chuckled, “but you two didn’t think you’d be able to get the jump on me, did you?”

The lizard with the sword rushed me instead of answering, and the one with the plasma gun started to fire in my direction while the other raised his broadsword high in the air.

My shield would easily handle the plasma blasts, but the broadsword was going to be a serious problem, so I swung my scimitar at the warrior rushing me, and I nicked his clawed hand just enough for him to drop the sword. Unfortunately, it didn’t really stop his charge, and he just shifted his shoulder so that he’d plow into me.

I swung my right fist in an uppercut as I brought my scimitar over in my left hand to try and do any sort of damage to him before he smashed into me. Luck was on my side, and the blade of the scimitar rotated as I twisted the hilt. It sliced the left arm of the Warrior clean off just as my brass knuckles landed on the Grendel’s snout. I thought the blow would blow apart his face like it had with the first few Grendels I had hit, but I felt the rune trigger, and the Warrior’s eyes clouded with confusion for a second.

The Skull of Godafre seemed to affect the Warrior more than it had affected the Grunt. My confused enemy let out a guttural screech that shook the windows before he started to gnaw at his own bloodied stump where his arm used to be. The Warrior with the plasma gun hesitated, and I used that split second of distraction to pull a Knife of the Storm out and flung it across the room. The blade of the knife embedded in the Warrior’s thick, scaly neck, and the Warrior gurgled and fell to the ground.

The confused Warrior let out another screech before he scurried to his dead friend, and I watched in horror as the affected Grendel started to chow down on his friend. I didn’t realize the Skull of Godafre could inflict cannibalism, but now wasn’t the time to question it.

I spun to see the Prime Minister struggling against his restraints, so I ran to him and pulled the tape off from his mouth. He started speaking to me in rapid fire Drehirian, but I just shook my head as I untied his restraints.

“Caledonian?” I asked slowly. “Do you speak Caledonian.”

“Little,” the man said with a thick accent. “Thank.”

“You’re welcome,” I said as I freed him from the chair and dragged him to his feet. “Now, we’ve got to go. If there are Warriors around, that means there could be Elites.”

The Prime Minister started speaking in his language again, but I just grabbed him by the elbow and dragged him to the door. On the way, the Warrior stopped feasting on his friend and noticed us moving. The Prime Minister let out a frightened scream, but I put myself between him and the Grendel.

“I got this,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure the PM could understand me, and I raised my scimitar and prepared to activate my Elemental rune.

Before I had the chance to summon the sprite, the Grendel Warrior let out another ungodly screech, turned, and ran at full speed toward the window. The Prime Minister screamed as the Grendel fell to its own self-inflicted death, and then the poor man turned to me with wide, horrified eyes.

“Yeeeeah, that’ll happen,” I said as I flexed my fist underneath the Skull of Godafre. “Anyway, we gotta go.”

I grabbed the Prime Minister by the elbow again and dragged him away from the dead Warriors. The hallway was empty, and the sounds of battle had died down, so I reached for my comms.

“Cap, I’ve got the PM,” I said.

“Excellent work, Knight Lyons,” Cross replied. “We cleared the grunts. Bring him down here.”

“En route,” I said, and I guided the Prime Minister back toward the staircase.

He continued to speak to me in Drehirian, but I tuned him out as I surveyed the scene below us. All of the grunts were dead, and I spotted Reynolds slapping a medkit over Richard’s leg. I made my way through the sea of dead Grendels with the Prime Minister, who started bawling loudly.

“I found him in a room being guarded by a couple of Grendel Warriors,” I explained as the Prime Minister fell to his knees and wept.

“Warriors?” Reynolds asked with a frown.

“Yeah, just two,” I said before I looked past the Commander to my friend Richard, and I gestured to the medkit. “You good?”

“Just a little nick,” Richard said as he attached his leg armor and forced himself to his feet.

“Need me around all the time to take care of you, huh?” I chuckled.

“Something like that,” Richard replied as he clapped me on the back. “Nathan’s going to be pissed.”

“Probably,” I said with a nod.

Nathan was pursuing a shield knight specialty specifically so he could watch out for his brother, and I knew the other twin would be upset that he couldn’t prevent Richard’s injury, but at least it was a minor one.

I turned to see the captain trying to communicate with the Prime Minister in a blend of broken Drehirian and basic Caledonian. After a few minutes, he sighed and pulled the Prime Minister to his feet.

“Come on, we need to get back to the checkpoint,” the captain said. “Get Matthias to explain what’s going on.”

“Let’s go,” Reynolds said, and the Commander led us out of the residence.

The Prime Minister let out another pained wail as he saw his citizens lying dead in the streets, but we pressed on. His scream still rang in my ears a few minutes later as we almost got to the post office, and I tried to imagine his pain, but it was too much, so I did my best to block out the screams as we stepped over the dead bodies.

“Does it seem quiet out here?” Richard asked as he looked around with suspicion.

“Actually, now that you mention it…” I said slowly.

“Leith,” Olav said gruffly over comms. “Come in.”

The comms crackled ominously, and we all exchanged dark glances.

“Shit!” Richard cried out.

I followed his gaze to the Grendel portal above us. It had grown in size and was at least three shades darker than before.

“What the--” Olav began as he glanced at me. “When did that upgrade?”

“Wasn’t me,” I said as I shrugged my shoulders.

“Must’ve happened when we were inside,” Cross mumbled before he tried the comms again. “Leith, Matthias, come in.”

Suddenly, there was a loud booming noise, and the ground shook below us.

“Did that come from the checkpoint?” Richard asked, and his voice was full of fear.

“Come on!” I shouted as I broke out in a run. “We need to save our friends!”
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Chapter 8

My lungs burned as I darted across the hot streets. All I could think about was my friends fending for themselves against the giant ogres, and I knew I’d never forgive myself if something happened to them.

“Nick! Your left!” I heard a voice cry out from behind me.

Suddenly, something hit me with the force of a crashing skiff, and I flew through the air and landed hard on my side. The blow knocked the breath out of me, but I recovered quickly and kicked out. My foot launched my attacker free of me, and I swung my other leg around so that I spun to my feet. The Grendel grunt that struck me suddenly crumpled to the ground in a heap with a throwing knife embedded in its skull, and I looked over to see Richard jogging toward the fallen grunt.

“How awesome of a throw was that, eh?” He yanked his morning star out of its skull and nodded at me.

“Thanks, bud,” I said. “Now, let’s go get your brother.”

Richard and I led the pack, and we hopped over bodies as we sprinted back to the checkpoint. It didn’t take us long to see why we couldn’t get anyone over comms.

A flock of Grendel ogres had descended on the post office that we were using as a checkpoint. So far, it looked like none were able to breach the building, but not from a lack of trying. There were five ogres on the rooftop stomping their giant lizard feet, and I knew the structure wouldn’t hold up against them for much longer. In addition to the ogres on top of the building, there were at least seven surrounding the perimeter, and more grunts and warriors were falling from the portal above us.

I spotted what looked like an RTF uniform on an armored body lying face down, and my heart wrenched. I glanced over to see Richard notice the body, too. He took off in a run toward the body, and he was so focused, he didn’t notice the grunt that had spotted him.

I quickly holstered my scimitar and pulled out my Summoner’s Silver Longbow of the Xenosmilus. I activated the summoning rune, and a moment later, a Greater Void Cat appeared and looked at me for instruction.

“You know what to do,” I said to the void monster.

The great black cat roared loudly, and then its lithe body soared through the air and took out the grunt that was focused on Richard. I fired off a few more arrows at approaching Grendels to cover Richard while he reached the dead RTF soldier. Then I watched as he bent down and turned the body over, and relief flooded his face.

It wasn’t Nathan. It was just a blue tarp over a bit of crumpled metal and concrete that looked suspiciously man-like in shape.

“Thank fuck,” I mumbled before I had to fire off another arrow at an approaching Grendel.

My Greater Void Cat slayed three more grunts just as easily as a house cat would kill a mouse before it turned its attention to the nearest ogre. This guy was just about the same size as my summoned pet, so I aimed at its head and let loose with an arrow.

I had never considered myself that great of a shot, but the silver arrow crossed the twenty or so meters and dug right in the ogre’s eye, and the Grendel let out a pained scream and swung his large body wildly. My cat jumped over the ogre’s leg, but the limb connected with Neville and sent him flying through the air like a flicked fly. He landed with a thud a few meters away from me, rolled a few times, and then let out a moan I could hear through my helmet speakers.

“Neville!” I cried out as I ran to his side.

“We’ll cover!” I heard Reynolds yell, so I figured they’d buy me some time to tend to my friend.

“I’m good,” Neville groaned as he rolled over on his side, but I could see that he had blood trickling from his nose, and he was clutching his ribs.

“You don’t look good,” I said as I reached for a medkit.

“I’m alive,” he gasped as he sat up.

“Hold still.” I quickly assessed his injuries and then opened his armor chestplate so I could slap a medkit to his broken ribs.

“Lyons, one got past us!” I heard Reynolds scream just as the sky overhead went dark, and I looked up to see an ogre standing above us with his axe raised.

I didn’t have time to load up an arrow, and my sword wasn’t in my hand, so all I could really do was roll back and slam my Skull of Godafre at the ogre’s leg. I felt my fist make contact with the ogre’s huge scaly limb, but his limb didn’t explode. I did feel the rune activate, but the lizard bastard just let out a grunt before it knocked me aside and continued toward Neville.

I yanked my scimitar out, but suddenly, the large lizard creature jerked to the left. It looked down at the leg that I’d struck with the brass knuckles, and I grinned as I realized what was happening.

The effects of the rune must’ve taken longer to set in due to the ogre’s thick, scaly skin, but its left leg seemed to have a mind of its own. The limb was shaking back and forth like it was trying to do a jig, then it spun on its heel and attempted to drag the ogre in the other direction. I darted forward and pummeled every surface of the ogre I could reach with the Skull of Godafre, and that seemed to do the trick. Within seconds, the ogre’s eyes had the same cloudy, confused look as the Warriors’ had, and it sprinted back toward where my fellow knights were fighting the rest of the Grendels.

Then the massive beast started wreaking havoc on its own kind.

The Grendel ogre reached down and scooped up a handful of Grendel grunts. Then it started biting the heads off and tossing the bodies aside as it headed back toward the post office.

I jumped up to my feet and then yanked Neville up.

“Thanks, Nick,” he hissed as he struggled to stand up, but then his eyes focused behind me.

“Impressive work, Lyons,” Reynolds whispered in my ear before I could spin around.

“This thing works really well.” I held up the Skull of Godafre for Reynolds, and she drew in a sharp breath before she met my eyes.

“Hmmm… Yes… After all this is over, and we’re back on the Stalwart, come find me.” She frowned. “I want a closer look at that item.”

“Y-Yes, Commander,” I said, and I was suddenly worried I’d done something wrong by bringing the silver knuckles into battle. “Is everything--”

“Left!” Reynolds suddenly cried out, and she shoved me to the side as she reached for the pair of hook swords strapped to her back.

The hooked edges of the thin blades were inscribed with numerous runes, and there was a curved blade over the hilt of the sword that acted like a hand guard but also looked sharp enough to slice the head clean off a Grendel.

“Diiiiiie!” Reynolds growled in a voice that sounded three octaves lower than her normal pitch, and then she rushed the ogre.

The large Grendel stomped its clawed feet as the woman sprinted toward him, and the size difference was almost comical, but Reynolds meant business, and she somehow moved with the grace of a ballet dancer even though her armor was just as bulky as the rest of the knights’. The ogre attempted to sideswipe Reynolds off her feet, but she swung one of her swords and sank the hooked end into the ogre’s meaty arm. The Grendel let out a pained scream and then reached for Reynolds with the other arm, but Reynolds anticipated that, and she swung the second hook sword to catch the other arm. The ogre growled in frustration, but Reynolds held her swords tight. Then she took a step back and jerked the hilts of the sword toward the ground, which pulled the ogre off balance. As the behemoth started to fall forward, Reynolds yanked her hooked swords out of its skin and dodged out of the way as the ogre dropped to his knees. Blood sprayed from the ogre’s arms, and its eyes were full of rage as it lurched for Reynolds again.

The commander activated her antigravity runes and jumped high into the air, and I watched as she landed on the ogre’s shoulders. Then she used the sharp crescent guard across the hilt to slice the ogre’s throat open. A stream of acidic blood poured from the fatal wound, and Reynolds gracefully flipped off the Grendel’s shoulders and landed next to me.

“Damn,” I muttered as the ogre fell to our feet. “That was incredible, Commander.”

“Every once in a while I like to exercise.” Reynolds smirked.

“I see that, ma’am,” I said with a nod of appreciation.

Suddenly, the ground shook below us, and we turned to see the ogre that I’d struck with the Skull of Godafre. It was pulling another ogre off the post office, and he started to pummel his fellow Grendel with his huge fists.

The chaos sent the other Grendels in the area into a frenzy.

“What the fuck is going on!” Richard screamed as he dodged a Grendel tail.

“They’re confused!” Cross cried out. “Take advantage of it!”

He didn’t need to tell me twice.

I pulled out my scimitar and summoned my Lightning Elemental again. Then I activated the Void Serpents on my prot-belt coil, and soon, my summoned sprites were tearing across the town and taking down Grendels left and right. I used my curved blade to take out any grunt that approached me, and I kept an eye on my injured friends to make sure they didn’t need backup.

Soon, we’d eliminated half of the ogres, but the portal above us started to crackle and darken.

“I think the portal is upgrading again!” Richard yelled out.

Everyone looked up to see the portal crackling and shimmering with energy, and it slowly darkened to indicate its imminent upgrade.

“That better not be you doing that, Lyons!” Olav shouted at me.

“I don’t think it is!” I yelled back.

“I thought you wanted him to upgrade it?” Neville shouted at the berserker.

“Oh… yeah. Lyons, keep upgrading it! I want to kill more assholes!”

“I’m really not!” I shouted back. Usually, I could tell when my nanorunes were activating, but I’d been so focused on fighting, was it possible I’d upgraded it without noticing?

“You don’t know what’s going on?” Reynolds asked me.

“No!” I shouted as I blocked a Grendel sword thrust.

“We are going to be in trouble if it doesn’t close!” Richard shouted before a Grendel Warrior rushed him, and the knight let out a war cry as he sliced the lizard soldier’s snout clean off its face.

“You all are going to be in trouble!” Olav laughed as he spun in a circle and beheaded two Grendels in a circular spay of black and green gore. “I’m going to be just fine!”

Portals usually closed once all of the Grendels on the ground were dead and could no longer use the portal. We still had quite a few Grendels to kill, and I wasn’t sure we could pull it off if it kept upgrading. I squinted up at the portal as thoughts raced through my mind.

Suddenly, an idea came to mind, and I summoned my Void Serpents back to me.

“I need your help,” I said to the large black snakes, who hissed in return.

I pulled out my bow and arrow before I bent down and picked up one of the serpents. I wrapped its thick scaly body around the arrow and loaded it onto my bow. Then I pointed the bow and serpent wrapped arrow up at the sky and aimed it at the edge of the shimmering portal.

I’d had success in the past merging the power of my nanorunes, which thirsted for magical energy, and the power of my elementals, who were ripe with magical energies. My thought process was between the power of my nanorunes, combined with the power of the Void Serpents, then maybe, just maybe, I could cause the portal to close.

Or maybe the exact opposite would happen, and we’d all get fucked.

“What the hell are you doing?” Richard asked me as he blocked a Grendel from plowing into me.

“What’s it look like?” I asked as I steadied my aim. “Thanks for the save.”

“I got you, but… Uhhh…Will that work?” His voice cracked a bit.

“We’re about to find out,” I murmured. “Don’t let me down, snakes. Or nanorunes.”

I took a moment to visualize the portal above us closing, and it was easy to imagine the portal snapping shut and the Grendels no longer falling from the sky. I took a deep, steadying breath before I released the string of the bow, and my snake soared through the air on the arrow and headed for the edge of the portal.

I wasn’t sure this would work, but I figured if I could disrupt the rift in the atmosphere, maybe it would cause a glitch or the Void Serpent could infiltrate it and the Grendels would close the portal. On the other hand, it could accidentally upgrade the portal, in which case we were fucked.

I held my breath and prayed to any gods that were listening.

Richard and I watched as the silver arrow wrapped in a black snake made contact with the edge of the portal. There was a loud crack, and the portal suddenly expanded to thrice its size before there was another crack and it disappeared into thin air.

“Holy shit!” Richard cried out, and then he grabbed me by the shoulders and shook. “That worked! I can’t believe that worked!”

“Me, neither,” I admitted as I scanned the sky for any sign that the portal was still there, but once I determined it was closed for good, I let myself smile. “Thank the stars.”

“What about your Void Serpent?” Richard asked as he frowned at the space where the portal had been.

“It should respawn.” I shrugged and then gestured at the now empty sky.

“About time you did something, Lyons!” Olav called out as he sliced a Grendel Warrior in half, but the berserker was grinning at me. “Now get your head back in the game and take out the rest of these lizard bastards. You too, Culbert!”

Richard and I turned back to the raging battle and helped our friends finish off the rest of the Grendels. It didn’t take long until we killed the last of them, and soon we were done and breathing heavily in the streets, surrounded by dead Grendels and locals.

“Where’d the Prime Minister go?” I asked out loud as I looked around the streets.

“Cap took him somewhere over there.” Olav hooked a thumb toward the post office.

“I’m going to go make sure he’s alright,” I said as I headed off in that direction.

“What about the loot?” Richard called out after me.

“Oh, yeah, uh, grab me a few pieces!” I said as I waved over my shoulder. “I need a new helm and gloves if you see anything!”

I jogged toward the post office and hopped over dead bodies as I went. I spotted the captain standing outside the window of the post office looking in, but he turned around when he heard me approaching.

“Knight Lyons,” Cross said with a nod. “The Prime Minister wants to speak with you.”

“With me?” I frowned as I closed the distance between us.

Captain Cross jerked his head at the window, and I peered inside to see the Prime Minister speaking to the two young locals we first discovered. I also noticed there were about five or six more locals inside, and Matthias and Leith were applying medkits and handing out hydration packs to them all.

“We found a few more survivors while we were fighting,” Cross said in a low voice.

“That’s all?” I asked, and I felt my heart sink in my chest.

“According to the Prime Minister, there’s an extensive network of underground tunnels from when the planet was a thriving mining community eons ago,” the captain explained. “We’re all hoping that there are more survivors down there, we’ll start searching soon.”

“Good,” I said as I felt a shimmer of hope.

The Stalwart had done all that we could given the circumstances, so I hoped the locals were able to save themselves before we got here.

The Prime Minister finally spotted me, and his eyes opened wide as he rushed over to me.

“Lie-ones,” the hairy man said as he pointed at me.

“Uh, yes, I’m Knight Lyons,” I said.

The Prime Minister reached for my hand through the window and then fell to his knees as he spoke to me in his language.

“He’s thanking you,” Cross explained.

“You speak Drehirian?” I asked in surprise.

“Nope, but he’s said ‘thank you’ enough by now that I recognize the word,” Cross said. “Matthias can translate the rest for you.”

“That’s alright, I get it,” I chuckled before I met the Prime Minister’s eyes and smiled. “You’re welcome.”

The Prime Minister rose to his feet and said a few words to Cross before he turned and hurried back to his people.

“What’d he say?” I murmured.

“No idea,” Cross said, and then he turned away from the window and gestured to the empty place in the sky where the portal had been. “Care to explain what happened to the portal?”

“Um, I closed it.”

“Yeah, I know that,” Cross said as he held my gaze. “I want to know how.”

“It was a risky move,” I admitted. “I shot my Void Serpent into the portal with hopes that it would close it.”

“Hmmmm,” Cross said with a slow nod. “We’re going to explore that more later. For now, we’ve got other things to take care of.”

We spent the rest of the day on Drehiri searching for survivors and clearing the streets of all the dead bodies, locals and Grendels alike. Luckily, the search crew found hundreds of survivors in the underground tunnels, and they were equally as grateful for our help as the Prime Minister was. During our cleaning efforts, the other knights and I gathered a fair share of loot, which we loaded into a skiff and sent back to the Stalwart.

As I tossed a dead Grendel into the pit we’d dug for them, I noticed another skiff from the Stalwart landing on the hot, rocky planet. To my delight, Elle and Natali emerged from the skiff, and they looked so fresh and pretty compared to the carnage of the poor planet.

I abandoned my task and jogged over to them.

“What are you two doing here?” I asked with a wide grin.

“I’m here in an official capacity,” Natali said as she smoothed her white doctor’s coat down over her skirt. “The Captain asked me to come check over the survivors.”

“And I just wanted to see you,” Elle said as she wrinkled her nose at me. “Well, that and I was getting a little stir-crazy on the ship.”

“Well, I’m glad to see you both,” I said as I wiped the sweat from my brow.

“Where might the captain be?” Natali asked as her eyes searched the horizon behind me.

“Probably at the post office, come on, I’ll take you,” I said.

The doctor and the point clerk flanked me as I led us through the bloodstained streets to the post office. Sure enough, I spotted the Captain through the window, so I brought the ladies around to the front door.

As soon as Natali stepped in the door, she got straight to work. The skilled Rutheni doctor started assessing patients and applying medkits while the Captain crossed the room to speak to me.

“I was just about to make an announcement,” Cross said as his eyes flitted to Elle, then back to me. “The Prime Minister has invited us to stay at his residence tonight as a thank you.”

“Do we have time for that?” I asked with a frown. “We’re already delaying our trip back to the Caledonian Kingdom with our… cargo.”

“We can stay for one night, but we’re away first thing in the morning,” Cross said. “But the Prime Minister insists you get the biggest room in the residence.”

“Really?” Elle asked in surprise.

“Knight Lyons here saved the Prime Minister’s life,” Cross explained as he patted me on the shoulder.

“Yeah, he does that a lot,” Elle chuckled.

“He is getting pretty good at it,” Cross agreed. “We’re about to wrap it up here, I’ll make the announcement now.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

Cross stepped away while Elle turned to me with a sly grin.

“Of course you were out here saving lives,” she teased as she reached up and pushed a sweaty lock of hair off my forehead.

“I was just doing my job,” I said with a shrug.

A moment later, I heard Cross come over the comms and tell everyone planetside that we were staying tonight, and suddenly, an idea came to me.

“Hey, we still need our date,” I said as I turned to the point clerk.

“We do,” Elle said with a nod.

“How about tonight?” I asked.

“Really?” Elle’s eyebrows shot up.

“Well, I just thought it might be nice to have a date on actual ground instead of on the ship,” I said. “But if you don’t want to…”

“No, I want to,” Elle said quickly. “Of course I want to. But I don’t have anything planned.”

“So?” I shrugged. “We don’t need anything fancy.”

“Oh, yes, we do,” Elle said with a sudden look of determination in her eyes. “I have a competition to win.”

“You really don’t--”

“Well, I’m going to,” Elle cut me off before her eyes lit up with excitement, and she reached out and clutched my arm. “Okay, I have some work to do, but I’ll meet you later tonight outside the Prime Minister’s residence, okay? Say 2100 local?”

“Um, okay,” I said. “But you don’t know where--”

“I’ll figure everything out,” Elle said with a wave of her hand. “Just meet me there, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I nodded.

“Good.” Elle grinned, and then she reached up on her tiptoes and gave me a kiss. “See you then.”

Elle turned and actually sprinted out of the post office, and I wondered how the hell she was going to pull off a fancy date on a Grendel-ravaged planet that she knew nothing about. But one thing I’d learned about the point clerk was that she never lost, and I should never underestimate her.

I chuckled and turned to help the others wrap up the mission.

Later that night, after I’d had the chance to shower and change into borrowed clothes, I arrived at the agreed-upon location outside of the Prime Minister’s residence. The night sky above was filled with twinkling stars, and the air was cool. It was refreshing after the recent turmoil the planet had faced. Despite the devastation caused by the Grendels, there was a sense of resilience in the atmosphere, as if the planet itself was determined to rebuild and thrive. I could still see some locals working tirelessly in the streets to repair and rebuild the damage.

Elle was already waiting for me when I arrived, and she looked breathtakingly beautiful in a long, flowing midnight-blue dress that shimmered when she moved. The dress had a low V cut that amplified her perky breasts, and the flowy sleeves hung low on her arms. Her inky-black hair was piled on top of her head with two long wispy strands that hung down to frame her face, and her hazel eyes shone with a mischievous glint. Her spiced perfume wafted through the air, and I felt a strong rush of desire for the gorgeous woman.

“Nick!” Elle called out, and her soprano voice carried across the tranquil night as she approached me with a confident stride.

“Wow,” I breathed as I took in the sight of the beautiful woman. “You look stunning.”

“Thank you, handsome,” Elle said as she gave a playful twirl, and her elegant dress swayed with her movements. Then she put her small hand on my chest, and my skin burned beneath her touch.

I tilted the point clerk’s chin up with my finger and leaned down to cover her mouth with mine. We kissed hard before she pulled away and gestured at an overnight bag at her feet. “Can you have someone put this in your room?”

“Of course,” I said, and then I got a guard’s attention. As soon as he took Elle’s bag, she grabbed my hand and gave it a passionate squeeze.

“Come on,” she giggled. “I’ve got plans for you.”

“I’m all yours,” I said with a grin as the raven-haired beauty pulled me away from the Prime Minister’s residence.

“Good.” Elle interlaced her fingers in mine. “I think you’re going to like this.”

I let the point clerk take the lead, and she pulled us through the streets of the Drehirian capital.

“It looks a lot different now than when we landed this morning,” I remarked as our footsteps echoed through the empty streets.

“Yeah, I heard,” Elle said softly. “It sounds awful, I’m so sorry you all had to endure that.”

“At least we found some survivors.”

“And they’re in great spirits,” Elle said enthusiastically. “Despite everything.”

“You’ve spoken to the locals?” I asked in surprise.

“Some of them,” Elle said with a grin. “I had to, in order to plan out tonight. They’re all very thankful to the RTF knights who saved them. And they’re mourning their dead, of course, but it seems like a very grateful community. And they were happy to help me out, too.”

“That’s very kind of them,” I remarked. “Considering everything they’ve been through.”

“I know, I felt bad asking them for anything at first,” Elle admitted. “But many of them were happy for a distraction.”

“How did you communicate with them?” I asked as my head tilted curiously.

“I have my ways,” Elle said as she tapped her bionic implants.

“Of course you do,” I laughed as she led us down a dimly-lit alley.

“And here we are,” Elle said and came to a stop in front of an unremarkable building.

“Here?” I asked uncertainly.

“Well, here.” Elle gestured to a small staircase next to the building that led down to a door. “Come on.”

I followed Elle down the stairs, and she pushed open the door. The air became cooler as we stepped into the underground building, and there was a long, narrow corridor that smelled like damp earth, but in a pleasant way. Elle giggled excitedly as we emerged from the tunnel and into a large circular room that was lined with twinkling candles.

In the center of the room, there was a table set with a spread of delicious-looking foods already prepared, along with flagons of wine. As we approached the table, a door opened that I hadn’t noticed before because it blended seamlessly with the stone walls. A short, hairy Drehiri man emerged from the door, and he carried a stool in one hand and a violin in the other. He gestured for us to sit down, and then he set up his stool and began to play a slow, melodic piece of music as we took our seats.

“How did you manage this?” I asked in awe as I took in the romantic setting.

“Again, I have my ways,” Elle said with a mysterious smile.

“I see that.” I chuckled before I reached across the table and took Elle’s small hands in mine. “This is incredible. Especially after the day I had. Thank you.”

“Of course,” Elle said as she gently stroked my hands with her thumbs. Then she pulled away and reached for her wine, and she raised it in the air. “To us.”

“To us,” I echoed as I lifted my own glass in the air.

We clinked our glasses together and grinned at each other over our wine, and the violinist continued to serenade us as we devoured the delicious spread in front of us. The meal consisted of various meats, vegetables, and something that resembled a pizza, and once we were finished eating, another Drehiri local emerged from the invisible door and cleared the table off. Then the local returned moments later with a dessert spread.

“Oh, my,” I said, and my mouth salivated as I took in the puffed pastries and iced cakes. “Is this heaven?”

“As close to it as you’ll get in this life,” Elle said with a wink. Then she reached across the table for a puffed pastry, and I got an eyeful of her cleavage.

“I think so,” I murmured as I admired my beautiful date.

Elle’s tanned olive skin took on a rosy hue as she blushed at the veiled compliment.

“I have one more thing for you,” the point clerk said as she pushed back from her chair.

“Oh, you don’t need to do anything else,” I said quickly. “This is more than enough.”

“No, it’s not,” Elle said with a shake of her head, and she stood up. “This is the best I could do on short notice, on a ravaged planet. Still better than trying to pull off a romantic setting on the Stalwart, but it’s not enough. Hopefully this is.”

Elle’s dress curled around her ankles as she crossed the circular room. She bent down and whispered something in the musician’s ear, and he nodded in acknowledgement. Then he carefully placed his bow on his strings and started to play a different tune, a popular love song I recognized.

Elle met my eyes with a grin, and then she opened her mouth and started to sing.

 

In the cosmos, where stars ignite,

We found love in endless night,

Our hearts align in gravity’s sway,

In the universe, we’ll always stay.

 

Among galaxies vast, our love’s embrace,

A cosmic dance, a tender chase,

In your eyes, I see galaxies bloom,

In the universe, we’ve found our room.

 

Like comets’ tails, we blaze a trail,

Through the boundless, we’ll set sail,

In celestial realms, we’re intertwined,

A love so deep, it leaves stars behind.

 

Among galaxies vast, our love’s embrace,

A cosmic dance, a tender chase,

In your eyes, I see galaxies bloom,

In the universe, we’ve found our room.

 

Through nebulas’ glow, our hearts entwine,

A love story written in stardust’s sign,

In the cosmos, where dreams take flight,

Our love’s a supernova, burning bright.

 

Among galaxies vast, our love’s embrace,

A cosmic dance, a tender chase,

In your eyes, I see galaxies bloom,

In the universe, we’ve found our room.

 

In the expanse of the cosmic sea,

Our love’s eternal, forever free,

In the universe, our hearts enthrall,

Together we’ll stand, forever in awe.

 

Her voice soared and filled the room with its melodious notes, and I was captivated by her performance. Elle had a way of commanding attention, and it was clear she relished being in the spotlight, and I suddenly wished she had a bigger crowd to enjoy her performance. But at the same time, I felt incredibly lucky to be blessed with this intimate setting with my beautiful girlfriend singing for only me.

The sound of her full, beautiful voice sent shivers down my spine, and she swayed elegantly as she sang. When the song required a high note, she belted them out with the confidence of a newly qualified knight, and she threw her arms out dramatically to match the words.

When the song came to an end, I stood up and applauded loudly.

“Encore, encore!” I cried out as Elle giggled and curtsied.

“Oh, stop it,” she said shyly as she joined me at the table again.

“I will not,” I declared. “That was incredible. I had no idea you could sing like that.”

“I don’t sing often anymore,” Elle said with a wistful sigh. “But it felt like something special I could do for you.”

“It was,” I said as I swept the point clerk into my arms. “I hope you never stop singing for me.”

“I won’t,” Elle said breathlessly as her eyes focused on my lips.

“Good.” I grinned and then kissed her hard.

“Nick,” Elle moaned softly when the kiss ended.

“Yes?” I murmured.

“Take me to bed.”
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Chapter 9

“As you wish,” I purred.

I grabbed Elle’s hand and headed out of the intimate setting. We waved a quick goodbye at the violinist, and moments later we were under the stars again and practically jogging back toward the Prime Minister’s residence. We giggled the whole way, and when we finally reached my room, I slammed the door behind us and turned to Elle with a hungry smile.

The raven-haired beauty launched herself into my arms, and she kissed me with the force of a thousand suns. Our hands roved all over each other now that we were finally able to kiss freely, but after a few minutes, I leaned down and scooped Elle up. She giggled and wrapped her long legs around my waist as I carried her to the bed, and I laid her down gently.

“You look so beautiful,” I murmured as I reached down and traced my hands over her curves.

“You really think so?” Elle blinked up at me with her dark eyes.

“Of course,” I replied as my grip on her tightened.

Elle giggled before she pushed herself up to her elbows, and the gorgeous point clerk smiled slyly up at me as she let her knees fall apart. Her tanned thighs peeked out from under the fabric of her dress, and it drove me crazy. Then she pulled her legs wider apart, and I let out a groan.

“I want you inside me,” Elle whispered. “I want you to fuck me.”

“You love when I fuck you hard,” I growled as I unbuttoned my pants.

“It’s my favorite,” Elle breathed, and her eyes darkened with lust. “I think about it all the time. Please, Nick.”

“Fuuuck,” I moaned as I pulled my cock out.

I stroked myself with one hand while I reached under Elle’s dress with the other, and she gasped when my fingers grazed her skin. I slid my hand up her thigh, and my fingertips brushed against the soaking wet fabric of her panties.

“You’re soaking already,” I said with a grin.

“I’ve been thinking about you inside me ever since we sat down for dinner,” Elle whined.

She spread her legs further apart and pulled the fabric of her dress to the side to expose my hand over her panties. I found her clit through the silky fabric, and I rubbed the nub gently while I continued to stroke my throbbing cock. Elle let out a cry of pleasure, and I felt another deluge of juices soak her panties as her body began to tremble.

“Did… you just cum?” I asked.

“Yeeeeesss,” Elle gasped as she threw her head back. “Ohhh… fuuuuck…”

“Damn.”

“Please…” Her hips bucked up to meet my hand with an urgent need, and her blue eyes were lit with a fiery desire.

“Tell me what you want,” I instructed as I pulled her panties off.

“I want you to fuck me until I scream,” Elle said as her dark eyes met mine.

That was all I needed to hear.

In one quick motion, I pulled Elle by her knees to the edge of the bed. She gasped in surprise, but that turned into a cry of joy as I plunged my erection into her silky tunnel with one strong thrust.

“Oh, Nick!” Elle mewled as her tight walls spasmed around my shaft. “Yes, fuck m-m-meeee!”

Elle’s pussy gushed as I pounded deep into her, and she let out a beautiful little whine with each thrust. I could only do that for a dozen or so minutes before I felt my will begin to crack, so I grabbed onto her hips and pulled them toward me to adjust the angle a bit. Elle moaned with pleasure as her eyes rolled back into her skull.

“Fuck, you feel so good,” I moaned.

“Yes. Yes. Yeeeeeessss…” The fabric of her dress slipped down her midriff, and I got the overwhelming urge to rip it off her body. I could always buy the point clerk a new dress with my KPs, so I slid my hands up, curled the fabric around my fingers, and then yanked my hands apart. The sound of the ripping fabric was satisfying, but not as satisfying as the pert, bouncy breasts that were underneath.

“Stars above, that was sexy as fuck,” Elle gasped.

“You just got ten times wetter and tighter.” I grinned as I slid my diamond-hard cock into her waterfall of a pussy.

“Because a sexy knight just ripped my dress off while he was fucking me,” Elle giggled as she cupped her tits, but then I hit a particular spot inside her, and she tilted her head back and let out a loud cry of pleasure.

“Fuck, you’re beautiful.”

“And you fuck me so gooooood,” Elle groaned as she started to twirl her nipples around her fingertips. “And soooo haaaard.”

“Uuunnngh.” I tightened my grip on Elle’s hips and fucked her as hard as I could. I thought her screams were going to shatter the windows, but I didn’t care who heard. My girlfriend wanted me to fuck her hard, and that’s what I was going to do.

My thumb found her clit again, and I started to rub it in small circles while I kept up the rhythm of my hips. Elle reacted accordingly by bucking her hips wildly, and her screams turned guttural with pleasure.

“Cum for me,” I instructed the gorgeous point clerk. “Cum all over my cock.”

“Ohhhh, Niiiick, yesss!” Elle whined as I worked her clit harder.

Suddenly, her toes curled, and she screamed in ecstasy as her second orgasm rocked through her body.

“Good girl.” I kept up the speed in my hips and hand while Elle convulsed underneath me.

“Oh… Oh… Oh…” Her pussy gushed its juices all down my shaft, and they dripped down off my balls and pooled at my feet.

Elle suddenly grabbed my hand and stuck my thumb in her mouth, and she pulled me down so I was on top of her. Then she sucked on my thumb as she looked up at me with wild eyes.

“You’re so beautiful when you cum,” I said as I slowed my strokes.

I looked deep in Elle’s eyes, which widened with each stroke of my cock. Her warm cavern squeezed around me as I pushed deeper into her than I’d ever been before, and my thumb explored her hot, wet mouth as I fucked her deeply and intimately.

I had the sudden urge to make this woman a part of my life, forever, and the words came tumbling out of my mouth before I could stop them.

“I want to put a baby in you,” I murmured.

Elle’s eyes widened even further, and then they watered.

“Are you s-s-sserious?” she asked as she pulled my thumb out of her mouth and gaped up at me.

“Yes,” I said as I pushed into her slowly. “I want you to have my baby.”

“Nick,” Elle breathed before she suddenly kissed me hard and deep. Then she pulled back and met my eyes again. “Yes. Of course, yes, I want your baby.”

“Fuuuck,” I said as even more blood rushed to my dick. “I love hearing you say that.”

“I do, Nick,” Elle said, and her voice sounded urgent. “I want your baby so bad.”

“Fuck, woman,” I panted as my strokes sped up again. “Say it again.”

“I want your baby, Nick!” Elle cried out. “Please, Nick. Put a baby in me. I want your baby.”

My fingers curled through Elle’s hair as my orgasm rushed down my spine, through my balls, and to the end of my dick, and Elle kept whispering in my ear about my baby inside her as I pumped her full of my seed. My climax seemed to last forever, and my vision blurred as it felt like I emptied every part of myself into her spasming tunnel. I didn’t stop until she’d squeezed the last drop out of me, and then I collapsed on top of her with a contented sigh before I rolled over on my back and pulled her on top of me.

“That was incredible,” I gasped as I caught my breath.

“You’re telling me,” Elle murmured, and then she rested her hand against my chest and chuckled. “Your heart is beating so fast right now.”

“That’s cause I was just fucking the shit out of a beautiful woman,” I replied with a grin.

Elle buried her head in my neck and giggled, and I pulled her tight against me and joined in. I breathed in her spiced perfume scent and felt an overwhelming rush of love for the naked woman on top of me.

Suddenly, she pulled back and looked me in the eye.

“Did you mean it?” she asked, and she sounded surprisingly shy for a woman who was just screaming my name.

“About putting a baby in you?” I grinned. “Absolutely.”

“Really?” Elle’s voice was hopeful. “That wasn’t just, like, a sex thing?”

“I really mean it,” I said earnestly. “I would love to have a baby with you. If you want to, of course.”

“Of course I do,” Elle said enthusiastically. “It’s just… how would that work? On the ship? What about the other… uhhh… women?”

“I haven’t thought about the details,” I said with a shrug. “But I know we can make it work. I already have tons of KPs, and I’m only going to get more. And I’m not saying it has to be right now. But, when I think about my future, I like to think of you in it, and there’s a baby in there somewhere.”

“You’re in all my thoughts about the future, too,” Elle breathed, and then she rolled onto her back at my side, slapped a hand over her forehead, and let out a nervous laugh. “A baby, wow. I mean, I guess I always thought I’d have kids eventually, but… wow. It’s surprising, and a little scary, but I couldn’t think of anyone better to be a father.”

Elle nestled into me, and I pulled her in tight.

“You’d be an amazing mom,” I said.

“I think…” Elle began but trailed off.

“What?” I asked. “You can tell me anything, don’t worry.”

“What about Natali, Casey, and Treyin? I’m not… like… saying you have to pick now, and I’d still have a baby with you if you… decided you wanted to be with them, but… Does this mean that--”

“Wait, say that again?” I asked.

“I know you are still deciding between us,” she said. “I’d still have your baby even if you wanted to be with one of them instead of me.”

“You would?”

“Yes,” she sighed as she lay back on my chest. “I… I love you. I’d take any part of you. Even if I couldn’t have you forever, I’d still want your child, but… I do think we should wait a little bit. I know you’re destined for great things, and your career at the RTF is just beginning. I don’t want to sideline that with a baby just yet, so maybe we can wait just until your career is a little further along? Then you can decide who you want to be with and figure out the family stuff then.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” I said, and then I planted a kiss on the top of her head. “You’re so thoughtful. I’m very lucky to have four women who love me.”

“And don’t you forget it, sir knight,” she chuckled as she poked me in the ribs with her fingernail. “All of us love you, and we know you love us. Especially if you start talking about having a baby with everyone.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “I really do want a family.”

“Just because we’re not trying right now…” Elle began slyly as she slid out from under my arm and crawled on top of me. “Doesn’t mean we can’t practice.”

Elle and I practiced three more times throughout the night before we drifted off into deep, sex-induced comas.

The next morning, I woke up with Elle’s naked body entwined in my arms, and I breathed in the lingering aroma of her spiced perfume and pulled her close to me. But moments later, my comms device went off, and I knew our time on planet Drehiri had come to an end.

Elle and I quickly put our uniforms on and hurried out of the Prime Minister’s residence to meet up with the others, who were crowded around the entrance.

“Think that’s the last of us,” Cross said as Elle and I joined the group. Then the Captain turned to the Prime Minister and shook his hand. “Thank you for letting us stay.”

The Prime Minister started speaking in Drehirian, and Matthias translated for the rest of us.

“He says thank you, and we’re welcome back anytime,” the machina said.

“Of course we are, we saved their asses,” Olav scoffed before he took a swig from his flask. The berserker looked like he’d celebrated our win all night long and when he burped, I could smell the stale ale.

“That’s our job,” Flanagan pointed out.

“And we’re damn good at it,” Olav said with another belch. “Come on, Cap, let’s get off this busted-up planet.”

“Enough,” Reynolds said sharply.

“Sorry, ma’am.” Olav cringed at the scolding and put away his flask.

“Hey, Nick,” Neville whispered as he, Richard, and Nathan moved next to me. “We pulled something from the loot haul yesterday for you.”

“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow as Nathan pulled a helmet out of his pack and handed it to me.

“We just had Elle enter it into the system, so it should be good for you to use it,” Nathan said.

“Thanks, guys,” I said as I took the helmet in my hands. The metal of the helm was a pewter color, but gold etching and embroidered accents in the shape of teeth decorated the part of the helmet that protected my mouth. It was an absolute gorgeous piece of armor, and I realized I was holding my breath as I spun it in my hands.

“You got this yesterday?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Richard chuckled. “We figured you’d love it. Check out the stats, and you’ll see why we want you to have it.”

 

Armor Type: Royal Beastcall Helm of Angry Rally

Absorption rating: Improved

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: 25% chance of any void creature the wearer or ally summons within 10 meters will have twice the stats.

Runes inscribed: Angry Rally

Rune class: Knight (Summoner)

Rune effects: All void creatures within 20 meters of the wearer attack 10% faster, but 20% faster if injured.

 

I blinked a few times as I read the stats a second and then a third time.

“Guys…” I finally said as I looked back at my three friends, and my heart warmed when I saw how wide all their smiles were.

“We figured no one else would want it,” Richard snickered.

“What dummy is trying to say…” Nathan said as he elbowed his brother. “Is that helm is totally badass, and we want you to have it, of course.”

“And also, no one else can use it, sooooo…” Neville shrugged, but then he winked at me.

“Thanks, guys,” I said, and then I gave each of the big men a quick hug. “It’s really a huge upgrade over my squire helm.”

“Enjoy,” Nathan said. “You are going to be even more badass now.”

“Best loot… best girls,” Richard sighed.

“You both know there are other girls in the universe, hell, even on the ship, that you can date?” Neville chuckled at the twins.

“Yeah, but--” Richard started to say, but then Commander Reynolds cut him off.

“Knights, we are moving out.”

“Yes, ma’am,” we all said together, and then the four of us followed the rest of the crew.

We all made it back to the skiffs a few minutes later, and then we loaded up and headed back to the Stalwart. We had a debrief mission where we were all instructed to visit the infirmary for a check-up. Then we were released to enjoy the rest of our R&R before we made it to the Caledonian Kingdom, which would take about a week.

As we stood to leave the debriefing, I felt a tap on my shoulder, and I turned to see Natali smiling up at me.

“Hey,” I said as I gave her a warm smile.

“Nick,” she said as she mirrored my smile. “I was hoping you’d want to get your med check out of the way soon. Captain’s orders and all that.”

“I’m free now if you are,” I said with a wink.

“Perfect.” The beautiful doctor held out her arm. “Would you like to escort me to the infirmary?”

“It would be my pleasure,” I said as I took her arm.

I got a few jealous glares from my friends as I escorted my doctor girlfriend out of the meeting room, and I couldn’t help but stand up straighter and smirk. All of my girlfriends were gorgeous, but Natali was an older, sophisticated woman, one who demanded respect. It was crazy that she would date a knight at all. The fact that I managed to bag her made my friends green with envy, and I couldn’t help but relish in that a little bit.

“I understand that was a difficult mission,” Natali said as we entered the infirmary. “I only saw the aftermath, but that was tough for even me, and I’m a doctor.”

“It wasn’t great,” I admitted.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Natali said as she gestured for me to take a seat on the hospital bed.

“It’s fine, it’s all part of the job.”

“It’s part of the job, but it’s not fine,” Natali said in a serious tone, and her brown eyes met mine earnestly. “I want you to know, if you ever need to talk about anything, I’m here for you.”

“Thank you,” I said as I reached out to squeeze her hand. “That means a lot.”

“Good,” she replied, and she gave my hand a squeeze in return before she reached for her stethoscope. “Now, let’s get the exam out of the way so I can mark you cleared.”

“Works for me,” I said as I unbuttoned my shirt.

Natali worked quickly and efficiently, and it helped that I came out of the battle relatively unscathed anyway. Just needed a medkit for some bruised ribs and a cut across my forehead, and then I was good to go.

“Perfect physical condition, as always,” Natali said, and I noticed her eyes lingered on my chest as I buttoned up my uniform again.

“Thanks, I try.” I smirked.

Natali put her clipboard down and sat on the bed next to me, and then she reached over and laced her fingers through mine.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” she murmured.

“What?” I asked, and the surprise was clear in my voice. “Of course I’m okay, why would you think otherwise?”

“You went into battle, Nick,” Natali said as her serious gaze met my eyes. “I’m always going to worry when you go into battle. I’m sure the others do, too. You must know that.”

“I guess I hadn’t really thought about it,” I admitted. “I mean, of course, I know you’ll all be worried, we all are when we go into battle.”

“I should’ve known before I got involved with a knight how hard it would be,” Natali sighed, and her eyes started to water.

“I’m sorry,” I said as I pulled her against me. “But I’ll always come back to you. I promise.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” she said as she gave me a watery smile and let out a chuckle. “I can’t imagine how your mother must feel with you light years away, fighting in battles she doesn’t even know about. She must be worried sick.”

“I guess…” I said.

“Wait.” Natali turned to me with a frown. “When was the last time you spoke to your mother?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied with a cringe. “I send her KPs often, I just sent her some a couple of days ago.”

“Yes, but when did you last speak to her?” Natali emphasized.

“I can’t remember,” I confessed.

“Nicholas Lyons, that is unacceptable,” Natali said as she extracted herself from me, stood up, and planted her hands on her hips. “Go back to your quarters and call your mother right now. If it’s an appropriate time for her of course, but if not, you leave her a message.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I teased.

“I mean it, Nick,” Natali said as she pointed to the door. “My stomach is in knots every time you go on a mission, I can’t even imagine what your poor mother goes through wondering where you are every day. She deserves to know.”

“You’re right,” I said as I stood up, and I grabbed the gorgeous doctor by the waist and pulled her in for a hug. “I’ll go call her. I should also be able to transfer her a present too, so she’ll be happy about that.”

“Thank you.” Natali sighed heavily against my chest before she forced herself to pull away. She reached up on her tiptoes, planted a soft kiss on my lips, and then sighed. “I have a lot of work to do anyway.”

“I’ll come find you later.” I lifted the doctor’s hand to my lips and kissed it before I left.

Then I headed back to my knight’s quarters to check on my KP account and call my mom. Natali was right, now that I had my own private quarters with a comms desk and privacy, I’d need to be better about calling my only surviving family.

The ship had been so busy since our big payout from Shess, but I’d been checking my account every night to see if the KP had come through. Now I saw that it had finally been processed, and I stared at the staggering amount a few times as my heart filled with joy. This was it. I was finally rich and I was going to be able to change my mother’s life forever.

I checked the time on Dobuni, and I worked out that I’d be catching her right as she came home from work. I pulled up the comms app on my terminal and pressed the button to call my mother’s home.

I had wanted to wait for the payout to go through before I got her hopes up, but the waiting period for the transfer should be up, and I grinned as I realized I was about to change my mother’s life forever.

The line rang a few times until finally, a holographic projection of my mom appeared in front of me. Her face lit up when she saw mine, and I felt a pull in my chest at the sight of her. Her brown hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, and dark shadows dusted the skin underneath her eyes. She looked thinner than when I’d last seen her, but her smile was bright as ever.

“Nick!” she said as tears swam in her eyes. “Stars above, it’s so nice to see your face!”

“Hi, Mom.” I smiled. “I miss you.”

“I miss you, too, baby,” my mom cooed, and then she covered her face with her hands. “Oh, you look so handsome in your RTF uniform.”

“You like it?” I grinned as I pushed back from the comms desk so the camera could pick up more of my uniform. I flexed my muscles for her, and she chuckled.

“Looks like they’re feeding you enough,” she said as she leaned forward on her elbows. “So, what have you been up to? Tell me everything.”

I laughed and launched into a few tales of my time on the Stalwart. I left out the super dangerous stuff that no mother wants to hear, but I was still a knight, and my mother knew that, so I told her about some of the more tame missions I’d been on.

When I finished, her face had the biggest smile on it.

“Oh, Nick, I’m so proud of you,” she said as she clasped her hands together. “And I know your father would be, too.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I said as I felt a lump in my throat. “That means a lot to me.”

“It’s just so good to see your face,” she said again, and she reached a hand out like she was touching the holographic projection of me in front of her.

“You too, Mom,” I said. “And, actually, I’m calling with some good news.”

“Better than seeing your face?” She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Well, wait ‘til you hear what I have to say.” I grinned.

“Go on, then.”

“We had a fairly successful mission not too long ago,” I began. “And we got a fair amount of loot. It took a while to catalog, but we finally got our total back, and it’s a lot.”

“Good job, Nicky,” my mom said earnestly. “I’m not surprised, I always knew you’d be a good knight.”

“No, Mom, you’re not getting it.” I shook my head. “It’s like… a life changing amount.”

“You mean…”

“You can get out of the tenements,” I said with a broad smile. “Like tomorrow if you wanted.”

“Are you serious?” My mom frowned suspiciously.

“As serious as a wormhole,” I assured her. “I’m sending you 500,000 KPs now.”

“500,000!” my mom cried out. “You can’t be serious.”

I quickly arranged the transfer and sent it before I met my mom’s eyes again.

“Just sent it,” I said. “Check your balance.”

I watched the holo projection of my mom as she turned to check her new KP balance. Her jaw dropped open, and she was stunned into silence for a moment before she let out a long, piercing scream.

“Heavens above!” Happy tears started to stream down my mother’s face, and I had to hold back my own as she threw her arms in the air and let out another victorious cry. Finally, she wiped her eyes and turned to me again. “I can’t believe this.”

“Well, believe it, it’s real,” I said, and I couldn’t stop smiling. “And I want you to use it. I’ve got more KPs on the way from our mission yesterday, so don’t you worry about me at all. I want you to find a nice place, far away from the tenements, and I want you to quit that cleaning job.”

“Oh, Nicky…” My mother hiccupped as she held back more tears. “I can never thank you enough.”

“You don’t need to thank me,” I said firmly. “I joined the RTF so I could take care of you, and that’s what I’m doing. I couldn’t have done it without you or dad. Or the Stalwart.”

My mother drew a sharp breath in.

“Nick…” she began, but then she snapped her mouth shut and shook her head.

“What is it?” I asked with a frown. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything is great,” my mom said, but her smile seemed forced.

“No, something’s up. What is it?” I pressed.

“Nothing,” she reiterated and shook her head again. “This is amazing, you’re amazing. Thank you, truly. This is life-changing, and I’m so grateful.”

“But?”

“But…” My mother hesitated again before she continued. “I just want you to be careful.”

“Oh.” I let out a laugh. “Of course, Mom. I’m always careful, but I can’t help that I have to go into battle.”

“I don’t mean in battle,” she said quickly. “Well, of course, I want you to be careful in battle. I mean be careful on that ship. With that crew.”

“What do you mean?” I asked with a frown. “The crew is great.”

“I’m sure they are,” she scoffed, but when she caught sight of my face, my mother sighed. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. I’m glad you’re getting on well with the crew.”

“Are you sure there’s something else you don’t want to tell me?” I pressed.

“No, it’s fine. Really.” Then she smiled again, and this time it seemed genuine. “I can’t believe this, Nicky. I’m finally getting out of here.”

“You’re finally getting out,” I echoed with a grin.

My mom and I spoke for a while longer, and we discussed ideas for where she would move to and how she’d fill her time now that she didn’t have to work as a cleaner. I was glad Natali encouraged me to call my mother, because she was right. I could tell it put my mom at ease to see my face, plus I missed seeing hers, too. I made a mental note to call my mom more often, though I was sure Natali wouldn’t let me forget again.

It started getting late on Dobuni, so we ended the call with heartfelt I love yous, and when I leaned back in my chair, I smiled with pride. I had made my mother’s life a lot easier, which was something I’d always wanted.

But her words still niggled in the back of my mind. What had she meant when she told me to be safe with the crew of the Stalwart? Did it have something to do with my father? How would she know about the crew anyway? I knew our ship didn’t have the best reputation, so maybe she’d been listening to too much gossip. I’d need to get more information from her, but I’d wait until we spoke again. I didn’t want to spoil the life-changing news I’d given her with pesky questions.

I stood up from the comms desk, and I still felt elated about saving my mom from the tenements. I decided I wanted to share the good news with someone, and Casey’s pretty face floated in my mind, so I grinned and took off toward the enchantry.

I whistled happily, and there was a bounce in my step as I navigated the corridors of the Stalwart. I passed other crew members, and everyone seemed in good spirits after another successful mission.

Then I turned down a corridor, and the mood shifted as the sounds of fighting reached my ears.

I heard two women screaming loudly at each other, though it was muffled by a mostly closed door. I was ready to keep walking, until I heard my name.

I frowned as I realized the fighting was coming from Elle’s office, and I frowned even harder when I realized that I recognized the voices. I crept up to the door, which was open just wide enough for me to be able to peek through. I held my breath as I saw Natali and Elle shout at each other. I reached for the door because the last thing I wanted was them fighting over me, but Elle’s words made me freeze.

“If you don’t tell him, I will,” the angry point clerk snapped. “Nick deserves to know.”

“I’ve already told you,” Natali said coolly as she leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “This is above your paygrade, and you don’t know what you’re dealing with here. I will tell Nick in due time, but that time is not now.”

“Bullshit!” Elle slammed a fist on the table. “If you don’t tell him by this time tomorrow, I will.”

“Are you threatening me?” Natali arched a polished eyebrow at the point clerk.

“It’s not a threat, it’s a promise,” Elle replied as she leaned back and mimicked Natali’s stance.

I watched Natali’s jaw tighten, and she stepped forward to stick a threatening finger in Elle’s face.

“You have no idea--”

“Hey, ladies,” I said loudly as I pushed into the room.

Natali dropped her hand and took a step away from Elle. Then she grabbed her medicine bag from the table and turned back to the point clerk.

“It’s none of your business,” she muttered to Elle before she headed for the door, but the doctor stopped next to me and laid a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll see you soon, Nick.”

Natali squeezed my shoulder before she hurried out of the room without a backwards glance at either of us. I frowned and walked over to join Elle.

“I heard you two fighting,” I said. “What was that all about?”

A stormy look crossed Elle’s face, and she looked like she was struggling not to hit something. Then she took a deep breath and met my eyes.

“I’ve been digging into the old mission logs, like I said,” she began, but she closed her mouth and let out a long, angry-sounding breath through her nose.

“And?” I prompted.

“And I found something,” Elle replied in a clipped tone. “There’s something I can’t explain. But Natali can. She doesn’t seem to think you deserve an explanation, though.”

Elle let out another annoyed sigh, and she started to shift some weapons on her worktop angrily.

“I’m sure she has a good reason,” I offered.

“Of course you’re understanding,” Elle said with a snort, but then she stopped and fixed me with a serious gaze. “Nick, how much do you know about your father?”

“My father?” The question caught me off guard, and I wasn’t sure how to answer it. Natali was the only one of the women that I’d talked to about my father, and I knew she wouldn’t have told anyone else. “Why?”

“Do you know anything?” Elle asked without answering my own question.

“I know he was a knight, and the story my mom and I tell people is that he was a drunk who drank away all our KPs and left us to rot away in the tenements.” I let out a long sigh. “Truth is, I don’t really know the truth. I only know what my mom told me to say, and she said it was for our protection, so I guess I never questioned it.”

Elle’s eyes searched mine, and she let out a sigh.

“I think you should talk to Natali,” the point clerk said. “For the truth.”

“Or you could tell me?”

“It’s better coming from her,” Elle said with a shake of her head, but that stormy look came back to her face. “She better tell you.”

“I’m sure she has her reasons,” I said again, and my mind flashed back to my early days on the Stalwart, where I had a few secrets of my own.

“I have work to do,” Elle said as she pulled a Grendel weapon toward her.

I could tell she was annoyed, but I got the impression the annoyance was at Natali, and not me.

“Okay, I’ll leave you to it,” I said, but I pulled her in for a quick hug, and she melted against me. “I love you.”

“I love you, Nick,” Elle breathed as she wrapped her arms around my waist.

We finally broke our embrace, and I gave her a goodbye kiss before I headed for the door. My mind raced with thoughts about what Elle had discovered. It must have been something big if she was getting that worked up about it. Part of me wanted to march over to the infirmary and demand Natali tell me what she knew about my father, but I’d been a knight long enough to know that wasn’t how these things worked. If there were reasons Natali couldn’t tell me something, I had to respect that.

For now.

My head was still swimming with all sorts of ideas as I pulled the door open. Then I stepped out into the corridor, and I was almost knocked backward from the force of someone running right into me.
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Chapter 10

“Oh, no! I’m so sorry! Are you okay? I’m so, so sorry.”

I looked down to see Faye, the pretty blonde cook laying back on the ground from the force of our impact, and she looked up at me with a horrified expression.

“I’m fine, Faye. Are you okay? It’s been a bit since we’ve seen each other.” I wrapped my hands around her hips and lifted her up to her feet easily.

“Yeah, it has been a while,” Faye said as her worried expression turned into a shy smile. “I’m very good. Except for the whole bumping into you. You just picked me right up didn’t you? I forget how strong you knights are.”

“Enhanced muscles and all that, but you don’t weigh much of anything. What’s that you’ve got there?” I pointed to whatever she was attempting to conceal behind her back.

“I-I-It’s nothing,” Faye stuttered. Her cheeks flushed red as she shifted the item to obscure it even further from my vision, but I’d already caught a peek.

“Is that a battle axe?” I asked as my eyebrows shot up my forehead.

“Yeah,” Faye admitted as she shyly pulled the weapon out from behind her back, and she trained her eyes on the floor as the axe fell limp at her side. “I know it’s stupid, but I wanted to start training, and I was going to ask Elle for some advice on weapons.”

“I don’t think that’s stupid at all,” I said earnestly.

“You don’t?” Faye looked up at me with hopeful eyes.

“Of course not.” I shook my head. “I think it’s amazing you want to expand your knowledge and take on more responsibilities. I could help you if you’d like.”

“You’d do that for me?” Faye’s beautiful face lit up in excitement.

“Why not?” I spread my arms wide. “I’m free now if you are.”

Although I still wanted to see Casey, my head wasn’t quite right after what I’d heard between Elle and Natali. Training always helped me take my mind off the hard stuff, so I was ready to jump at the chance for a distraction.

“That’d be great!” Faye’s blonde braid swayed gently as she bounced with excitement, and then she held up the axe. “I’m not sure if this is enough to train with, though. What do you think?”

“Hmm,” I hummed as I took the short-handled axe from her.

I scanned the weapon on my prot-belt and pulled up the stats.

 

Weapon type: Short-Axe of Fortification

Additional damage: None

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Fortify

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: When the short-axe strikes successfully, prot-field recharges at a rate of 1% per second for three seconds.

 

“Ahh, I’ve seen one of these before,” I said with a nostalgic grin. “I came across one when I first got assigned to the Stalwart.”

“How did you like it?” Faye asked eagerly.

“I never bought it in the end,” I admitted as I passed the axe back to her. “But I was close. It’s a decent weapon. A one-handed weapon is handy, so you can still carry a shield, and the Fortify rune is super useful in battle.”

“So, it’s okay to train with?”

“It’s a great starter weapon,” I replied with a nod. Then I glanced down at Faye’s outfit. She wore a low-cut tank top that displayed her ample cleavage and toned arms beautifully, and on her lower half, she wore a long, swishy skirt. “Were you planning on training in that?”

“No,” Faye said as her cheeks flushed again. “I was going to ask Elle about that, too. I don’t really have any training gear.”

“That’s alright, I know where you can get some. Follow me.”

I led Faye through the ship until we reached the training rooms. We passed by the one where Treyin and I had our date the other night, and I grinned fondly at the memory, but I kept walking until we reached the supply closet at the end of the corridor. Then I pulled open the door and searched the contents.

“I’d let you borrow some of mine,” I said as I reached for a training suit. “But I think you would drown if you tried mine on.”

“I don’t know,” Faye said as she measured the top of my head against hers. “You’re not much taller than me.”

“You’re right,” I said, and I handed her the female training suit. “But I can do this.”

I grabbed Faye’s waist, and she let out a screech as I lifted her above my head, spun her around, and then placed her on the ground again.

“I bet I can do that if I try,” Faye said breathlessly as her smile widened.

“Oh?” I chuckled.

“Yeah… I don’t need enhanced strength to lift you up, sir knight.” She reached for my waist and attempted to lift me off the ground, but my feet didn’t budge, so she dropped her hands and let out a long sigh. “Okay, you win.”

“Don’t worry, with some training, you’ll be lifting people above your head before you know it.” I smirked as I reached inside the closet for a training helmet.

“I don’t need to do that, I just want to kill the enemies,” Faye said with a sudden ferocity in her voice.

“What inspired the sudden change?” I raised an eyebrow.

“It’s not really sudden,” Faye said with a half shrug. “I’ve felt pretty murderous ever since my mother sold me to the Bone King, I just never had any outlet for it.”

When we rescued Faye, she’d been sold into sexual slavery to the Bone King, a notoriously dangerous pirate. Without her, we never would’ve made it off the Bone King’s ship, and she’d only agreed to help us if we took her to safety. Ever since then, she’d been working in the ship’s galley as a cook, but I understood her latent desire for revenge. Even if she couldn’t take it out on the Bone King himself, considering he was dead, she still had years of pent-up anger to release, and I was happy to help her channel that into something useful.

“Well, let’s get you some training, then,” I said with a grin.

We picked a training room, and I turned around so Faye could suit up without my prying eyes. When she was done, she cleared her throat, and I turned around.

“How do I look?” Faye flung her arms out wide and wagged her hips back and forth.

“Like a… uhhh… killing machine,” I replied as I let my eyes roam up and down her body. The gray and blue striped training outfit fit her long legs, wide hips, and narrow stomach like a second skin, but the top part was made for women with much smaller breasts, and the garment pushed Faye’s boobs up so that her cleavage was somehow even more impressive than before.

“Good.” That determined look came across Faye’s face again as she picked up the battle axe, and she weighed it in her hand and gave it a few practice swings.

“Here,” I said as I stepped up to help her. “It works better if you hold it like this.”

I positioned myself behind the cook, and I reached for the hand with the axe in it. My other hand went to her tiny waist to help her square her hips. I heard Faye let out a gentle gasp when our skin touched, and my dick twitched at the sound. I knew Faye was deeply attracted to me, and the feeling was mutual. I also knew the other women were more than happy for Faye to join the group of girlfriends vying for my attention, but I pushed aside my desire for now and focused on training the beautiful blonde woman.

“You want to be sure you’ve got a good grip on it,” I said as I repositioned the axe in her hand. “But you still need the full range of motion to swing it effectively. Use your trunk to help you twist and get some power behind the swing, and always follow through with it. Even when you’ve hit your target, swing right through, like you’re cutting whatever you’re hitting in half. Give it a try.”

I stepped back, and Faye gritted her teeth as she sliced the axe powerfully through the air.

“Much better,” I said with an impressed nod.

“That felt good.” Faye grinned before she looked me up and down. “Hey, wait, where’s your training gear?”

“I want to put you through some simulations before we spar,” I said.

“You’re worried about hurting me?” Faye asked as she jutted her chin out.

“Yes,” I said plainly.

“Yeah, that’s fair, I appreciate that,” Faye giggled, but then she threw her shoulders back, and her eyes twinkled with determination. “But I don’t think it’ll take me long until I’m sparring with the big boys.”

“You’ve got moxie, that’s for sure,” I laughed as I crossed the room to the control panel and pulled up the holo options. “I’m going to start you off with something easy. Just a 1v1 with a Grendel Grunt, how does that sound?”

“I’m ready,” Faye said as she spread her legs in a defensive stance.

I set up the simulation to open up a holographic Grendel portal and release a singular Grendel grunt. I glanced over at Faye, and the blonde woman looked ready to fight.

I smiled and began the simulation.

About five feet in front of her face, the air split open into an inky-blue pool of crackling electricity. Faye’s eyes widened as the portal cracked loudly, and a Grendel Grunt was deposited from the portal.

The lizard creature flicked its tongue, and its eyes spun in their sockets before they locked on Faye. Its pupils dilated, and it dropped down to all ten legs. Then the Grunt scurried toward Faye while it clicked and hissed menacingly.

Faye braced herself and held her axe high above her head. The Grunt closed in on her and stood up on its back two legs so it could raise its venomous talons to attack, but when it lurched at Faye, she was ready.

“Aaargh!” she cried out as she swung the axe right through the Grendel, just like I’d taught her.

The Grunt’s head rolled away from its body, and acidic blood oozed all over the training room until the hologram glitched and faded away.

Faye threw her fist in the air and let out a satisfied whoop.

“Nice one!” I praised.

“Thank you.” Faye’s smile was adorable. “That felt good.”

“Beautiful form, nice strong swing,” I said with a nod. “You’ll be a fighter yet.”

“T-Thank you,” the blonde woman repeated, but she stuttered a little as the adrenaline wore off and her shyness returned. Pink dusted her cheeks, but she recovered quickly and raised her axe. “Can I go again?”

“Sure, but this time, why don’t you go on the offensive?” I suggested.

“Attack first,” Faye said with a determined nod. “Got it.”

I instructed the portal to release another Grunt, and I watched as Faye’s second victim dropped down to the training room floor in front of her.

“Aaargh!” Faye released a war cry, and she rushed the Grunt as soon as its lizard claws hit the floor.

The Grunt reared back defensively, and then its pupils narrowed as it hissed and swiped at Faye with a long, venomous talon. But Faye was a step ahead of the Grunt, and she swung her axe down hard over its claw. The Grunt let out a shriek of pain that Faye cut short with a swift chop to its scaly neck.

“Yes!” Faye spun toward me and lifted her axe triumphantly.

“Great work,” I cheered. “And I love your battle cry.”

“Battle cry?” Faye tilted her head as she traced the ground in front of her with her foot.

“Yeah.” I smirked. “You yell out ‘aaargh’ before you attack. Both times.”

“I did?” Faye giggled. “I guess I didn’t notice.”

“It was adorable,” I said.

Faye blushed and giggled again, but then she let out a yelp of surprise as the portal crackled loudly.

“Is there another one coming?” she asked as she turned her wide, blue eyes toward me.

“Not yet, but there can be,” I said with raised eyebrows.

“Go on, then.” Faye smiled eagerly as she got low into a battle stance. “I’m getting the hang of this.”

“I’m going to up the difficulty a little,” I said as I adjusted the controls. “Still just one for now, but it’ll be more aggressive.”

“I’m ready,” the blonde woman said.

Faye stood wide as I released another Grendel Grunt. This one didn’t take a second to get its bearings straight, it just launched itself at Faye. The blonde cook stumbled back from the sudden attack, but she recovered quickly and let out her signature battle cry as she swung the axe and sliced the Grendel in half mid-air.

“Excellent!” I cheered.

“Woooo!” Faye’s forehead was glistening with sweat, but she was smiling ear to ear. “This is so much fun! Keep ‘em coming!”

Faye and I trained for the next two hours. We increased the difficulty as we went, and we got her up to two semi-aggressive Grunts at once. I taught her some more moves with the battle axe, and then I found her a shield in the supply closet and helped her train with that, too. By the end of it, she was dripping with sweat, but she looked as happy as I’d ever seen her.

I watched her swish her braid behind her shoulder, and I couldn’t help but marvel at how far the plucky young woman had come. When I’d first met her, she didn’t even have a shirt to her name, and we’d brought her to the ship shoeless and dressed in rags. It had taken a lot of strength for her to fight for herself and get off the Bone King’s planet, and I’d watched her toil away in the kitchen but be grateful for the opportunity.

And now, she was spending her free time training so she could join us in battle and exact her revenge by doing good, a deed the Bone King would’ve hated.

I was pulled from my thoughts when Faye came bounding over to me with a smile on her face. I opened my arms, and she ran right into them and sighed happily as we embraced. When we pulled apart, Faye’s shyness came back, and she blushed and cleared her throat.

“I… uhhhh… I got you all wet with sweat.” She looked down at my chest where there was a dark imprint of her body on my clothes.

“It’s fine,” I chuckled. “I like your sweat.”

“Thank you for training me today,” the blonde beauty said as she blushed a bit deeper. “I know you knights are very busy, so it means a lot to me.”

“It was my pleasure,” I said sincerely. “And I’d love to make this a regular thing, if you want to?”

“Really?” Faye’s blue eyes twinkled. “Because I would love that. From what I’ve heard and seen, you’re the best junior knight on the ship, so I couldn’t think of anything better.”

“Who, this guy?” Nathan asked.

Faye and I spun around to see Nathan, Richard, and Neville standing at the door with mischievous grins on their faces. They were in training suits, and they had their armor and weapons with them, so they’d obviously come to get a workout.

“He wishes,” Richard finished his brother’s sentiment, and my friends snorted in unison.

“Oh, yeah?” I grinned as my competitiveness kicked into gear. “I’m happy to prove to everyone here who’s really the best.”

“Bring it,” Richard said, and the berserker in training flexed his muscles.

“Is that supposed to scare me?” I laughed.

“You talk a big game, Lyons, I hope you can back it up,” Richard said as he strutted into the training room.

It was obvious he was spending a lot of time with Olav, and the red-mohawked berserker’s cocky attitude was starting to rub off on my friend.

“Oooh!” Faye squealed excitedly, and she turned her big blue eyes up to me. “Do I get to see you in action?”

“You just might,” I said with a grin.

“Oh, Nicky, boy, I am so sorry,” Nathan said in the most sincere tone he could muster.

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“He’s sorry that you’re going to get your ass kicked in front of your new girlfriend,” Richard snickered as he closed the distance between us.

“That’s right,” his brother said from the doorway. “Such a shame.”

“I’m, um, not his girlfriend,” Faye murmured in a small voice, but her eyes glanced up at me hopefully.

“Well, you won’t want to be after you witness this ass-whooping,” Richard declared.

“Don’t be so cocky, Richard,” Neville snickered. “Or did you forget that Nick pretty much took on an entire Dax battle--”

“Pffft,” the berserker-in-training scoffed. “Everything he learned, he learned from me.”

“Alright, what’s the rules, then?” I asked as I squared up to my cocky friend. “Are we gearing up or just going for some good old-fashioned hand-to-hand combat?”

“Hmm,” Richard hummed thoughtfully.

“Why don’t we let Faye decide?” Neville suggested from the doorway.

“Good idea,” Richard said with a grin. “Faye, darling, how would you like to see Nick get beat? With my hands or with my weapons?”

“I get to decide?” A sly look suddenly came across Faye’s face, and she rubbed her hands together conspiratorially.

“Sure,” Richard said, though he seemed suddenly suspicious of Faye’s enthusiasm.

“Hand to hand,” Faye said with conviction. “Winner fights Nathan, and then the winner of that fight will face Neville. One round only, five minutes per round. Elimination is preferred, either knock out or tap out. And my ruling is final.”

We all gaped at the blonde’s sudden confidence, and she grinned proudly.

“You all rescued me from a planet run by a pirate who called himself the Bone King,” Faye said as she stuck a hand on her hip and regarded us with an amused look on her face. “Do you really think I don’t know how to run a fighting ring?”

“Point taken,” I said, and it was my turn to grin. “That’s why you’re such a quick study.”

“That’s one of the reasons,” Faye said, and her braid swished across her back as she stood up straighter. “So, are we doing this?”

“Ready if you are,” I said as I met Richard’s eyes.

“Alright.” Richard nodded, but I noticed he wasn’t as confident as before.

He’d probably been relying on his weapons, and now that he was without them, he realized what a mistake he’d made. I grinned and decided not to take it easy on the berserker in training.

Nathan took his brother’s training equipment from him and joined Neville in the corner to watch the fight. Then Faye ushered Richard and me to the middle of the room, and we squared up while she stood next to the large timer on the wall.

“On my count!” Faye called out. We nodded our acknowledgement, and she began to count down. “Three, two, one, fight!”

The blonde referee slammed her hand on the timer button, and the clock began to count down from five minutes. I studied Richard as I decided on my first move, but he beat me to it.

The bulky twin dove at me, and he aimed his shoulders at my feet. I read his move a second before it landed, which gave me just enough time to leap into the air. Richard stumbled and tried to regain his balance while he spun toward me, but I was already coming down. My legs caught around his as I landed, and we both fell to the ground with our legs entwined.

I recovered from the fall and quickly took control of the situation.

I slid my arms between his legs and locked his ankle underneath my armpit. Then I clamped my arm down to trap his foot there, and I hooked my own feet around his leg and leaned back to lock his ankle. Richard cried out in pain as the tendons in his leg threatened to snap.

“Tap, tap, tap!” Richard gasped as he banged his fist on the ground.

I released the ankle lock I had him just as I heard Faye slam the timer again, and I looked up at the clock.

“Oh, damn,” I said as I extracted myself from Richard’s legs. “That must be some sort of record.”

Richard looked up at the clock and groaned in defeat.

“Tap out at just twenty-seven seconds!” Faye announced. “And the winner is… Nick!”

I stood up and held my hand up in victory, but before I could even lift it fully, I was suddenly launched backward as the wind was knocked out of me. It took me a second, but I realized Nathan had rushed me. My back hit the ground, and I let out a grunt as my friend bore his weight down on top of me.

“Nathan!” I heard Faye cry out, but I honed in on the fight, and everything else fell away.

Nathan was fighting dirty, but he’d rushed in and made a mistake. He’d tucked his head down to tackle me, and he hadn’t bothered to control my legs or hips, so now he was in the perfect position for a guillotine choke.

I snaked my hand underneath his chin as I kicked my left leg up over his shoulder. He resisted and dug his bony chin into my forearm, but my adrenaline was pumping, so I flexed my forearm muscle and forced his chin up just as I pushed down with my leg.

The twin realized his mistake and tried to pry his neck from my grip, but it was too late. I squeezed my hips closer to him so I could get more leverage as I clamped my arm tightly around his neck and leaned back. I felt his chin raise as my forearm dug into his trachea, and he gurgled loudly as he started to frantically tap on my shoulder. I held on for a second longer than necessary, but he should have expected that for his unsportsmanlike antics. Finally, I released him, and he spluttered and backed away from me on his hands and knees.

“Okay, I deserved that one,” Nathan gasped as he rubbed his neck.

“Nick is two for oh,” Faye said, and she shot a stern look at Nathan. “And if we could stick to the rules, that would be great… please.”

“Sorry.” Nathan pushed himself to his feet, and he kept one hand rubbing his neck while he raised the other hand to Faye in apology. “Lesson learned.”

The twins walked back to the corner where Neville watched the scene and shook his head.

“Neville, you’re next,” Faye said brightly.

“I didn’t even ask for this,” Neville grumbled, but he stood up and crossed the training room. “We all know what’s going to happen, but let’s do this.”

“On my count!” Faye cried out again as she hovered her hand over the timer. “Three, two, one, fight!”

I bounced lightly on my feet as Faye started the five-minute timer. My confidence had soared after defeating both twins in under a minute, but Neville was smarter than our twin friends. The soon-to-be marksman didn’t rush into the fight like the other two had. I watched his eyes dart across me, and I could see him calculating his options while I did the same. We both had our hands up at our faces in a defensive posture, but neither of us had moved yet.

“Come on!” Nathan called out. “Get him, Neville!”

Neville’s head shook in annoyance, but he didn’t lose his focus. His slight frame was still as he continued to study me, so I decided to give him something to study.

I was light on my feet as I darted forward, and I threw two quick left jabs before I swung a right hook. Neville took the jabs like a champ, but he ducked out of the way of the hook and spun under my arm. Then he landed an elbow on my exposed face, and I saw stars as my head jerked back.

I heard a gasp from the crowd, but I couldn’t decipher whose it was, and I wasn’t letting it distract me. I dodged out of the way so Neville couldn’t land another hit, and I felt another surge of adrenaline that came with the pain. I tasted blood in my mouth, and I grinned.

“Now we’re talking,” I said as I squared up to Neville again. “A real fight.”

“You’re welcome,” Neville said with his own maniacal grin.

We rushed each other at the same time and released a flurry of fists. Neville clocked me good in the ribs, and I slammed his jaw shut with a sweet uppercut.

After a solid minute of us battering each other, I realized the only way this would end was on the ground, so I looked for my next opportunity to take him down.

It came just moments later when Neville overextended on a hook.

I ducked down and then swooped up and back. Neville grunted as his back hit the mat, and I hooked my feet behind his heels as I lifted my upper body and bore all my weight down onto him. My size worked to my advantage here, and Neville’s slim body struggled underneath me, but he couldn’t free himself from my grip. I slammed my fists into his face, and he threw his arms up as I pummeled him.

Neville continued to struggle underneath me, and he almost managed to slip out by turning his slim waist sideways, but I caught him at the last second and secured my grip on him. He swung a wild left hook, but I leaned back and pushed his arm away before I pounced. I pinned his left arm down and across his neck, and I laid my full weight down on top of him so he was choking himself in a triangle choke.

Within seconds, Neville was tapping on my back, and I released my hold quickly.

“Good fight, friend,” I said as I scrambled to my feet, and I reached a hand down and pulled Neville up with me.

“Great fight,” he said as we embraced and slapped each other on the back, and when we broke apart, we wore matching, bloodied smiles.

“With one minute and twelve seconds left in the round… the winner is…” Faye trailed off dramatically as she ran between Neville and me, and then the gorgeous blonde grabbed my arm and lifted it into the air. “Nick!”

“Thanks, Faye,” I said, and I gave a sarcastic bow while my friends booed me jokingly.

“Yeah, yeah,” Richard said as they joined us in the center of the room. “You got lucky.”

“Whatever you have to tell yourself, buddy,” I scoffed.

Suddenly, a beeping sound shot through the air, and Faye jumped.

“Damn, I need to get to the kitchen.” She tapped her watch and shot me a shy smile. “Would you mind walking me?”

My friends ooooh’d like they were schoolchildren, but I waved them off.

“Of course I will,” I said as I took her arm, and I shot a backwards look at my friends and smirked. “Let’s get away from these losers.”

My friends jeered at me as I left the room with Faye, but I was riding high from beating my three friends in hand-to-hand combat. Plus, the attention from a beautiful blonde woman was fun, too.

When we were halfway down the corridor, she turned her blue eyes to me.

“You were amazing in there,” she whispered.

“You should see me with weapons,” I said with a wink.

“I have, and I liked what I saw,” Faye replied. Her eyes lingered on my lips, but then she lowered her gaze and smiled shyly. “I wanted to ask you something.”

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Have you given any more thought to what I said before?” she asked as she met my eyes again.

The last time Faye and I had been alone, she had asked to join my gaggle of girlfriends.

“I have actually,” I said, and I smiled at the pretty blonde woman. “I spoke to the other women about it, too.”

“And?” Faye asked hopefully.

“And I’d like to take you out on a date.”

“Ahhh!” Faye squealed and threw herself around me, and we hugged in the middle of the corridor before she pulled back and blushed. “Uhh… Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, I enjoyed it,” I said before we continued to the kitchen. “And I would really like to get to know you better. I might be a little busy in the coming days when we get to the Caledonian Kingdom, but as soon as I’m free, I’m going to take you out on a nice date, I promise.”

“I’ve already been waiting weeks, I can wait a bit longer,” Faye said, and she seemed bolder now that she’d secured my interest. She even reached down and squeezed my hand as we stopped in front of the galley. “But I’m still looking forward to it, more than you know.”

“I’m looking forward to it, too.” I smiled.

Faye’s eyes sparkled like lagoon water as I leaned in and planted a soft kiss on her lips. When I pulled away, her face was pink, but she was grinning from ear to ear.

“I’ll see you soon,” she squeaked before she bounded into the kitchen, but she waved happily over her shoulder before she opened the door.

I chuckled and waved back, and then I felt a message come through on my prot-belt. I opened the message to see it was from Natali.

Can you meet me in the infirmary now? It’s important.
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Chapter 11

I didn’t even reply to the message, I just headed straight to the infirmary, and when I arrived, Natali was leaning against a patient bed and chewing her nails.

“Hey,” I said as I crossed the room to her. “Is everything okay?”

“Hey.” Natali’s worried expression melted into a smile when she saw me, but I could tell she had something on her mind.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I wrapped an arm around her shoulder.

Natali let out a long sigh and leaned her head against my chest. I decided to hold her for as long as she needed, and I just wrapped my arms around her and let her take her time. After a couple of minutes, she finally pulled away and looked up at me with sorrowful eyes.

“You know you can tell me anything,” I said gently.

“I know, but in this case… I can’t,” Natali said, and her face crumpled like she was about to cry.

“That’s okay,” I said quickly.

The doctor took a couple deep breaths, and I could tell she was really struggling with whatever this was.

“Does this have anything to do with what I heard you and Elle talking about?” I ventured.

“No,” Natali said as her mouth formed a lopsided grin. “It has everything to do with what you overheard.”

“Oh.”

“Did she say anything to you?” Natali asked, and her face suddenly hardened.

“No,” I said quickly. “She told me to talk to you, but that’s it.”

“Good,” Natali said. Her jaw was still tight, but I could see the worry in her eyes.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” I asked.

Natali let out a bark of laughter and shook her head.

“You really are amazing,” Natali said in an awed tone. “You know I have information that’s relevant to you that I haven’t told you about, yet you’re still so understanding. You should be pissed off! How do you do it?”

“Well, here’s my thought process,” I said as I took Natali’s hands in mine. “I trust you. If it was something life or death, you’d tell me. If it’s not life or death, but still very important, then you must have your reasons for keeping it secret. And I trust that for someone as smart and capable as you are, they’re good reasons. You’ll tell me when you’re able to. I’ve had to hide things from my friends and my fellow knights. It wasn’t fun, but it was necessary for their well-being. Is this sounding familiar?”

“That’s exactly the situation I’m in,” Natali sighed as her face fell miserably. “I want to tell you so badly, I really do. I just can’t right now. And I feel awful about it, that’s why I asked you to come see me. I don’t want you to hate me because I can’t tell you what I know right now. But I promise I will when I can.”

“Hey, I could never hate you,” I said as I wrapped the gorgeous Rutheni doctor into another hug. “You’ll tell me when you can. Okay?”

“Thank you, Nick,” Natali breathed as she squeezed me tight.

We held each other for a few more moments until we finally broke apart.

“I’m here for you whenever you’re ready,” I said.

“Thank you,” Natali said again. “I--”

The doctor was cut off by a sudden clambering sound at the door. We turned to see Nathan and Richard holding up a very dazed-looking Neville between them, and he had a gash on his forehead that was gushing blood.

“Stars above, what happened?” I asked as Natali and I sprang into action.

“I’m going to be a king!” Neville declared, and then he started to laugh like a maniac.

“We were training with King Kevin and he, uh… Neville took a shot to the head,” Richard explained as the twins helped Neville to the hospital bed.

“Nick!” Neville lurched for me, but the twins kept him upright. “Nick, did you know King Kevin is a marksman?”

“Was a marksman,” I corrected as I shot the brothers a puzzled look.

“King Kevin came to train just after you left,” Nathan explained. “Neville asked if he’d help train him. King Kevin agreed, and, well, we think he’s just a little concussed.”

“King Kevin did this to you?” Natali frowned as the brothers laid Neville down on the bed.

“Not maliciously!” Richard said quickly. “Neville may have stretched the truth some about how far along he was in his training, and King Kevin took him at his word.”

“Yeah, he feels really bad about it,” Nathan added. “He wanted to bring Neville down here himself, but Moses told us to take him.”

“Pupils are reactive, that’s a good sign,” Natali said as she shone a light into Neville’s eyes.

“Ouch.” Neville winced away from the doctor.

“I’ve got it from here, boys,” Natali said with a glance between the twins and me. “It looks pretty minor, just a quick jaunt to the regeneration chamber, and I’ll send him back to you as good as new.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” the twins chorused.

“Thank you,” I echoed as I laid a hand on the small of Natali’s back.

The twins rolled their eyes at me, but then they followed me out of the medical room.

“Weren’t you just with your other girlfriend?” Nathan scoffed. “You’re so greedy.”

“Literally can’t turn the corner in this ship without running into one of Nick’s girlfriends,” Richard groaned. “Save some for the rest of us, eh?”

“Sorry, lads,” I said with a broad smile.

“No, you’re not.” Richard sighed. “But I wouldn’t be either if I was in your position, so I can’t really complain.”

All of our prot-belts beeped in unison, and we checked the display.

“Meeting with the Captain,” Nathan said. “0800 hours, sharp.”

“We must be getting our assignments for when we dock,” Richard said. “We should be in Caledonia in less than twenty-four hours.”

“Wonder what the plan is?” Nathan mused.

“We’ll find out tomorrow,” Richard said. “Although I’m sure Nick is crucial to it.”

“Me? Nah.” I shrugged. “Unless a Grendel portal appears.”

“Imagine,” Nathan said with a bark of laughter. “When was the last time there was a Grendel portal in Caledonia? At least fifty years.”

“Yeah, but if there’s one thing my time on the Stalwart has taught me, it’s be prepared for anything,” I said. Then I checked the time display on my prot-belt. “Looks like we’ve got time for a couple last beers before our mission tomorrow. Who’s in?”

“Beer, beer, beer!” Nathan chanted as we headed for the galley.

The next morning, we attended the meeting looking worse for wear. Nothing a couple of protein bars and hydration packs couldn’t fix, though, so by the time the Captain stood in front of us, I was refreshed and ready for the day.

“Morning, all,” Cross said as he glanced around the room, but then he frowned in our direction. “Where’s Knight Holloway?”

“Right here, sir,” Neville said as he entered the room breathlessly. He ducked his head and found a seat while he muttered apologies. Then he caught my eye and gave me a thumbs up, so I knew he was healed from his unfortunate training session incident yesterday.

“Good.” Cross nodded, clasped his hands together, and addressed the room. “We’ll be landing sooner than expected, thanks to our navigator.”

Leith grinned at us, and I had the feeling that he may have taken some unauthorized shortcuts to get our journey time down.

“Queen Catrina has agreed to meet with a small group of us at her palace this afternoon,” Cross continued.

“Wonder who’s in that group,” Richard whispered.

My friend nudged me gently with his elbow, and I chuckled in response, but Flanagan raised his eyebrows at us, so we dropped our smiles and focused on the Captain.

“The rest of the crew is authorized for shore leave,” Cross said. “We will stay at least one night in Caledonia, with the possibility of extending our stay, depending on how the meeting goes.”

“We expect everyone to be on their best behavior,” Commander Reynolds added as she sternly gazed around the room. “We are RTF Knights, and we represent the Queen. I don’t want to see any of you making an ass out of yourselves while we’re on the Queen’s soil.”

The commander’s gaze lingered on Olav and Leith, and the pair chuckled but nodded in acknowledgement.

“Who gets to meet the Queen?” Leith asked as he leaned back in his chair and interlaced his fingers behind his head.

“The team that will be going to the palace is myself, the commander, Knights Monroe, Reeves, and Lyons.”

“Told you,” Richard whispered to me in a smug tone.

“The Captain has his reasons,” I replied with a shrug, but I had to admit that I was pleased with being selected for the mission.

It meant I had another chance to speak to our beautiful Queen, and I smiled at the thought.

“And King Kevin will be accompanying us, of course,” Cross said, and his eyes flitted to Neville as he tried to suppress a smirk.

Obviously, word of Neville’s training session with the King had gotten around.

I glanced at Neville, but my aspiring marksman friend sat up straighter and grinned. He really admired the King, so he seemed proud to receive a beating from him.

Cross and Reynolds wrapped up the meeting, and then we were released to prepare for landing. My friends and I grabbed some lunch in the galley, where I hoped to run into Faye, but I saw no sign of the spunky blonde. Then we headed to our own quarters to get ready for our trip to Caledonia.

We didn’t expect to see any fighting in the capital, so we dressed in our formal black Knight’s uniform, with the RTF trident proudly displayed on our shoulders and chest. Then we gathered at the deck with some of the others, and we braced for landing.

When we docked on Caledonia, we were met with a busy crowd. Many other starships were moored inside the terminal, and most were from outside the Caledonian Kingdom. The roaring bear insignia indicated Rutheni vessels while the hulls of Aquitanian ships glistened with the signature scarlet rose.

Neville and the twins waved at me before they disappeared into the sea of people. My friends were hitting the city to enjoy their shore leave, and I agreed to meet up with them after the meeting with the Queen. Meanwhile, Moses, Flanagan, and I waited by the gangway for the Captain, Commander, and King Kevin.

“I always forget how busy civilization is,” Flanagan said as he leaned against the hull and watched the passersby with disdain.

“Too much time in space,” Moses said, and the Alkegian giant looked out over the crowd with a softness in his eyes.

I knew his service on the Stalwart wasn’t entirely voluntary, and I got the impression he missed his homeland.

“Fine by me,” Flanagan scoffed as he turned his nose up at a sticky-looking human child running after his mother.

“It’s not so bad,” I said, and I watched the same scene as the herald knight, but through fonder eyes.

“Don’t be so glum, friend,” Moses said with a knowing smile. “Surely you have a missus in our fine capital?”

“One at every port.” Flanagan straightened up and grinned. “You’re right, Moses. I love shore leave.”

The sound of footsteps on the gangway drew us from our conversation, and we turned to greet Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, and King Kevin. They wore serious expressions, and I could tell their minds weren’t on enjoying their shore leave just yet.

We still had work to do.

“Thank you for waiting,” Cross said, but he barely paused at the bottom of the gangway before he forged ahead into the crowd. “I’m afraid we have to be fast, the Queen is expecting us.”

We all sprang into action and elbowed our way through the crowd behind our commanding officers and our royal guest.

“I thought we landed early,” Flanagan asked as he sidestepped a peddler.

“We did, and the Queen requested we move our meeting forward,” Cross explained.

“She’s a very busy woman,” Reynolds added.

“Of course,” Flanagan said quickly, for the last thing anyone wanted to seem was disloyal to our Queen.

“Besides, the quicker the meeting is over, the quicker you can make it to your Caledonian sweetheart,” Cross said as he tossed the herald an amused look. “What’s her name?”

“Caoimhe,” Flanagan replied, and he smiled wistfully. “Beautiful lass.”

“Ahem.” Reynolds cleared her throat pointedly.

“But my mind is focused on the meeting,” Flanagan said as he pointed to his eyes and then pointed his fingers ahead to indicate his focus.

“Good,” Reynolds said with a firm nod. “Knight Lyons?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied instantly.

“Are you focused?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I repeated.

Reynolds held my gaze for a moment longer than necessary, but then she nodded and turned her eyes straight again.

I was puzzled by the interaction, but I figured Reynolds was just making sure I wouldn’t embarrass the ship as their most junior knight attending such an important meeting. But I’d already met the Queen before, and it had gone well enough for her to grant me special privileges to join the lich class, so I was confident in my seat at the table. But I also understood that I was the lowest on the totem pole, and I looked forward to learning more about official meetings from my superior officers.

We passed a group of Aquitaine soldiers, who spotted King Kevin and ran over excitedly.

“Your Highness,” the nearest soldier breathed as he lowered to his knees.

The other soldiers quickly followed suit, and soon there were six kneeling Aquitanians in front of us.

“Please,” King Kevin said. “Stand.”

The soldiers quickly clambered to their feet, but they looked at their king with reverence.

“What are you doing here, Your Highness?” the nearest soldier asked with a worried frown, and I searched his chest for his rank. Aquitanian rankings were different from ours, but I was pretty sure the soldier was a more senior officer. “I wasn’t aware there was a Royal convoy. I hope I haven’t missed an important mission briefing.”

“I’m afraid the details are classified,” the King explained patiently. “But fear not, you haven’t done anything wrong.”

The Aquitanian officer looked relieved at the King’s explanation, and I wondered again why King Kevin chose to return to the Caledonian Kingdom on the Stalwart instead of with his own men in Aquitanian starships. And by the way Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds exchanged looks, I had a feeling they’d had the same discussion. But, as with most things in the RTF, I knew there would be a reason, even if it was above my paygrade.

King Kevin chatted with his subjects for a couple of minutes before he bid them a good journey, and we continued on ours.

“So, it looks like he is actually a popular guy with his people,” I muttered to Moses as the King walked a few paces ahead of us. “I wasn’t sure if that was real or fabricated to make him look better.”

“It appears to be genuine,” Moses agreed with a nod. “Although, I’d be more interested in seeing how he interacted with a commoner and not someone who swore an oath to protect him.”

“Good point,” I said.

We made it to the end of the terminal, and then we entered the carriage of a high speed train to take us into the city. I settled into my seat as I recalled the last time I’d made this journey, when I’d first met the Queen, and the carriage darkened as we passed through the underground tunnel on the way to the city. Like before, we got sideways glances from other passengers since we were dressed in our formal attire. We were pretty adept at ignoring the stares, though, and I focused my attention on the skyline of the city that appeared once the train emerged from the tunnel.

It wasn’t long before we came to our stop and disembarked from the carriage. We moved through the crowd as a group, and people scurried out of our way like they could tell we were on our way to meet the Queen.

The city wasn’t buzzing with the festival for the Queen’s birthday like it was the last time we were here, but it was still a hub of activity. The town square was lively with street performers entertaining the crowds and food vendors selling their delicacies. The smell of seared meat and sweetened nuts filled the air, and children laughed at the contortionists twisting themselves into impossible shapes for spare change.

I smiled fondly knowing that while my crew and I were out in the galaxy, fighting evil, the people we fought for were safe to live their daily lives. That was why we fought. To protect our people. I felt an immense rush of pride knowing we kept them safe, and I couldn’t help but stand up a little straighter as we made our way through the crowd.

“Mommy, Mommy, look!”

A little boy urgently tugged on his mother’s dress while he pointed a finger at me.

“What’s that, dear?” the boy’s mother asked absentmindedly.

“Knights!” the kid cried out as he jumped with excitement.

His mother turned, spotted us, and then smiled down at her son.

“That’s right, honey. Knights.”

“What are they doing?” he asked in awe.

“Why don’t you go ask them?” his mother suggested while she counted out her coins for the street vendor.

“Okay!” The little boy ran over to me and opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.

“Hey, little guy,” I said as I kneeled down next to him. “What’s your name?”

“Padraig,” he replied in a breathless, awe-filled voice.

“Do you want to be a knight, Padraig?” I asked.

The boy nodded enthusiastically, and his eyes shone with excitement as he looked at the RTF crest on my shoulder.

“Are you going to study real hard to get into the Academy?”

“Uh-huh!” Padraig nodded so hard, I thought his head was going to pop off and roll away.

“Good.” I reached for the RTF pin on my chest, and then I unpinned it and handed it to the little boy. “My name is Knight Nicholas Lyons. Look me up when you become a squire.”

“Yes, sir!” Padraig grabbed the pin, saluted me adorably, and then ran back to his mother.

I watched as he showed his mother the pin and pointed at me. His mother smiled with joy, and I nodded at them both before I jogged to catch up with the others.

“That was kind,” Moses remarked as I fell into step beside him.

“I didn’t know you liked kids,” Flanagan said.

“I remember how much I looked up to knights when I was his age,” I said with a shrug. “Just felt like a nice thing to do.”

“It was,” Moses said with a wide smile. “They are our future, and the only reason we do this job.”

“Aye.” I nodded.

The little boy reminded me of the conversation I’d had with Elle and Treyin about having kids in the future. I still wasn’t sure how we would manage with our lifestyles, but I knew other knights managed to have kids, my father included. And Elle and Treyin would make cute babies with me. But so would Casey. And Natali. Hell, Faye, too.

I’d need a lot more KPs if I wanted to put babies in all of my girlfriends.

After a while, we finally made it to the Inner Sanctum, where the Queen resided. The white metallic structure rippled with magical energy that cast a kaleidoscope of colors around it, and it took my breath away every time I saw it.

Guards ushered us through the palace until we were deposited into a meeting room. A long table stretched across the middle of the room, and the walls were decorated with detailed portraits of past rulers and elaborate tapestries. A portrait of the Queen hung above the head of the table, and we took our seats around the rest of the table while we waited for the monarch.

Our Majesty didn’t keep us waiting for long. The doors opened moments later, and we all sprang to our feet as Queen Catrina entered the room. She was followed by a short, older man and several guards, but I couldn’t keep my eyes off my monarch.

Even though I had every detail of her face memorized, I was still awestruck by her beauty. Her golden hair splayed out around her head like a halo, and her angelic face was emotionless as she entered the room. Her ice-blue eyes flicked to me, and I noticed the corners of her mouth curved upward just a tiny bit before she turned to address our other royal guest.

“King Kevin,” she said, and she bowed her head at the Aquitanian ruler.

“Queen Catrina,” King Kevin replied with an equally respectable bow of his head.

It made sense the two monarchs would greet each other first, but the Queen made sure to greet us each individually after that, which was the mark of a truly great leader. She stood in front of me last, and when her eyes met mine, I felt a jolt of electricity travel down my spine.

“Knight Lyons,” the Queen said, and she offered her hand.

“Your Highness,” I breathed as I clasped her hand gently in mine and kissed it softly.

Her skin was warm under my touch, and I noticed she squeezed my hand when I kissed it. I held onto her delicate hand a moment longer than I should have, but the Queen didn’t seem to mind.

When we finally broke apart, she made her way to the head of the table, sat down, and then gestured for us to do the same. The elder man, who appeared to be the Queen’s advisor, sat to her right, and two guards posted up at either side of the Queen as we took our seats.

“Thank you all for coming, and for agreeing to an earlier meeting time,” Queen Catrina began. “I hope it didn’t inconvenience you too much, Sir Cross.”

“Not at all, Your Highness,” the captain assured her with another bow.

“Good, but I’m afraid to announce that I’m pressed for time yet again, so we’re going to have to make this a quick meeting,” the Queen continued, and she spoke with such authority that I felt like I held my breath while she spoke. “Although, I will not allow my time constraints to diminish the gravity of the situation. I am fully prepared to come to an agreement about the Aquitanian negotiations and our plan for our Rutheni friends. How does that sound for everyone?”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the table, and the Queen smiled.

“Excellent,” she said, and then she turned to King Kevin. “How is your planet doing, King Kevin?”

“We are recovering,” the Aquitanian king replied. “But there is a particular issue that my council wishes to discuss with you.”

“The Dramwuer System,” Queen Catrina said.

“Yes,” King Kevin said firmly, and I knew he was going to do everything in his power to get those planets under his rule.

“I thought as much,” the Queen said with a sage nod, and she gestured at her advisor.

The elder man pulled out a holo projector from his robes and laid it on the table, and he fiddled around with it until a holographic display of the planets in the Dramwuer system appeared in front of us. It stretched the entire length of the table, and the holographic planets spun lazily as we blinked up at them.

“The Caledonian Kingdom is prepared to relinquish rights to the Dramwuer System and acknowledge Aquitaine as the rightful rulers of the planets,” Queen Catrina declared.

King Kevin gaped, and it was clear he had been prepared to fight for this. He blinked in confusion as his eyes flicked from the holographic planets to the Queen and back.

“Truly?” the king asked.

“Truly,” Queen Catrina replied.

“At what cost?” King Kevin asked as his eyes narrowed slightly.

“At the cost of joining our alliance and helping us defeat the evil Dax.”

“We’ve already agreed to that, with Captain Cross,” King Kevin said as he nodded across the table at Cross, who nodded back. “There must be something else.”

“There is one small caveat,” the Queen said with a small smile.

She indicated to her advisor again, and the elder man tapped the holo projector. We watched as the planets in the Dramwuer System zoomed away until there was only one small planet on the edge of the system still visible. We watched the small rock rotate slowly, and then everyone turned to Queen Catrina again with puzzled looks on their faces.

“King Kevin, do you know this planet?” Queen Catrina asked.

“I, uhh, no,” the king replied, and he seemed embarrassed by his answer.

“It’s planet Terminus,” the queen said. “The caveat is that I would like to maintain control over this one, singular planet. If you--”

“Why?” King Kevin demanded.

Queen Catrina raised an eyebrow at the interruption, but she met the king’s gaze.

“That information isn’t relevant, but if you must know, it’s a deeply personal and sentimental matter. They have been an independent planet under our stewardship for many generations. My father in particular enjoyed their culture and the metalwork art they have perfected. We have several art pieces in our castle and… well… I would be forever indebted to you if you allowed Terminus to remain under Caledonian rule. You can have all the others.”

King Kevin seemed to consider it for a moment, but I saw his eyes light up when the Queen uttered the word ‘indebted.’ After a moment, the Aquitanian ruler smiled broadly.

“I suppose one small planet out of twenty-seven can be spared,” he declared in a loud voice that carried around the room. “Especially if your late father had a fondness for the place. He and I were never friends, but I respected the man, and I respect you, your majesty, so we have a deal.”

“Excellent,” Queen Catrina said with another gesture at her advisor.

The advisor produced a stack of papers from under his robe, and then he slid the agreement over to the Aquitanian King, along with a quill. The king barely glanced over the papers before signing his name with a flourish, and then he pushed the papers across the table to the advisor and sat back in his seat with a smug smile.

“Glad to do business with you, Your Majesty,” King Kevin said, and there was a self-satisfied air about him.

In his defense, that was a huge win for the Aquitanians. They’d been fighting to claim that system for decades now, and the Caledonian Kingdom had always refused to relinquish it until now. I studied Queen Catrina’s face, and she had a small, satisfied smile on her face, as well, so I got the impression that whatever made Terminus important to her was worth the monumental trade she’d just made.

“Now,” Queen Catrina continued as she addressed the room at large. “We need to discuss the treaty. With the Aquitanians on board, the last ones to convince are the Rutheni. Captain Cross, I’d like to hear your thoughts on the matter.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Cross cleared his throat and then adjusted his seat so he was facing the Queen more. “I believe that with the Aquitanians on our side, and with evidence of the Dax’s brutality that we encountered on Aquitaine, the rulers of Rutheni will be more open to an allegiance than ever before. But if word gets out about certain trade deals…”

Cross hesitated slightly as his eyes slid to King Kevin, who was still looking superior.

“...then they might expect something in return for their allegiance,” the Captain finished.

“I’m prepared to come to an agreement with them,” the Queen said with a diplomatic nod.

“Great,” Captain Cross said. “Perhaps we could arrange a meeting with the--”

“What sort of agreement?” King Kevin interjected with a suspicious look in his eyes.

The Rutheni and the Aquitanians had been at odds for decades, and I expected some resistance from the king about an alliance with them. But, after we’d saved his planet from the Dax invasion, I’d also expected him to be more understanding about the need to join forces. Apparently, I’d hoped for too much from the former marksman.

“That remains to be seen,” the Queen replied patiently. “Captain Cross, would you be willing to travel to Rutheni as my personal ambassador to broker an agreement with our Rutheni friends?”

“Of course, Your Highness,” Cross said with a nod.

“And, King Kevin, would you like to accompany Captain Cross on this mission?” Queen Catrina asked the Aquitanian ruler.

“Forgive me, Your Highness, but is that wise?” Moses interjected gently as his eyes remained on the king. “The conflict between Rutheni and the Aquitaine has not ebbed.”

“I understand that,” the Queen acknowledged with a nod in Moses’ direction. “But I also understand that our conflict with the Dax will overshadow all other conflicts if we let it continue. I consider King Kevin’s presence at the meeting a peace offering, and I expect the monarch will act accordingly.”

Queen Catrina fixed King Kevin with an even stare, and the guards on either side of her tightened their grip on their weapons.

“I would consider nothing else,” the Aquitanian ruler replied with an easy smile.

I glanced at the king suspiciously. It was hard to get a read on the monarch, but as it stood, I decided I didn’t entirely trust him, and I knew I’d be keeping a close eye on him until we dropped him back off in Aquitaine.

“Then, it’s agreed,” Queen Catrina said as she rose to her feet. We quickly stood up after her, and she rested her hands on the table and leaned forward. “Captain Cross and the crew of the Stalwart will travel with King Kevin to negotiate an alliance with Rutheni. Everyone in agreement?”

“Aye,” the table chorused.

“Wonderful,” Queen Catrina said. “Now, I must speak with Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds alone.”

The Queen paused, and nobody moved until she raised her eyebrows. Then we took our cue, and everyone else scrambled out from our chairs and headed for the door.

“Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said as I was about to exit behind Moses.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said as I stepped out of the way of the door.

“Stick close by,” she instructed me.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, and then I ducked out the door behind everyone else.

There were two guards waiting outside the meeting room, and they led the others away. Then a third guard appeared and posted up at the door while I waited in the hallway. About fifteen minutes later, a Caledonian messenger came sprinting down the hallway. He stopped in front of the guard, shot me a sideways glance, then leaned in and whispered something in the guard’s ear. The guard’s eyes widened, and he nodded and turned toward the door as the messenger sprinted away.

I watched as the guard ran into the meeting room, and a moment later, he reappeared with the Queen right behind him. Her face was hard and serious, but when her eyes fell on me, she allowed herself a small smile. Then she winked at me before her guard escorted her down the hallway.

I felt a jolt of electricity in my chest, and I blinked rapidly as I wondered if I’d imagined that wink.

A moment later, Captain Cross appeared in the doorway.

“Knight Lyons,” Cross said.

“Yes, sir,” I said as I spun to face him.

“Commander Reynolds needs to speak to you,” Cross said, and his face was passive.

“Oh, um, yes, sir,” I said as I glanced into the meeting room behind him. “Um, am I in trouble?”

The captain grasped my shoulders and peered into my face. Then he pursed his lips, patted my shoulders, and headed down the hallway without another word. Sweat trickled down the small of my back, and I felt like a schoolchild about to get scolded as I stepped into the meeting room.

Commander Reynolds was standing in front of the Queen’s portrait with her hands clasped behind her back. She turned when I entered the room, and she gestured for me to join her.

I crossed the room, and I hoped I didn’t look as scared as I felt. I tried to remember a time when Commander Reynolds wanted to speak to a crew member for any other reason than an ass reaming, but I was drawing a blank. Then I tried to remember anything I’d done recently that warranted an ass reaming, but several things came to mind, and I gulped.

“Commander Reynolds,” I acknowledged when I joined her side.

“Knight Lyons.” Reynolds turned to study me with her dark eyes, and she searched my face before she let out a long sigh. “There is something I’ve been meaning to tell you for a while. Now that I’ve spoken with the Queen, I know the timing is right.”

“Okay… ma’am,” I replied slowly, because I had no idea where this was going. If she’d wanted to punish me, it would’ve been immediate, she wouldn’t have needed to wait and discuss it with the queen.

Reynolds took another deep breath, and she met my eyes.

“I am a Lich knight,” Reynolds said. “The only one left in the kingdom, and I’d like to train you.”
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Chapter 12

“You’re… what?”

My mind blanked as I processed the information.

“A Lich,” Reynolds repeated, and a small smile tugged at her lips, like she was amused by my perplexion. “What’s wrong, Knight Lyons? You thought women couldn’t be Lich knights?”

“N-Not at all,” I said quickly. “I mean, of course, women can be Lich knights. It’s just, uh, you-- Well, you’re the commander. You’re so…”

“Yes?” Commander Reynolds lifted an eyebrow in anticipation.

“Straight-laced?” I ventured.

“Try again.”

“Professional?”

“Better,” the commander said with a nod.

“But…” I started as my brain began to catch up to my mouth. “I… I thought there weren’t any Lich knights left? I thought they were outlawed a long, long time ago. I thought that--”

“Lyons,” she interrupted me, turned around, and stepped forward so that her face was just a few inches from mine. “Don’t tell me you haven’t figured it out yet?”

“Uhh… ma’am?” I asked. “Figured what out?”

“About our ship and our crew?” She raised a perfect eyebrow.

My heart began to race, and I felt my palms sweat.

“I… Yes… I suppose there is something a bit… different about everyone on the Stalwart,” I said.

“Soooo… perhaps then there can be a Lich knight aboard?” She smirked. “Since everything else about us is so… ‘different?’”

“Ma’am,” I cleared my throat. “I have theories about what’s going on, but can you--”

“No,” she cut me off again. “You’ll have to talk to the Captain about that. I just follow orders, and my orders are to accomplish our mission.”

“Understood.” I nodded.

“Captain Cross and I have debated for a while whether or not to tell you I was a Lich, but we agreed it was time. Even the Queen agreed.”

“The Queen?” I asked in surprise. “The Queen was talking about me?”

“To your commanding officers,” Reynolds said with an amused look on her face. “About your specialty. Although, I admit she has taken a special interest in your career. One I haven’t seen her take with other knights.”

“Oh,” I said as I felt a wave of warmth rush up my neck.

“And it’s my understanding that you’ve already made a decision on your specialty,” Reynolds continued, and she graciously ignored my embarrassment.

“Yes, ma’am,” I confirmed with a nod.

“Good,” Reynolds said as she returned the nod. “It’s not a decision to be taken lightly, so I hope you’ve thought it over. For a while you seemed interested in Slayer. Then Lancer. Then Summoner. Are you sure you wish to follow this path? It will be harder than all of the other professions you could pick.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I repeated. “I’m firm in my decision to become a Lich knight. And I would be honored if you trained me.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” Reynolds said as she treated me to one of her rare smiles. “Now have a seat. We have a lot to discuss.”

I quickly took the seat my commander gestured to while she spun on her heel and crossed the room toward a long bar that stretched across the back of the room. I watched as she selected an expensive-looking bottle of whiskey from the bar, along with two glasses. My gaze fell to her ass encased in her tight blue uniform, but I quickly glanced away out of respect. There was no doubt the commander was a very attractive woman, but she was my commanding officer, and now she was going to be my mentor.

Reynolds set the glasses down on the table in front of me and pulled open the bottle of whiskey.

“One finger or two?” she asked as she hovered the bottle above the glass.

“Two,” I replied.

“Another good decision. This is expensive stuff.”

Reynolds poured two fingers of whiskey in the first glass and two in the second. Then she slid a glass over to me, picked up her glass, and raised it to me in a toast.

I grabbed my glass and lifted it in the air.

“To good decisions,” Reynolds declared.

“To good decisions,” I echoed.

I brought the glass to my lips and inhaled the smoky aroma of the amber liquid before I took a sip. The smoky whiskey slid down my throat smoother than melted butter, and I tipped my head back in pleasure.

“Wow,” I breathed before I took another sip. “This is incredible. What is it?”

“The Macallan Fine & Rare,” Reynolds answered as she swirled her whiskey in the glass. “From the Old World.”

“The Old World?” I almost choked on the next sip of whiskey. “That makes it…”

“Very, very old,” Reynolds finished.

Of course, the history of the Old World was taught to every schoolchild in the Caledonian Kingdom, and we liked to embellish the infamous legend on top of that. Many millennia ago, a war broke out between the three most established planets in the galaxy. Caledonia was a small nation from the strongest planet, and they shocked everyone in the galaxy by rising to the occasion and saving their planet from sure destruction. I had a feeling that’s why I always rooted for the underdogs. After their victory, the original Caledonia invested heavily in space exploration, and soon, new kingdoms and alliances were formed as borders were expanded and boundaries were pushed. It wasn’t lost on me that the current Caledonian Kingdom was in a similar situation as their namesake. We needed to solidify an alliance and fight the invaders.

And maybe I was the underdog who would help us do that.

I took another sip of whiskey and blew out a satisfied breath. When I glanced at Commander Reynolds, questions rushed to the tip of my tongue, but I held them back and waited for her to speak.

“Go on,” Reynolds said with a smirk. “I know you have questions. Ask them.”

“I don’t even know where to begin,” I blurted out. “How did you become a Lich knight? Why? Why did you stop? Are there others on the ship I don’t know about? Why do you want to train me now?”

“That is a lot,” Reynolds chuckled and took another sip of whiskey. “Although, I did open the door. Okay, I’ll start from the beginning.”

I found myself leaning forward and gripping my whiskey glass tightly. Reynolds reached for the bottle of whiskey, and she topped up my glass and then hers before she leaned back in her chair.

“I became a Lich knight the same way everyone becomes a knight,” Reynolds began. “I went to the Academy. I worked hard. I passed my exams. And I put in the hours to specialize as a Lich knight.”

“But the ban…”

“Perhaps there was no ban,” Reynolds stated flatly.

“Uhh… no… ban?” I blinked. “It’s been banned for many hundreds of years.”

“How old do you think I am?” Her eyes met mine, but I could see no humor in them.

“Ma’am, my mother taught me not to tell a woman her age.”

“Smart mother,” Reynolds actually laughed. “Anyway, a ban in the RTF wouldn’t stop people from practicing, you must understand that, Knight Lyons.”

Reynolds raised an eyebrow and fixed me with a knowing stare. Of course, my commander knew that I had a tendency to bend rules or skirt regulations. I couldn’t help but grin knowing that my hard-ass commander was the same way.

“Even so, we were a dying breed. Most didn’t like… our path. Made them uncomfortable, but I was determined,” Reynolds continued. “I trained for my Lich qualification along with lancer, since I figured I could just do that if I didn’t cut it as a Lich. There was only one other man who wished to be a Lich in my class, and he didn’t make it past his second mission.”

“Damn,” I muttered. I knew what it was like to lose a member of your class. I’d lost most of mine.

“I never liked him anyway.” Reynolds shrugged and took another sip before she continued speaking. “I suppose I pursued the specialty for the same reason you did. I had something to prove to myself more than anything.”

Reynolds paused, and her eyes unfocused as she climbed into the memories in her mind. She only stayed there for a second before she quickly shook her head and cleared her throat.

“And I had a superior officer on my ship who took a special interest in me.” Reynolds’ eyes softened at the memory. “She took me under her wing and trained me as a Lich knight. I wouldn’t be the woman I am today without her guidance.”

The commander paused as she took another trip down memory lane, but once again, she returned quickly.

“I trust you can keep this a secret.” Reynolds’ gaze was so intense I had to fight the urge to look away. “Do not discuss our… business with any others. Not even your girlfriends. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

“Good,” Reynolds said, and she finally broke eye contact. “Because that is one of the conditions under which I will train you. Absolute discretion.”

“Of course,” I agreed without hesitation.

I knew it would be hard work keeping it from my friends, but this was bigger than a juicy piece of gossip for the ship.

“Very well.” Reynolds leaned forward, and the intensity in her gaze was back as she met my eyes again. “My next condition is that you truly understand what you’re getting yourself into. You have some experience with the class so far, so tell me, Knight Lyons, in your own words. What is a Lich knight?”

“Ahem…” I stalled. I hadn’t been expecting a pop quiz, but I knew how to think on my feet. “Well, a Lich knight is someone who is trained to work with the dead.”

“But what does that mean?” the commander pressed. “To work with the dead. What does that mean to you?”

“The most powerful Lich knights have been known to reanimate whole armies of fallen soldiers,” I blurted out excitedly. “They’ve even invaded planets with their armies of the undead.”

Ever since I’d seriously begun considering the specialty, I’d been researching more than ever before. I was far from an expert, and I knew I still had a lot to learn, but I knew more than when I’d started.

“Yes, that’s what an advanced Lich is capable of,” Reynolds said with a nod. “But that’s not what I’m asking. You’re thinking macro, I want you to think micro. You’re not going to be starting with armies of undead. You’re going to be starting with one undead. I want you to think about that.”

I paused as I considered the commander’s words. I had to admit, she was right. I’d been thinking about the lich path as an end goal without considering the training to get there. In my defense, I didn’t know until now that I would have someone to train me.

“Right…” I said slowly as her words washed over me. “One undead.”

I tried to picture it. A dead soldier. I imagined a Grendel grunt, with its scaly lizard body limp from a blow to the head. I imagined working my lich magic, and the limp body coming to life. I imagined controlling the reanimated body, spinning it toward its own kind, and sending it off to kill. I couldn’t stop the grin that came to my face as I imagined wielding that amount of power.

“You’re imagining a Grendel, aren’t you?” Reynolds asked as she matched my grin.

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

“It is fun to control a dead enemy,” Reynolds said as her smile remained in place. She even let out a chuckle, but when her eyes met mine again, they were dark and serious. “But you know what’s not fun? When the enemy has you pinned down and your only hope of survival is to reanimate your dead best friend and watch her lifeless body be ravaged to pieces so you can escape.”

The commander’s smile had disappeared by the time she stopped speaking. Her dark words hung heavy in the air between us, and I felt frozen in place. I hadn’t considered the possibility of having to reanimate one of my dead friends. I couldn’t stop the images that came to my mind. Richard, Nathan, Neville. Their dead bodies lying on the ground. Gods forbid, one of my girlfriends. Natali, Treyin, Casey, Elle, Faye. I shuddered at the thought of their dead bodies, let alone being forced to reanimate them to do my bidding.

“Not so fun, is it?” Reynolds asked quietly.

“No ma’am,” I replied, and my voice came out a hoarse whisper.

“This is why I want to make sure you’ve really thought about this,” the commander continued. “The Academy was hard. Passing your knight’s exam was hard. But Lich training is going to be unlike anything you’ve ever imagined. It will push your physical boundaries, yes, but it will push your mental ones more. The training you undergo will seem cruel and senseless, but I assure you it is necessary for your chosen specialty. So, I ask you again, Knight Lyons. Do you truly understand what you’re getting yourself into?”

“No,” I answered honestly. “But I know I want to find out more.”

“Good answer.” Reynolds tipped her glass at me, and we sipped our whiskey. When she met my eyes again, the hardness was gone, and it was replaced with curiosity. “It’s my understanding that you’ve begun working with lich items already. Is that correct?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, and my hand instinctively went to my belt, even though I was unarmed for the trip to the palace. My hand suddenly felt naked without the Skull of Godafre knuckles around it, so I flexed my fist before I reached for my glass again.

“And how are you liking them?” The commander seemed genuinely interested as she leaned forward in her chair.

“I think they’re incredible, but I can tell they have more power to offer.”

“You would be correct,” Reynolds replied with a satisfied smile. “But that will come with time. I’m impressed you’ve got your hands on any lich items, as I’m sure you know how rare they are.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, and I kept my face neutral.

Some of the items I’d acquired I probably shouldn’t have, but I was sure the commander already knew that.

“And I presume you also know how difficult they are to repair?” Reynolds lifted an eyebrow. “Considering your average enchantress isn’t trained in Runes for a forbidden specialty.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I repeated. “I know I must take extra care with any Lich weapons because they’re not easy to come by.”

This was a topic I’d done more research on because it involved Casey. Casey was a talented enchantress, but I wasn’t sure if she could even pull off some of the complicated runes I’d seen on Lich items.

“Neither are Lichs,” Reynolds pointed out. “Which means you need to take extra care with yourself too, even if that means passing up a bar room brawl or a wager from a friend. Our powers are not to be used lightly.”

“I understand,” I said.

“I wonder if you do,” she said as her eyes bored into mine. “Tell me, Lyons. Why do you think men like Olav, Leith, Flanagan, and Moses do as I say? These are some of the strongest warriors in the entire RTF.”

“Uhhh… because you outrank them?”

“You think Olav cares about rank?” she snorted.

“Well, probably not,” I chuckled.

“They do what I command for one reason: they fear me. The line we must draw in the sand is absolute. We are Lich knights. We are above the other classes because we have to make sacrifices no others would understand. Sure, Lancers will spend time learning a bit from every profession. Summoners will touch the other side of the universe when they bring void beasts to our world. The others will have to hone their bodies. But we will touch evil and expect to return from the darkness with a smile on our faces. There is no more time for bullshit, Lyons. Do you understand.”

I nodded my acknowledgement, but I thought it best not to voice a promise I wasn’t sure I could keep. I would do my best, but even the commander knew what the Stalwart was like. I couldn’t in good faith swear off friendly fighting forever.

“I know you’re not going to stop,” Reynolds relented with a sigh. “But if I’m carving time out of my schedule for you, I expect you to be in good form for our lessons. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“That’s all I can ask.” Reynolds leaned back in her chair, and she seemed cheerful again. “Now, I have some business to attend to, and I don’t want to keep you from your friends. We’re departing in the morning, so go enjoy the rest of your day in the capital. I will send you a comms about our first training session soon.”

I understood the commander’s words as a dismissal, and I jumped to my feet.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I said as I bowed my head respectfully to my commander,

“Knight Lyons?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Finish your whiskey,” the dark-haired woman said as she pointed at my glass with her glass.

I reached for my glass and drained the last finger of whiskey, and I cringed as the smoky liquid hit the back of my throat. Then I let out a long, satisfied breath, and I was only a little surprised that I didn’t breathe fire.

“Do you know what they called whiskey in the Old World?” Reynolds asked as she swirled the last of her whiskey in her glass.

“No, ma’am.”

“Uisge beatha.” Reynolds drained the rest of her glass without a flinch. “Water of life. Pretty funny for a couple of knights who flirt with death, eh?”

I gaped at the commander as she let out a throaty laugh. I’d never heard her joke around before, but it looked like I’d be learning a lot about the mysterious woman soon.

“I’ll be in touch soon, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said with a pointed look at the door. “You may leave now.”

“Oh, right, yes ma’am.” I hurried toward the door, and when I looked back, Commander Reynolds was already on her comms device.

I was surprised to see Neville waiting outside the door for me, but it was a welcome relief to see his very alive face. My chest felt heavy from the conversation I’d just had with Commander Reynolds, and I could use a night with my friends to distract me.

“Hey, man, what was that all about?” Neville nodded at the door I’d just come out of.

“Just a debrief of the ‘mission.’” I put air quotes around the last word. “Like getting to the palace has been a life-or-death journey.”

“Bureaucracy.” My friend rolled his eyes, and we began walking down the hall. “Everything good?”

“Yeah.”

“You sure?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” I repeated. “Thanks for asking.”

“You are my best pal.” He smiled at me. “I’m here for you whenever you need me.”

“Awwww…” I chuckled as I threw my arm around his shoulder. “You’re my best pal, too.”

“The others are waiting for us at a pub down the road.”

“Good. I could use some uisge beatha.”

“Some what?” Neville asked with a confused look.

“Apparently that’s ‘whiskey’ in the old language.” I grinned.

“Huh. I didn’t know that.”

Neville and I joined our friends at a local pub called the Queen’s Arms. It was an Old World themed pub, and it was decorated with tartan fabric and stag skulls. It also stocked a variety of whiskies, and my friends and I set out to sample them all.

But the raucous evening was marred by the ghost of the conversation I’d had with Commander Reynolds. While my friends drank and flirted with girls at the pub, I couldn’t help but think of the macabre possibility that I would reanimate their dead bodies one day. For a brief moment, I considered backing out of Reynolds’ offer and sticking to the summoner path, but I dismissed that idea almost immediately. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy, but something inside me was telling me I had to do it.

I was going to become a Lich knight.

“Hey.” Richard sidled up to me and nudged me with his elbow. “You okay? You’ve been pretty quiet.”

“Girl trouble?” Nathan scoffed as he sat on the other side of me.

“Yes,” I laughed. “I’m worried I’ve double-booked my dates, and I’ll need to take two ladies out on the same night. Maybe even three.”

“Stoooop,” Nathan groaned, and he shoved another whiskey in my hand. “Keep drinking until you’re too incoherent to talk about your thriving love life.”

“If you insist.”

I drained the glass of whiskey, and the rest of the night became a blur. But eventually, the alcohol drowned out the unsettling thoughts of my possible dead friends, and I was able to enjoy our time together. As the night came to an end, we realized we were too drunk to get back to the ship, so we stayed at the inn above the pub for the night.

I woke the next morning with a start. It took me a moment to get my bearings, but I soon realized I was in a small twin bed. My feet were dangling off the end, and a blanket snaked from my chest down to the floor. The night came back to me in pieces, and when I realized where I was, I immediately checked the time.

Shit, shit, shit.

“Hey,” I tried calling out, but my voice was hoarse, so I cleared my throat and tried again. “Hey!”

“Unnhhh,” Richard groaned from the couch across the room.

“Wha-- What time is it?” Neville asked groggily as he emerged from the other twin bed in the room.

“Time to go!” I jumped off the bed and looked around the room for my shoes. My head was pounding, but the Stalwart was due to fly in fifteen minutes, so I didn’t have a second to spare.

“Oh, no,” Neville muttered as he checked his own watch. Then he jumped up from the bed and tossed his pillow at Richard. “Richard! Get up! We need to go!”

“Right,” Richard grunted as he dragged himself to his feet and looked around the room. “Where’s Nathan?”

“Oh, fuck,” I said as my heart sank. “He was with that girl, the blonde one.”

“I remember her,” Neville said as he pulled his boots on.

“Damnit, where the hell are my boots?” I groaned as I looked around the floor.

“Here!” Richard bent down and scooped up a boot. Then he frowned at it. “Ohh, never mind, that’s mine.”

“I’ll go find Nathan, you keep looking for your boots,” Neville said as he headed for the door. “Try the bathroom.”

I darted for the bathroom as Neville headed out into the hallway. It only took a second to see that my boots weren’t there either, so I spun back to the room just as Richard was pulling on his second boot.

“Closet?” he suggested as he jerked his head at the small wardrobe at the side of the room.

“Why would they be--” My words were cut short when I pulled open the wardrobe doors and saw my boots sitting neatly at the bottom.

“You can take the cadet out of the academy…” Richard said with a chuckle as he joined my side. “What, did you polish them, too?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled playfully at my friend’s teasing. But we were still on a tight timeline here, so I shoved on my boots and quickly laced them up. “Come on, let’s go find your brother and Neville.”

“Don’t we need to square up first?” Richard gestured around at the room.

“Okay, let’s go settle our tab, and then we’ll find them,” I said impatiently.

I hurried down the stairs to the bar area, and Richard followed me closely. I flagged down the bartender on duty and paid for the room we stayed in. The elderly human asked if we wanted a drink for the road, but before we could answer, there was a loud crashing noise.

Richard and I spun around to see Neville dragging Nathan down the stairs, and they both had panicked expressions on their faces.

“We gotta go!” Neville cried out, and he didn’t stop to wait for us as he continued to drag Nathan toward the door.

“What did you do?” Richard shouted at his brother as we quickly fell into step behind them.

“I didn’t know she had a husband!” Nathan groaned as we emerged onto the street.

Then I heard an angry clattering behind us, so I pushed my friends into the busy, faceless crowd.

“Go! We need to get to the docks!” I urged as we pushed through the throngs of people.

“There’s no way we’ll make it in time!” Neville called out with an anxious look behind us.

“There!” I pointed to the hover taxis parked on the curb up ahead of us.

“Hurry!” Richard said as a large angry man pushed his way into the crowd and beelined toward us.

I muscled my way through the crowd until we reached the hover taxis.

“To the docks,” I said breathlessly as we piled into the first one we saw.

“Thousand KPs,” the taxi driver said. He appeared to be a hybrid of human and some other species. His skin was a dull green, and his nose was long and snout like.

“A thousand?” Nathan asks incredulously.

“That’s fine just go, go, goooo!” I said as I waved my hands urgently.

The hover taxi took off just as the large angry man caught up to us. He waved his arms and shouted angrily, but it wasn’t long until he was just a speck on the ground.

“We’ve missed it,” Neville groaned as he let his head fall into his hands.

“Don’t be stupid, they won’t take off without us,” Nathan said before he shot an uneasy look at me. “Will they?”

“No,” I said more confidently than I felt.

“Dock port?” the taxi driver grunted.

“Uhh…”

“Port Zulu,” Neville answered. “Dock number 87.”

“Only taking you as far as the port,” the taxi driver informed us.

“That’s fine, it’s a short walk,” Neville said, and it sounded like he was trying to convince himself that everything was fine.

We were at Port Zulu moments later. I paid the taxi driver, and soon my friends and I were running through the docks to get to our ship. I counted the docks as we passed them. Ninety, eighty-nine, eighty-eight…

I slowed as we came to the right number.

“Uhhh, are you sure it was 87?” I asked as I stared at an empty dock.

“Positive,” Neville replied miserably, and he hung his head in his hands.
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Chapter 13

“Um, where’s the ship?” Nathan asked.

“Do we look like we know where the ship is?” Richard snapped at his brother.

“But we’re not late are we?” Nathan checked his watch and frowned. “We’re not late. Technically, it’s 30 seconds ‘til take-off.”

“They don’t care about that,” Neville said, and he sounded like he was ready to jump off the side of the dock. “We fucked up.”

“No, Nathan is right…” I said slowly as I started to glance around. “The Stalwart is many things, and punctual is one of them. They wouldn’t leave late, but they wouldn’t leave early, either.”

I slowly spun on my heel, and when my eyes fell on the ship at dock 88, I chortled and tapped on my friends’ backs. They all spun around and gaped up at the Stalwart.

“What the hell?” Neville demanded, but the relief was clear in his voice.

“Oh, I think I’m going to be sick,” Richard said as he clutched at his stomach.

My eyes scanned the crowd for a familiar face, and I spotted Leith grinning at us from underneath the ship.

“You bastard,” I said as I wagged my finger at the Slayer turned navigator.

“Hey, it wasn’t my idea.” Leith’s mustache twitched as he laughed, and he held his hands up defensively. “But boy was I glad I got to see your faces.”

“You scared the shit out of us,” Neville said, and the poor guy still looked moments away from throwing up.

“Anyway, enough chit-chatting,” Leith said, and he gestured to the ship behind him. “We’re all going to be late on account of you.”

“I don’t think we can take full blame here,” I said, but my friends and I hurried toward the Stalwart.

“Explain that to the captain,” Leith said ominously as he followed us to the gangway.

My friends and I increased our speed until we were practically sprinting up the gangway. Waiting at the top was Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, and Olav, the crazy berserker, and they all had wicked grins on their faces.

“What’s the matter, boys?” Reynolds smirked. “You get lost?”

“You…” Nathan puffed as he bent over to catch his breath. “You were in on this, Commander?”

“Years in space has not diluted my sense of humor, Knight Culbert,” Reynolds replied. “I still enjoy a good practical joke now and then.”

“Practical joke,” Neville scoffed as he sucked in air. “Good one. I think I need a trip to the infirmary now.”

“You can do that as soon as you write me up a report explaining your tardiness,” Captain Cross said in a serious tone.

“But we weren’t even-- It wasn’t even time--” Nathan stammered.

“Relax,” I said as I caught sight of Captain Cross’ subtle smile. “He’s still messing with us.”

“Oh, you ba--” Nathan began.

“Nice one, sir,” Richard interrupted before his brother got into real trouble.

“Now, get a move on!” Olav barked so loudly that my friends and I actually jumped. Then the mohawked berserker let out a mirthless laugh. “Ohh, this is just too fun.”

“Alright, we get it,” I grumbled as my friends and I hung our heads and passed our superior officers. “We won’t return so close to takeoff ever again.”

“You better not,” Reynolds said, and her eyes met mine and turned serious for the first time.

“Understood, ma’am,” I said with an apologetic nod.

I knew the commander was holding me to higher standards now that she’d agreed to train me, but my friends didn’t know that, so I quickly averted my gaze and continued toward our chambers. Our superior officers continued to laugh at our expense as the gangway rose and the engines fired up, and I glanced back at my friends and chuckled at their solemn expressions.

“Chin up, boys,” I said. “You have to admit, we kinda deserved that one.”

“But we weren’t late,” Nathan argued.

“We were damn close,” Neville countered, and he nodded. “Nick is right, we deserved that. And we’re not going to let it happen again.”

“We need to be more responsible,” I agreed.

“But look at how the other knights act,” Richard pointed out. “Olav is always starting fights with the locals or getting kicked out of another pub. The others encourage it, too.”

“They’re never late, though.” Neville sighed and shook his head. “Take the loss, learn your lesson, and move on.”

“Exactly,” I said as we turned the corner to our quarters. “Speaking of which, I’m ready to dive back into my training. How about you guys?”

Now that I knew the Queen wanted me to be a Lich knight, and I had Reynolds in my corner training me, all I could think about was my training. But it appeared my friends didn’t share my vision, judging by the way their faces twisted with expressions that ranged from annoyance to disgust.

“We literally just stepped on the ship,” Nathan groaned. “And we’re all hungover. Can’t we start tomorrow?”

“I guess I have a couple things I need to take care of first, anyway,” I said as images of my girlfriend flickered in my mind. “But tomorrow, yes? Maybe we can ask our mentors, too.”

My friends grumbled an agreement as we all reached our rooms, and we waved and bid our goodbyes before we went our separate ways. The comfort of my own room was a welcomed sight. I couldn’t admit that I wasn’t in top form to train, but I was still feeling the side effects of the different varieties of whiskey we’d consumed last night, and I needed a good scrub to wash away the night’s sins.

One of my favorite perks about my new room was the private bathroom, where I could take a shower for as long as I wanted. I cranked the heat up until the showers steamed up the room, and then I stripped down and stepped under the falling water.

The hot water relaxed my body, but my mind was still racing. The news about Commander Reynolds being a Lich was still causing my head to spin. But in a good way. Because that meant I had a mentor, a real one, and even the Queen wanted me to pursue this. I let my mind run wild with thoughts of successful missions and royal praise. I imagined a royal procession in my honor with the beautiful Queen waiting at the end to congratulate me, along with my pregnant girlfriends.

And I found myself smiling the rest of the shower.

When I emerged from my private bathroom, a cloud of steam came with me. I had a towel wrapped around my waist, and I used a smaller towel to rub the water out of my hair. But when I pulled the towel away from my head, the shape of a body sitting on the edge of my bed became visible through the cloud of steam.

“Damn, you look good right out of the shower.”

“Elle.” I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding as I crossed the room and joined her on my bed. “How did you get in here?”

Elle’s eyes went cloudy as her bio implants whirred to life, and the dark, smoky tendrils of her Medusa link emerged from her forehead.

“Of course,” I said with a chuckle. “Have you broken into my room before?”

“This is my first time I swear,” Elle said as her eyes traveled down my naked torso.

“Eyes up here, McGrath,” I teased the raven-haired beauty.

“Sorry, it’s hard when you’re looking like that,” she said, and her dark eyes were full of lust. But she blinked away the desire and regarded me with a kind expression. “I heard about the little prank earlier, and I just wanted to come check in on you.”

“Oh, that little thing?” I scoffed. “It was nothing, just some harmless fun. But thank you for checking on me. It’s very sweet.”

“Of course,” Elle said, and then she trapped her bottom lip between her teeth nervously.

“There’s more,” I said as I searched her face. “You want to know if I’ve spoken to Natali.”

“Yes,” Elle said confidently, though her face betrayed the fear she felt.

“I did,” I told the beautiful point clerk. “She’s asked me for more time, and I’m going to give it to her.”

Elle opened her mouth to protest, but I took her gently by the elbows.

“Hey, it’s okay,” I assured the dark-haired woman. “I know you want to tell me. I get you’re trying to protect me, but please, I’m asking you to trust me on this one. The doctor will tell me when she can.”

Elle took a deep breath, but she nodded and took my hands.

“Okay, Nick, I’ll trust you,” she said. Then she pushed herself to her feet and smiled down at me. “I know the other girls and I would love to see you in the mess hall later.”

“Yeah, of course, I’ll meet you all there for lunch?”

“Can’t wait.” Elle bent down and gave me a quick kiss before she spun on her heel and headed for the door, but she turned and blew me one last kiss as she left my room.

I still had a few hours until it was lunchtime, so I took my time getting ready. I was in need of a good shave, so I spent some time in front of the mirror with my razor. Then I brushed my teeth and worked with my hair a bit. Once my self-care was done, I dressed before I sat down at my comms desk and checked if I’d missed any messages while I was out, and I smiled when I saw one from my mother.

Hey my boy. I’m looking at places in the city. Like the big fancy buildings. Can you believe it? I’ll never be able to thank you enough. I love you. Send me a message when you can.

I checked the time in Dobuni and saw it was the middle of the night for her, so I opted for the return message instead of a video call.

Hey, Mom. Hope you find somewhere soon, send me pictures when you do. All is well here. Just more of the boring humanitarian missions, which I’m sure you’ll be pleased to hear. Love you lots. Let me know how the house hunting goes.

I decided now wasn’t the best time to tell my mother about my decision to become a lich knight. I knew it would worry her, and I wanted her to enjoy her new KP balance for a while before I added to her stress again.

Just as I pushed myself back from the comms desk, I received a message, and I tilted my head curiously. It was a bit early for my mother to have responded, but when I saw it was a message from Captain Cross, I quickly hovered over it to enlarge it on my holo screen.

Apologies for another intrusion. Emergency meeting in the usual spot. Need to know only.

I hurried out the door and noticed the hallway was empty. The message had said ‘need to know,’ but it appeared my friends weren’t included in that group. That only piqued my curiosity more, and I hurried down the hall to the meeting room we always used.

When I arrived, Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds were already sitting in the front of the room, and Olav, Leith, and Flanagan were huddled together in a corner passing a flask around, and not very discreetly. Moses was sitting by himself flipping through his notebook, but he nodded at me when I entered. I made a beeline toward the dreadlocked knight and sat down next to him.

“Hey, have any idea what this is about?” I asked.

“Nope.” Moses shot me a serene smile as he flipped his notebook closed. “But I’m sure it’s important. I know the captain hates to disturb our R and R any more than he already has.”

“I wonder who else is coming,” I muttered more to myself than anything else.

As if on cue, the door opened, and Treyin sidled into the room. The beautiful Ecomese woman shot me a wink and slid into the nearest chair.

“Alright, I think that’s everyone,” Captain Cross said, and the room fell silent as all eyes turned toward him. “Thank you all for coming again.”

“Aye, Cap, are you in love with us or something?” Olav asked loudly. “We barely got back on the ship, and you’re calling us all together again.”

“You know I can’t go long without seeing your beautiful face, Olav,” Cross deadpanned.

Some of the other knights let out wolf whistles and suggestive cries, but when Cross lifted his hand, everyone fell silent again and turned their full attention to him.

“While I do enjoy most of your company, I’m afraid I’ve gathered you here to ask another favor,” the captain continued. “I know I’ve cut into enough of your free time, and you are all welcome to say no.”

“We never say no to you, Cap,” Leith said as he stroked his mustache. “What is it this time? More Grendels? Someone needs saving?”

“Not someone, but something,” Cross said, and his eyes glistened with eagerness.

I knew immediately what he meant.

“A Justinian article?” I murmured. It was more to myself, but Cross’ eyes zeroed in on me.

“Precisely, Knight Lyons,” Cross said as a smile twitched at his lips. “We just got clearance to recover a hidden article on the planet called Terminus. If everyone agrees, we can change course and be there tomorrow.”

There was an enthusiastic round of ‘ayes’ from the crew.

“That’s what I like to hear.” Cross smiled. “Now, I’ll give the floor over to Commander Reynolds, who will give you a rundown of the plan.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Reynolds said professionally as she rose to her feet. “And thank you all for agreeing to this mission.”

We murmured and nodded in acknowledgement of her gratitude.

“Terminus is a mid-tier planet whose main export is steel.” Reynolds began pacing around the room, and our eyes followed her diligently. “It’s a pretty quiet, no-nonsense planet. They do their work, and they go home. And there’s not much else going on.”

“Way to sell it to us, ma’am,” Olav grumbled.

“I don’t need to sell it to you. You’ve already agreed.” Reynolds fixed a wry smile to her face. “The planet is on the outskirts of Dramwuer System. The Queen just gave the entire system to King Kevin except for this one planet, and now you all know why.”

“She knew this was coming,” I said.

“Yes,” Reynolds said. “Our queen is always ahead of everyone else. We are fortunate to serve her. As far as the politics of the planet: They have somewhat of an independent rule. We buy all of their steel and exports, but the queen has allowed them to have their own world leaders and policies as long as they are close enough to ours. We own them, but they like to pretend they are their own people.”

“Interesting… so, we’ll need to play our cards right so we don’t disrupt the peaceful relationship,” I remarked.

“That’s right,” the Commander said, and she looked impressed, but she quickly rearranged her face in a neutral expression and turned back to the crowd at large. “Which means we are hoping for an easy mission. Quick in and out to retrieve the items and back to the ship without any delay. The items are located at one of the top noble houses. A man who is not very well liked by his people, but easily susceptible to bribery.”

“So, we’re just going to buy it off him?” Leith sounded disappointed.

“Again, we would like an easy mission, which usually entails no bloodshed,” Reynolds said as she lifted an eyebrow at the slayer.

“Usually,” Leith said with a wicked smile.

“Yes, usually,” the commander conceded. “Which is why we have a backup plan.”

“Knew it,” Leith murmured triumphantly.

“The Captain and I will go to speak with the nobleman,” Commander Reynolds explained. “Treyin and Nick will also accompany us, and our first point of action will be to employ diplomacy by greasing the right palms.”

“And if that doesn’t work?” Flanagan asked.

“If that doesn’t work, we will alert the second team on the mission, who will have infiltrated the nobleman’s house prior to our arrival,” the dark-haired officer answered. “Flanagan, Leith, and Olav, I expect you only to act on our say-so. You do not, I repeat, do not engage unless given explicit instruction.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the three men chorused automatically.

“Thank you,” the commander said. “But if you do get our say-so, get in there and do what you have to do.”

“Are we going in blind?” Leith asked.

“No,” Reynolds said, and she tapped her prot belt until a holo image of blueprints projected from it and hovered in the air above us. “We have pretty good intel about where the artifact is, but we all know things can change on the ground.”

Reynolds spent the next several minutes going over the blueprint with us and pointing out where in the noble’s vaults the Justinian article was supposed to be. Even though this wasn’t part of my mission, I enjoyed being a part of it for the learning experience alone. Once Team Stealth was certain of the layout, Reynolds projected an image of the Justinian article we were after. A jewel-encrusted glove hovered in a holo projection over us, and Reynolds spun it so we could see all angles of it.

“Fancy,” Olav said, though the berserker looked uninterested in the item.

“Are these guys human?” Flanagan asked.

“Human evolved,” Reynolds answered. “Their exterior bodies have adapted to their still working lifestyle. They have thicker, darker skin and distinctive face shapes. Their minds were once as evolved as humans, but they’re generally considered less intelligent than their past generations.”

“Does the nobleman know why we’re coming?” I asked.

“As far as he’s concerned, this is just a check-in meeting from the RTF,” Cross answered me. “The plan is to approach it as such, but give off the subtle impression that we don’t exactly toe the line. And then we’ll get a read from Treyin about the nobleman.”

“See if he’s interested in striking a deal with a couple of crooked officers.” Treyin nodded knowingly.

“And if he’s not open to bribery?” Olav asked, and the burly man raised his eyebrows as if he was asking an innocent question.

“Stop hoping for the fight,” Treyin scoffed at the large Berserker. “Not every mission calls for bloodshed.”

“Says the Slayer,” Olav snorted.

“Slayer turned Prime Minister,” Treyin replied smoothly. “Which takes a certain amount of diplomacy you will never acquire.”

“Diplomacy my ass,” Olav laughed, and he tapped behind his ear where his implant was. “Can’t fool me, I’m protected from your spooky ways.”

“Yes, but the nobleman on Terminus isn’t,” Treyin retorted with a toothy smile. “There won’t be need for your brute force.”

“We’ll see about that,” Olav murmured before he took another swig from his flask.

The rest of us snickered at their exchange, but you were bound to get some quibbling when you had so many strong personalities in one room. Even the commander and the captain seemed amused at their bickering.

“Hey, what about Moses?” I asked suddenly as I turned to the dreadlocked knight next to me.

“Someone must be in charge while the parents are away,” Moses said with that serene smile of his.

“Precisely,” Reynolds acknowledged, and her sharp eyes met Moses’. “See me after, please.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Moses replied.

“As far as the rest of the crew is concerned, we’ll be telling them that we’re doing a quick supply run, and they’re to remain on board while we’re away,” Cross said as he took over the room again. “As with all such missions, I’d appreciate your discretion on the matter.”

“Yes, sir,” we chorused.

I felt bad about lying to my friends and girlfriends, but it wasn’t really lying. It was for the sake of the mission and the safety of my friends and the crew. I knew by now that confidential information was exempt from the normal rules of lying.

“Upon successful completion of the mission, we will return to the Stalwart and continue our course to Rutheni,” Cross informed us. “You will have a week of uninterrupted R and R, where I vow not to ask for any more favors.”

The crew let out satisfied cheers, but I knew that any of us would agree to another mission if the captain asked. We were knights at our core, and we would always jump at the chance for an exciting mission. Especially for the captain that we trusted with our lives.

“Dismissed!” Reynolds called out over the din.

Most of us stood and headed toward the door, but Moses stayed behind to talk to Commander Reynolds and Captain Cross. I smiled when I saw Treyin waiting outside the door for me.

“Hey there, handsome.” The gray-skinned beauty smiled up at me.

“Fancy seeing you here.” I smirked.

“I know, we’re always meeting like this,” Treyin said as we began to walk up the hallway together.

“Not always,” I remarked. “I seem to remember that pretty amazing date, not too long ago.”

“Too long ago in my books,” Treyin countered, but she reached out and squeezed my hand gently. “But I know you’re very busy entertaining your other girlfriends and being late for takeoff.”

“Hey, we weren’t late,” I argued, but I grinned at my girlfriend’s teasing.

It seemed everyone knew about the prank that had been pulled on us, but I didn’t mind. A little bit of hazing was part of the job, especially as the most junior knights on the ship. We could have it way worse, so I found it easy to find the humor in the swapped dock prank.

“Sounds like you had a good time in Caledonia, though,” Treyin said.

“Yeah, it was pretty good. Hopefully, the next visit will be longer. I haven’t seen enough of it yet. Have you spent a lot of time there?”

“Not as much as I’d like.” Treyin gave my hand another squeeze. “Maybe one day we can go together.”

“I’d like that a lot.” I returned the squeeze.

“What’s wrong?” Treyin asked as she noticed my worried expression. “You looked troubled.”

“Just trying to think of what I’ll tell my friends,” I said. “I feel bad not being totally honest, even though I know it’s what the mission requires.”

“I see where you’re coming from.” Treyin nodded. “But sometimes it’s just part of the job. Are you worried they’ll be jealous?”

“A little.” I shrugged. “I know I would be if one of them got to go on secret missions, and I had to stay behind.”

“So make it sound boring,” Treyin suggested. “Babysitting is boring, trust me. I know I’ve been doing it with King Kevin too much. Just say you’re babysitting.”

“Who would I possibly be babysitting on a secret mission?” I scoffed.

“Me,” Treyin said with a wicked smile.

“You?” I frowned at the beautiful woman. “What do you mean?”

“There are still people on the ship who don’t trust me.” Train shrugged. “And I’m pretty sure most people know about our extracurricular activities by now. Just say the captain wants you there to keep me in line. I’m a rogue agent, after all. I won’t listen to just anybody, but the man who is fucking my brains out every other day? Ohhh, yes… I’ll do exactly what he tells me to do.”

Treyin winked at me, and I felt a rush of blood to my crotch as I imagined the gorgeous woman with her mouth open and moaning while she took my cock. I blinked the thought away and grinned down at Treyin.

“You don’t mind me using you in my cover story like that?”

“Ohh, sweetheart, you can use me any way you want,” Treyin chuckled in a sultry tone.

“Duly noted,” I replied with a smirk.

“Anyway, I have to go watch King Kevin for the rest of the day, but I’ll see you tomorrow for the mission?” Treyin lifted her eyes to meet mine, and the gills on her cheeks fluttered with excitement.

“Of course.”

Treyin and I shared a quick kiss before she turned down a corridor and disappeared. My stomach let out a sudden rumble, and I realized I needed food. As I turned toward the mess hall, I remembered that I said I would meet the ladies for lunch, and I let out a groan. I picked up my speed and hoped that they decided to take a late meal.

Just as I turned the corner where the mess hall was located, I saw Casey, Elle, and Faye emerging from the double doors along with Nathan, Richard, and Neville. Nathan met my eyes and let out a loud belch.

“Charming,” I said, and my voice dripped with sarcasm.

“At least I didn’t stand these fine ladies up,” Nathan said with a pointed look.

“I am so sorry,” I said to the women as I turned to focus on them. “I got caught up in a meeting.”

“It’s okay, we know,” Casey said as she laid a reassuring hand on my elbow. “We ran into Treyin earlier on the way to the mess hall, and she told us that you’d be busy. Everything all good?”

“Yeah, totally,” I said, and I glanced around at my friends. “The Captain is going to make an announcement soon. We have a brief stop to make tomorrow. Just a quick supply run.”

“And, of course, the Golden Boy gets to go on the special mission,” Richard teased with a smirk.

“Ohh, yeah, picking up nutrient bars. Super special mission.” I rolled my eyes and leaned in. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m pretty sure the Captain just wants me there to keep an eye on Treyin.”

“Make sense,” Neville said with a nod. “She’s still a bit of a wild card, isn’t she?”

The others murmured in agreement as my friends bought my cover story. Then my stomach let out another loud grumble.

“Well, sorry I missed you guys, but I need to go grab some food,” I said.

“We can come with you?” Casey suggested.

“It’s okay, I don’t want to make anyone sit there and watch me eat,” I chuckled. “I have some work to do after anyway, but I promise I’ll make this all up to you when I’m back from the mission tomorrow.”

“You owe us a training session, too,” Richard said.

“Definitely.”

I said goodbye to my friends, and then I ducked into the mess hall and grabbed some lunch, but instead of eating it there, I took it to my room and set up shop at my comms desk.

As with any mission, I wanted to do some research first.

I looked up the planet Terminus, which was our next destination. It looked like the Stalwart had done a few missions there in the past, but they were all legit on paper and forty years ago. Two brief missions of supply drop-off and one mission of supply pickup.

“Hmm… that’s weird,” I said as I scrolled through the missions. There wasn’t a mission write up, which was extremely odd. Normally the ship commander would do a brief summary after each event the ship had, but there was none of these. I clicked on every aspect of the mission in the data log, but the only note I saw was by a “VR” which said “nothing to report” on the second visit.

“VR…” I said to myself as I leaned back in my chair. This was also unusual. Normally mission summaries had names and ranks assigned to them. It was actually a task that first mates on ships took very seriously, and plenty of RTF nerds would share old logs they had found from admirals when they had been lower ranked.

I just did some basic research on the planet itself to learn about their way of life and what we were walking into. It appeared that the Commander’s description had been accurate. The planet looked like a working one that didn’t have much else going on. But like they said, easy mission. The quicker we could get in, the quicker we could get out, and I could make up for all the missed time I owed my girlfriends.

I wrapped up my research on the planet, but my curiosity about Commander Reynolds got the better of me, and I decided to browse through the basic personnel files to see what else I could find.

The Commander’s personnel file didn’t give me much insight. Commander Vanessa Reynolds joined the Stalwart three years ago. Her previous ship was the RTF Diligence, where her commanding officer gave her a glowing recommendation. The file spoke of her lancer qualifications, but of course, there was no mention of her Lich training. I browsed through some of her mission logs from the Stalwart to see if anything jumped out, but they all seemed straightforward. No necromancy involved.

“Vanessa Reynolds…” I said to myself as I leaned back in my chair again. I knew it was probably just coincidence that she shared the same initials as the first mate of The Stalwart some forty years ago, but I remembered her also asking me how old I thought she was, but then she hadn’t really said how old she was.

“Who was the crew during that time period?” I asked to no one, and then I went into the logs and began to piece together who had been on board forty years ago. This was a pretty simple task, and I soon had names of the various officers and knights that were on board.

But there was no information on any of them.

“What the fuck?” I hissed as I dug as deep as my junior level knight access would allow me to, but each time I clicked on a name to see what ship they came from and which ship they ended up going to after The Stalwart, I ended up finding a dead end. It was like the crew only existed onboard this ship for a handful of years, and then they disappeared into the void.

“Maybe it’s because I don’t have enough clearance.” I tapped my chin and then took a sip of water as I stared at the screen. It was possible that the entire crew moved to another ship that did covert ops, or it could be that the Stalwart’s systems hadn’t been updated.

Reynolds was right, I knew there was something weird about this crew, and especially her, but I knew if I wanted to know more, I would need Elle’s help. Unfortunately, I also knew I couldn’t ask for Elle’s help. Not with this. I didn’t want to betray the Commander’s trust by going digging where she didn’t want me to. I sighed as I realized I needed to give up this search and let the commander share her story with me when she was ready. Whatever I read from a file anyway would be dressed down and clinical. It wouldn’t be the complete truth.

I stood up and stretched as I realized I had been at my comms desk for most of the evening. My shoulders were tight from leaning over the desk all night, and I needed a break before I spent all day tomorrow on another mission. So, I rounded up my friends, and we went to the galley for a nightcap.

The next morning, the Captain made an announcement to the crew about our supply run. Business continued as usual until it was time for the assigned teams to leave.

We met up at the skiffs, and since this wasn’t a combat mission, we were dressed in our casual dark blue uniforms, with just our prot-belts. It would be foolish to dock on any planet unarmed, so we each had one visible weapon, but I knew we all had more concealed on our bodies, and I carried my brass knuckles in addition to my scimitar. We divided ourselves across three skiffs with the Commander and the Captain taking the lead, followed by Olav, Flanagan, and Leith in the next skiff, and then Treyin and I took up the rear. The Stalwart anchored shortly outside of the atmosphere, and the ride in on the skiffs was a bumpy one.

Even from space, I could see what a dull and gray planet Terminus was. I could also see several instances of large standing stones dotted around the land.

“What are those?” Treyin asked curiously.

“Standing stones,” I explained. “Legend has it that they were erected by the gods millennia ago. And now they’re considered sacred to the people.”

“How do you know that?” She regarded me with an impressed look on her face.

“I did my research.” I shrugged. “I like to be prepared when I go to new places.”

“That’s really clever of you.” Treyin nodded. “Most knights are nothing like that. They’ll rush in head first, blindly swinging their swords or chopping their axes. But your way is much better. An informed approach is always the best approach. It’s no wonder the Commander has taken such a keen liking to you.”

“She has?” I felt heat creep up my collar, and I worried that I wasn’t keeping the Commander’s secret as well as I’d promised.

“Well, not outwardly, but I can tell she likes you.” Treyin shot me a grin as she navigated the skiff toward the landing position. “We’ve known each other for a long time. She’s a bit cold, that one. So she’ll definitely love the time you spend researching for your missions.”

“Oh, right, that’s good,” I said, and I was relieved Treyin hadn’t picked up on the secret mentorship.

I braced myself against the cabin as Treyin glided us down to planet Terminus. The three skiffs kicked up a lot of dust as we landed, and when we hopped out of the vehicles, Flanagan wrapped the bandana around his nose and mouth.

“Oh, good thinking,” I said enviously.

“I’ve got spares,” Flanagan said as he reached into a pocket and tossed one my way. “I knew you fools wouldn’t think to bring them.”

“Sorry we didn’t grow up in a dustbin like you,” Leith teased the Herald knight, but he took the bandana from him gratefully.

“Remember, quick in, quick out,” Captain Cross said once he finished wrapping his own bandana around his face. “Let’s head into town together to get the lay of the land. And then we can split off once we get close to the nobleman’s house.”

“No funny business,” Reynolds warned.

“Ma’am, you said yourself, there’s nothing in this town anyway,” Olav said in a bored drawl. “So I’m all for getting in and getting out. I got beer waiting for me back on the ship.”

“Alright, then let’s roll out.” Cross nodded and led the group away from the skiffs.

Together, we walked toward the city in the near distance, but ‘city’ was a stretch. I would call it a kind of spaced out town. The horizon was dotted with steel mills that puffed thick plumes of smoke into the air continuously, and the buildings in the town looked like something out of those old apocalypse movies. They were made of sturdy steel, so they were standing, but they were run-down and sad looking.

We crossed the edge of town and wandered through the wide alleys, where I spotted my first local. I suddenly understood what Reynolds said about the distinctive look. Their dark gray skin looked as thick as a Grendel’s, and they had prominent, heavy eyebrows that protected their long-lashed eyes. Most of their hair was cut short, even the women’s, but what little hair they had was thick and coarse.

The buildings around us gave way and opened up into a rather large town square. There was a tall building on the other side of the square, and in the middle, there were five large standing stones.

“Gods,” Leith murmured as he craned his neck back to look at the large stones.

“How do you reckon they got them to stand up like that?” Olav asked.

“They didn’t, it was their gods,” I replied.

“What do you know about Terminus gods?” Olav scoffed.

“More than you apparently,” I fired back with a grin.

“Ain’t no way they didn’t put these up themselves,” Olav huffed as he crossed the square to get a better look at them.

We all followed behind as Olav looked up at the stones curiously.

“That’s what they believe,” I said, and I joined Olav’s side to look up at the huge stones. “I mean, you gotta admit, it’s pretty impressive either way.”

“I bet I could stand one of these up, no problem,” Olav said confidently, and the mohawked berserker took a step toward the stone and raised his hands.

“Olav, don’t!” I said as I realized what he was about to do.

“We’re a long way from you being in a position to give me orders, Knight Lyons,” Olav said sarcastically, and then he reached out and grabbed the rock, as if testing its weight.

Within seconds, we were surrounded by armed Terminus soldiers, and they looked pissed.
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Chapter 14

The soldiers pointed their guns at us and began shouting angrily in their local language.

“Whoa!” Olav said as he threw his hands in the air. “What the hell is this about?”

“You’re not allowed to touch the stones,” I said, and I raised my own hands in the air along with all the others.

“You don’t think that’s something you want to tell me before I touched the stones?” Olav hissed.

“I tried!” I spat.

One of the Terminus soldiers glanced at our RTF emblems on the chest of our uniforms and switched to Caledonian for us. It was accented, but understandable.

“You are in violation of code 626,” the soldier said as he waved his gun at Olav. “You come with us now.”

One of the soldiers suddenly darted forward and reached for Olav’s beefy arm, and as if on instinct, Leith stepped forward and slapped the soldier’s hand away. This caused another ruckus amongst the Terminus soldiers, and within seconds, they descended on Olav and Leith. The soldiers wrestled the two knights to the ground and cuffed them.

“Is this really necessary?” Captain Cross argued as he sought out the highest-ranking soldier.

“It’s the law,” the commanding soldier told Cross. “We take them to prison now.”

The Stalwart crew immediately protested, and the soldiers pointed their weapons at us threateningly.

“Stand down,” Captain Cross ordered, and then he addressed the Terminus officer. “Where will you take them please?”

“Courthouse,” the officer said as he pointed at the long, tall steel building behind us. “You can visit in two hours.”

“Kjeldsen, Monzo, do as you’re told,” Cross commanded the two bound knights.

“Yes, Captain,” the men responded dutifully.

Leith and Olav lowered their heads as they were taken away by the armed soldiers. The rest of us watched them go silently until the Terminus soldiers were out of earshot, and then we quickly turned to each other and formed a huddle.

“Okay, new plan,” Cross said, and his brow furrowed as he worked it out in his mind. “Some of us need to go to the courthouse to sort out this mess. Probably just have to grease some palms and shine some egos. Knight Lyons?”

“Yes, sir?”

“You knew about the law, correct?” the captain asked.

“Yes, sir.” I gulped, and I worried he was going to say the same thing Olav did. I should have stopped him, warned him sooner, but Captain Cross must have read my expression because he put a hand on my shoulder.

“This wasn’t your fault,” the captain assured me. “Olav’s a big boy. He made his own choices. Do you know what the punishment is for his crime?”

“Um…” I hesitated as I glanced around at the others.

“Yes, Knight Lyons?” Commander Reynolds pressed.

“The stones are really sacred to them, and they want to prevent any damage or graffiti or anything like that.” The words poured out of me quickly as I recalled my research from the night before. “As such, the penalty for messing with any standing stone on the planet is… death.”

“Death?” Flanagan let out a snort of disbelief. “He can’t be serious. Death for touching a stone? I mean, come on.”

“Knight Lyons?” Cross said again. “How often is this punishment carried out?”

“It’s only happened five times in the last millennia,” I said.

“Okay, so it doesn’t happen often, that’s a good thing right?” Flanigan asked hopefully.

“Maybe.” I said. “Most of the sentenced were visiting soldiers from other planets who didn’t know the laws. The locals have the laws ingrained into them since birth, so they know better. But even children who have broken the law have been brutally punished. We’re talking beatings, isolation, public humiliation. The good news is Olav only touched them. He didn’t actually vandalize them. He’ll probably just get a beating, and not an execution, but I can’t be sure.”

“Gods, all for some bloody rocks?” Flanagan’s voice was sharp with anger, but the color from his face was drained, and I could tell he was worried about our friends.

“We’re going to sort this out,” Cross said. “Unfortunately, it might mean this mission gets a little bloodier than we anticipated.”

“Or it might not,” Reynolds pointed out, and she tossed a bag of gold she had in her pocket over to Captain Cross. “Everyone loves coin.”

“But the nobleman,” I said as I watched the captain pocket the gold.

“We’ll have to come up with another plan for him,” Cross replied. “The nobleman is already wealthy. Gold will go a lot farther with the lower paid guards in the courthouse.”

“Good point,” I said.

“But just in case,” Cross said as he turned to address Treyin. “I think it’s best if we use your particular skills at the courthouse.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Treyin said as she flashed a toothy smile and fluttered her gills.

As an Ecomese woman, Treyin loved to use her power, and I imagined not being able to use her empathic abilities on the ship was akin to being fed space food all the time. You got used to it onboard, but as soon as you dock planetside and you can taste fresh strawberries or off-the-bone meat again, you wonder how you ever lived without it.

“Then Knight Lyons can accompany Commander Reynolds to the nobleman’s house to carry out her original mission,” Cross said as he met my eyes. “Since we’re going through all this trouble, I expect the Justinian glove in my hands at the end of it.”

“We won’t let you down, sir,” I said confidently.

“Good,” Cross said. Then he turned to the herald knight. “Knight Reeves, I’ll give you the option of what you’d like to do. You can accompany these two to the nobleman’s house in case it goes sideways there. Or you can accompany Treyin and myself to the courthouse in case it goes sideways there.”

Flanagan’s eyes flicked between the two pairs as he considered his options. After a moment, he met my eyes with an apologetic smile.

“You don’t mind do you?” he asked me.

“Of course not, go with them,” I said, and I nodded my head in understanding.

If it was Nathan, Richard, or Neville, I’d be wanting to make sure they got out of that courthouse alive.

“Be safe over there,” Flanagan said as he shook my hand. “Contact us if you need us.”

“Will do,” I said as I returned his firm handshake.

“And we will contact you with updates,” Cross said. “You two get a move on. We’re going to scope out the courthouse. Be careful.”

“Yes, sir,” Reynolds and I said, and then we turned and headed away from the group.

“You don’t think they’ll really put them to death, do you?” Reynolds asked once we were out of earshot of the others.

The commander’s question caught me off guard. I knew she had encountered planets more dangerous than Terminus, ones where killing was the accepted norm.

“Oh, um, I’m not sure,” I said. “Why would they lie about it, though? There were official reports of the incidents.”

“Could be a cover-up.” Reynolds shrugged. “Maybe the men who were put to death had committed other crimes that Terminus didn’t want to make public.”

“Actually, two of them were female.”

“Well, I do love a planet with gender equality,” Reynolds said with a wry smile.

“And hey, just think of it this way,” I said as I held back a chuckle. “Even if they do sentence Olav and Leith to death, we can just use our lich powers and re-animate them.”

Reynolds stopped in her tracks, and I turned to see her staring at me with a gaping mouth.

“That’s out of line, Knight Lyons,” she said sharply.

Oh, shit.

“I’m so sorry, it was just a joke, I didn’t mean, of course I didn’t--”

My apology was cut short by a bark of laughter from the Commander, and she continued chuckling as she slapped me on the chest and pushed past me.

“I’m joking, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said with a twinkle in her eye. “Gods, you’re so fresh. This is going to be so much fun.”

“Stars above,” I muttered as I wiped the sweat from my brow.

My heart was still beating a million miles a minute, my hands were sticky and clammy, and I could feel the sweat pooling at my lower back. I’d seen my Lich mentorship flash before my eyes, and I realized I was going to have to adjust to my attractive commander having a sense of humor.

“You can’t be in our line of work and not make macabre jokes,” Reynolds said as she led us through the gray Terminus streets.

“Oh, I’m all for the dark humor, I’m just not used to it from you,” I said.

“Get used to it.” Reynolds’ smile widened. “I just might have the darkest humor on the ship.”

“You keep that well-hidden,” I remarked as we turned onto a street with fewer buildings that were spaced out a lot more.

There were fewer locals on the streets, and the buildings around us became more elaborate and decorated.

“You haven’t heard anything yet,” Reynolds said. “You might get the luxury of hearing more depending on how well you do on this mission.”

“Oh, so this mission is a test?” I threw my shoulders back and started to stride confidently. “Well, I just happen to work great under pressure.”

“Do you think I’d be training you if you didn’t?” Reynolds asked.

“Ha, caught you,” I said with a grin. “This isn’t a test, and you’ve already decided to train me.”

“Clever,” Reynolds said, and she turned and winked at me.

I couldn’t help but smile and feel a glimmer of pride for myself. Reynolds was a hard-ass, and I’d not only gotten her to joke around, but now she was comfortable enough winking at me. My friends would be amazed, and I felt a slight disappointment that I couldn’t tell them about it. Yet. One day, I was going to blow their minds with this.

“We’re getting close,” Reynolds said as we took another turn down a wide street.

It was clear we were in the wealthy area of the capital city. The buildings here didn’t look close to ruin. They were elaborate, well-kept, and many even had small patches of green gardens in front of their doors, which was something completely unseen in the city center.

“Hmmm,” I hummed. “Looks like this planet is also one where the nobles live in luxury while their civilians live in squalor.”

“Not uncommon on these planets outside of the kingdom, unfortunately.” Reynolds sighed. “I truly wonder if the middle-class citizens of the Caledonian Kingdom know how lucky they are sometimes.”

“They probably don’t,” I remarked. “Not unless they’ve seen it themselves.”

“You’re probably right,” Reynolds said, and then she drew to a stop at the end of the street. “Here we are.”

We were stopped in front of a tall steel gate that was twisted into decorative swirls. Behind the gate, there was a large, gray mansion at the top of a long driveway, which was flanked by large patches of grass. There were several locals on each side, and they watered the grass from tanks attached to their backs.

A guard ran toward us with a gun in his hands, and he shouted something at us in his local language.

“I’m sorry!” Reynolds called out as the guard approached, and she pointed to the emblem on her chest. “RTF. Do you speak Caledonian?”

“Yes,” the guard grunted as he pulled to a stop in front of us on the other side of the gate. The heavy-browed man glanced between us, and then his eyes fixed on the RTF emblem. “You have appointment.”

“Yes, we do, we’re here to see--”

“It wasn’t question.” The guard reached out and unhooked the gate before he pulled it open and gestured us through. “I know you have appointment. Where is the rest of you?”

“The remainder of our party got caught up in other affairs,” Reynolds said.

“Hmm,” the guard grunted but didn’t particularly seem to care. “Sir Ursus is ready for you.”

“Thank you,” Reynolds said diplomatically, and we followed the guard up the long driveway toward the mansion.

The guard didn’t speak again until we reached the front of the mansion, and then he pointed at our feet.

“You stay here,” he said before he hurried up the steps that led to the front door and banged on it three times.

Within seconds, the door flung open, and I expected more guards on the other side. To my surprise, a tall, stately man wearing luxurious clothes opened the door, and I knew instantly that we were looking at Sir Ursus.

“Oh, magnificent, I see you’ve brought my guests,” Sir Ursus cooed as he clapped his hands together.

The nobleman spoke in perfect Caledonian, and his outward appearance didn’t match the locals on the planet. He was at least twice the height of the Terminus guard, and he had high cheekbones and a normal-sized brow, although his brow was hidden behind bushy gray eyebrows. His gray hair was long and slicked back into a ponytail, and he wore a bright purple three-piece suit, which was a shocking contrast to the dull gray planet around us. He also had a neatly trimmed goatee that seemed to twitch at its own desire.

“Yes. Guests.” The guard nodded.

Sir Ursus bent down and spoke to the guard in a low voice in the Terminus language. Then the guard nodded in acknowledgement, turned, and strode back up the driveway without another word to us.

“Please, please come in,” Sir Ursus insisted as he gestured us forward. “I am Sir Ursus Afra. You must be Commander Reynolds, I recognize you from the meeting request.”

“Yes, sir, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Reynolds said as we ascended the stairs. Then she offered her hand for the nobleman to shake it.

“Believe me, the pleasure is all mine.” Sir Ursus took the commander’s hand, but instead of shaking it, he lifted it to his lips. He also made lingering eye contact with Commander Reynolds as he placed his lips gently on the back of her hand and kissed it slowly.

I saw Commander Reynolds’ jaw tighten at the gesture, but she gave the nobleman a tight-lipped smile and let him finish. Sir Ursus then turned to me with a curious expression on his face.

“Now, you, I’m afraid I don’t recognize,” Sir Ursus said. “But I do know you are not Captain Cross, the person I expected to be meeting today.”

“Knight Nicholas Lyons,” I said courteously, and I offered the nobleman my hand.

“Right, Knight Lyons, pleasure,” Sir Ursus said.

He grasped my hand and then dropped it quickly, and I got the impression the nobleman didn’t like to socialize with anyone he considered beneath him.

“We do apologize for the last-minute change,” Reynolds jumped in. “Captain Cross had some urgent matters to attend to, but I assure you, Knight Lyons is completely qualified to be here.”

“Not a bother, please follow me.”

Sir Ursus led us into his large mansion. Inside more locals swarmed around doing his busy work, and the nobleman breezed past them without a glance. I smiled politely at anyone who looked my way, but most of the workers averted their gaze when I made eye contact. The walls were decorated with beautiful steelwork pieces, and I was impressed with the locals’ creativity. They didn’t just make steel, they made art.

We continued to follow the Terminus nobleman up the stairs and down the hall to what appeared to be the man’s office. There was a large desk in front of the window, and the walls were lined with open book shelves and locked cabinets. All steel, of course.

“Please take a seat,” Sir Ursus said as he rounded the desk to sit with his back to the window.

“Thank you, Sir Ursus,” Reynolds said.

We took the straight-backed steel seats across from the nobleman, and I was shocked when I sank into it and the soft steel melded around my body.

“Whoa,” I murmured as I bounced on the stiff-looking material.

“A Terminus specialty,” the nobleman said with a tight smile. “I take it this is your first time visiting us?”

“Uh, yes, sir,” I said as I stopped bouncing in my seat.

“And what about the lovely lady?” Sir Ursus’ smile grew as he turned to address Commander Reynolds, and his eyes lingered on her chest before he spoke again. “We haven’t been blessed with meeting before, but have you been to my lovely planet?”

“I have been here before, but it was many years ago, and I left quickly.”

I felt my stomach flip at her words, but the commander was looking around the room and didn’t meet my eyes.

“Oh, well, then welcome back,” Sir Ursus purred.

“Thank you.” Reynolds didn’t acknowledge the extra attention the nobleman was giving her, but I felt the blood boiling beneath the surface of my skin. The way he was leering at her made me want to bury my fist into his face.

“Well, I certainly hope you can stay longer.” The nobleman’s full attention was on the commander, and he spoke like I wasn’t in the room. “My planet is a strong and sturdy one, but we could certainly use more beauty.”

“Yes, I’d agree,” Reynolds deadpanned. Then she seemed to force a smile on her face. “I do know these official meetings can be bothersome, so we’ll make it quick. We don’t want to keep you from your busy day.”

“Ohh, that’s not a problem. I cleared my whole schedule in anticipation for this meeting.” Sir Ursus kicked back in his chair, and all pretense went out the window as he eyed Commander Reynolds like a hungry wolf.

My fists clenched involuntarily, and I had to force myself not to snort out loud. This guy was lucky it wasn’t Captain Cross sitting in my chair, because I was sure he would have punched his lights out by now. Unfortunately, I had to act my rank for the duration of this meeting, but I pictured dragging the nobleman out from behind his desk and beating his face into a bloody pulp, and I smiled as the thought relaxed me.

“Oh, it won’t take nearly that long,” Reynolds replied. “We just need to run some numbers, make sure our records match, and then we’ll be on our way.”

“And what if they don’t match?” Sir Ursus wriggled his bushy eyebrows at my commander. “Will I be punished?”

“The RTF wouldn’t punish anyone for minor clerical errors,” Reynolds said, and she sidestepped the creepy insinuation with ease.

“Even if I’ve been really, really naughty?” the nobleman persisted. His goatee quivered, and I felt a jolt of disgust as I wondered if it quivered from desire.

“Why don’t we cross that bridge when we come to it?” Reynolds gestured to the holo device on the desk between them. “Do you have your records on hand?”

Sir Ursus didn’t take his eyes off Reynolds as he reached over and pressed his holo device. Then the device projected a holo image of what appeared to be commerce records from the RTF.

“Surely, we can leave the busy work to the knight?” Sir Ursus’ eyes flickered to me briefly with a barely concealed look of disdain. “Let your subordinate sift through the records, although I assure you that everything is in order. That way, I can give you a tour of the grounds. They’re as beautiful as you are.”

“I’m afraid he’s not fully trained to handle this on his own,” Reynolds replied coolly. “But we’ll get through them quickly together. In fact, you don’t need to stay if the busy work would bore you. We can let you know when we’re done.”

“And miss out on precious time with a beautiful and esteemed RTF officer? I don’t think so.” Sir Ursus’ eyes twinkled as he fixed Reynolds with that slimy smile.

I took in a deep breath as my fists flexed again. Reynolds shot me a warning look, so I figured she sensed my frustration at the noble creep. She gave me an almost imperceptible nod to acknowledge my feelings, but she was cool in the face of this clown. Being a high-ranking officer in the RTF, I was sure she was accustomed to dealing with entitled creeps like this, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to pummel his face in.

“Alright, let’s get to it, then.” Reynolds pulled up the RTF records for Terminus from her prot-belt and leaned forward in her chair.

“Yes, let’s,” Sir Ursus purred as his eyes zeroed in on Reynolds’ chest, and he licked his lips.

I bit my tongue, and all three of us turned our attention to the records. The admin part of missions wasn’t exactly in my wheelhouse, and I zoned out after the first few pages of records. At some point, Reynolds shot me a look, so I shook my head and tried to focus again, but the rows and columns of numbers and in-goings and out-goings just didn’t hold my interest enough.

I tried to make my face look like I was fully engaged in the numbers, but my mind was focused on how we were going to get the Justinian piece. Reynolds had given our bribe gold to the captain, so that meant we needed another plan. We didn’t want it to get too out of hand though, because we still had to worry about the others getting Olav and Leith out of custody.

I pictured the blueprints in my mind, and I was suddenly relieved I’d paid attention during the meeting, even to the parts that hadn’t pertained to me at the time. I stored that away for future reference. Missions can change at any point, so study every part of it.

If I was remembering the blueprint correctly, the vaults were two stories below us and one room to the right. My eyes scanned the room for the ventilation system that I knew existed. I couldn’t see anything obvious, but that just meant I had to look harder.

There was a shuffling noise behind us, so Reynolds and I rotated in our chairs to see the door open. A Terminus worker entered the room carrying a tray of drinks. It was a female with short hair, and she kept her eyes lowered as she crossed the room, where she set the tray down on the table. Sir Ursus nodded dismissively, and the worker turned and left the room without saying a word. There were two large glasses of red wine and a small glass of water on the tray, and I tried not to roll my eyes at the obvious slight.

Sir Ursus picked up the two glasses of wine and swirled them around. Then he leaned across the desk, and his goatee twitched rapidly.

“I always found that wine made these menial tasks a hair more enjoyable,” he said as he offered one to Commander Reynolds.

“I’d love a wine,” I interjected.

The nobleman furrowed his brow at my interruption, and he flicked his eyes to the glass of water on the tray.

“That’s yours, Knight,” the nobleman replied, and I caught the subtle note of disgust he put on my title. Then he pressed the wine closer to the commander.

“Thank you.” Reynolds politely took the glass of wine and set it right down on the table, and then she turned her attention back to the records and ignored the wine completely.

I could see the nobleman’s jaw tighten at the commander’s rebuff, but then he smiled and took a sip of the wine.

“Maybe we should go over the old records, too,” Sir Ursus said as he leaned back in his chair and leered at the commander some more. “We are almost to the end of these, but I feel like I haven’t spent enough time with you yet.”

“Well, maybe when we’re finished up here, you can give us that tour, after all,” Reynolds suddenly purred, and she picked up the wine and maintained eye contact with the nobleman as she took a big sip.

For a second, the commander’s change of attitude threw me off, but when the nobleman looked away, she shot me a quick smirk, and I caught on to her plan.

The guy was a creep, but that could work in our favor after all.

“Us?” Sir Ursus frowned. “I was hoping it would be just the two of us.”

“Perhaps.” Reynolds licked the wine from her lips, and I could tell this wasn’t the first time she’d used her feminine wiles to manipulate a man. “Between you and me, he’s the son of some big shot politician in the kingdom. I’m basically on babysitting duty and can’t let him out of my sight. But don’t worry about him. He’s easy to ignore.”

“I’m sitting right here,” I groaned, and I hoped I wasn’t over acting.

“And I’m pretending you aren’t,” she sighed.

“Well, then, let’s go for a stroll.” Sir Ursus pushed back from the desk with his wine glass still in his hand, but he glanced up at the holo records still being projected above the desk. “Oh, well, unless you want to finish…”

“A clever man like you?” Reynolds chuckled and stood up. “I’m sure your records are all in order. I really would love to see the place, as I’ve heard Terminus has some pretty complicated security measures, especially for their vaults. I wouldn’t mind taking a peek, maybe bringing some ideas back to my supervisor.”

“You heard of that, have you?” Sir Ursus’ eyes twinkled. “Just wait until you see it. Don’t forget your wine.”

I jumped to my feet, and Reynolds grabbed her wine as Sir Ursus started toward the door. Reynolds and I exchanged a knowing look and followed closely behind. The nobleman led us into the corridor, but he turned to glare at me after a few steps. I played the part of the ignorable nepo baby, and I faded into the background as much as possible while still staying close enough to hear their conversation.

The sleazy nobleman continued to flirt with my commander, and he laid it on extra thick. Reynolds took it in stride, and she returned enough of the flirting to keep him interested. The nobleman took us through the mansion and pointed out things he clearly thought were impressive to women, like his trophy hunts from foreign planets and heirloom items that he’d confiscated from poor locals.

As we walked, the mansion workers lurked nearby, and they were quick to fill up the noblemen’s wine glass every time it started to get too low. Reynolds noticed this, too, and I caught her dumping her wine in plant pots and vases at every opportunity. The nobleman started to get noticeably tipsy as his words started to slur, and his walk turned into a swagger.

After what felt like an eternity, Sir Ursus finally said what I’d been waiting to hear.

“Now, shall we take a look at my legendary vaults?”

“I’d love that,” Reynolds purred, and she even slipped her arm through the nobleman’s elbow.

She allowed him to escort her to a large steel door at the back of the mansion that had no handles or rivets, and I silently followed in their footsteps.

“This doesn’t look so complicated,” Reynolds remarked.

“It’s not supposed to.” Sir Ursus reached a hand out to the door, and the steel depressed with his touch like it was a down pillow. He wriggled his fingers in a practiced manner, and a second later, the door swung inward.

“What the…” I murmured.

“More Terminus steel technology,” the nobleman explained proudly, and he stepped back and gestured for Commander Reynolds to enter first.

“I spoke too soon, very impressive indeed.” Reynolds stepped through the dark doorway, and the nobleman followed behind her.

Sir Ursus had all but forgotten that I existed, and I had to hurry as the door swung shut behind him. I caught it just in time, and I slipped into what turned out to be a narrow spiral staircase.

The steel clanked beneath our boots as we descended into the vaults, and the staircase was fixed with motion sensor lights that lit up as we walked by and darkened after we passed. I made sure to stay a few steps behind. It was probably better for us all if the nobleman forgot I was here. Reynolds was more likely to get information out of him by batting her eyes, anyway.

Sir Ursus explained the history of the vaults as we continued down the never-ending spiral staircase. He spoke mostly of boring steel manufacturing methods, but I made sure to listen to every word in case he let anything about the gloves slip. According to our Intel, the gloves were in the fifth vault on the left-hand side of the underground tunnel, but I knew that intel could be unreliable, so I was keeping my ears perked just in case.

We finally made it off the staircase, and to my disappointment, the nobleman started to veer right.

“Oh, sorry, do you mind?” Reynolds gestured to the left-hand side of the long tunnel and batted her eyelashes up at the lanky nobleman. “I was always trained to sweep from the left side first, so I just feel more comfortable starting there. Old habits.”

“Well, isn’t that just adorable?” Sir Ursus chuckled, and I noticed his teeth were stained red from all the wine he’d drank. “Sure thing, little miss.”

Gods, this guy was infuriating, but if Reynolds could deal with it, then I could, too. She was the one getting harassed, after all.

We started down the left side of the large underground tunnel. There were heavy-looking steel doors on either side, and each door was unique. Some had big crisscrossing steel contraptions that looked like they needed to be arranged in a certain way to be opened. Others appeared to be made of the same pliable material as the door upstairs, but each of those had different runes, and none that I recognized.

“And what sort of things do you keep down here?” Reynolds asked in an innocent tone. “After all, you keep so many of your impressive trophies upstairs.”

“Now, now.” The nobleman tapped his nose, and his goatee quivered as he swayed on his feet. “That question is a bit like asking a lady what her bra size is. No matter how much you want to know, it’s probably best not to ask.”

“Forgive me, Sir Ursus.” Reynolds chuckled as she reached out and squeezed the man’s elbow. “Perhaps that wine has gone to my head. I don’t mean to be inappropriate.”

“You can be as inappropriate as you like.” Sir Ursus’ eyes darkened, and he stepped closer to Reynolds and angled her toward the wall.

“Perhaps you’d like to tell me more about your protection technology,” Reynolds replied as she took a step back to put some distance between them. She tried to continue forward, but Sir Ursus reached out and grabbed her elbow.

“You won’t need protection with me. Trust me.” The ponytailed nobleman took another step closer to my commander, and another, until she was practically trapped against the wall. Then he reached out and dragged a finger along Commander Reynolds’ jawbone.

“That’s enough,” Reynolds said sharply, and she moved to push past the nobleman.

“Come on, now,” Sir Ursus said as he grabbed her by the elbows and slammed her against the wall. “Don’t--”

The nobleman never finished his sentence because I slammed my fist into the side of his head. His body jerked to the side and collided with a door frame, and he fell to the floor, unconscious.

Reynolds let out a long sigh and pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Well, this is going to complicate things.”
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Chapter 15

“Sorry.” I cringed. “He was just such a creep, I couldn’t stand it anymore.”

“I appreciate you defending my honor, but I assure you it’s not necessary,” Reynolds said.

“I wasn’t defending your honor, I was protecting you,” I said before I quickly backpedaled. “N-Not that you need me to protect you, I know that, it’s just…”

“I know,” Reynolds cut me off, and she reached out to squeeze my elbow. “I know what you mean. And thank you. Just because I don’t need it, doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate it.”

“Of course,” I said automatically. It would never occur to me to sit back and let a man harass a woman, no matter the rank of either of them.

“But sadly, I didn’t even get to my favorite part,” Reynolds sighed as she toed Sir Ursus’ unconscious body.

“Your favorite part?” I asked.

“Yeah.” The dark-haired officer grinned. “I have a way of dealing with these sorts of men.”

“Which is…?”

“Just when they think they’re about to get somewhere with me, I let them pull down their trousers… and then…”

“And then?” I asked when she didn’t continue.

“I laugh,” she snickered.

“Wow,” I laughed. “That is brutal.”

“Yes. I’m not very nice, Knight Lyons. Unless I like the person.”

“You like me, though?” I chuckled.

“Of course. Anyway, we need to get going before someone comes looking for this one.” Reynolds delivered a quick kick to Sir Ursus’ ribs, and his unconscious body jerked.

“What are we going to do?” I asked as I eyed the knocked-out creep.

“You’re going to get your first lesson in Lich magic,” Reynolds answered.

“Really?” The excitement was evident in my voice, and I eyed the unconscious body curiously. “Are you going to reanimate him? But he’s not dead.”

“Unconsciousness is like death watered down,” Reynolds explained. “The body is alive, but the mind is temporarily suspended, making it easy to control the body.”

“Wow.” I whistled. “I hadn’t considered that.”

“Back up,” Reynolds said, and she started to roll up her sleeves.

For the first time, I noticed that the commander had a series of tattoos on her arms. They were etched into her skin with very pale ink, so it was easy to overlook them, and they appeared to be elaborate runes, though I couldn’t be sure.

I backed away from the tattooed woman to give her space to work, and I watched as Commander Reynolds pulled an amulet on a chain out from under the neck of her uniform. The silver amulet glinted in the overhead light, but I couldn’t get a good look at it from my angle. Then Reynolds wrapped her fingers around the amulet, and she murmured something.

Wisps of silky gray smoke emerged from between her fingers, and they floated through the air until they reached Sir Ursus’ face. I watched in wonder as the smoky tendrils floated into the nobleman’s nostrils and open mouth, and the unconscious idiot suddenly gasped.

Sir Ursus’ eyes flew open, but there was a thin gray film over them that wasn’t there before. His pupils dilated until they took up most of the surface area of his eyes, and he started to rise to his feet, but his movements were sluggish.

“Whoa,” I muttered as I took another step back.

“He’s harmless in this state,” Reynolds informed me, and she raised the amulet with a smirk. “He’s under my complete control.”

“For how long?” I asked.

Sir Ursus drew himself up to his full height, and his face stared blankly ahead. His eyes blinked slowly and mechanically, and his mouth hung half open in a dumb expression. He didn’t acknowledge either of us, and he swayed gently on his feet, waiting for a command.

“Until I deactivate the rune. Watch this.” Reynolds turned and addressed Sir Ursus loudly. “Spin around in a circle, one time only.”

The nobleman rotated around in a circular motion and then stopped in his original spot, and he continued to stare straight ahead as he waited for his next command.

“Cool,” I said with a grin. “I assume you specified one time only because if you hadn’t he’d have kept spinning around until told otherwise?”

“Correct,” Reynolds said with an impressed look. Then she held the amulet out so I could get a better look at it. “This is called the Amulet of Edwarphasia. It’s an extremely rare and powerful artifact, have you come across it in your research?”

I squinted to get a better look at the silver pendant. I could see it was engraved with a tiny, elaborate rune that was illuminated against the silver of the amulet, and a deep red stone that looked like a drop of blood was nestled in the center.

“No,” I said. “It’s beautiful.”

I knew exactly how powerful Lich items were. Back in my quarters on the Stalwart, I had the Overlord’s Heart stashed away beneath a pile of extra uniforms. It was one of the first Lich items I’d ever encountered, and while Elle had encouraged me to sell it, curiosity had gotten the better of me, and I’d snuck it back to my room. The obsidian amulet was useful as a squire in that it allowed me to use gear a class above my current one. Now that I was a knight, I didn’t own any gear higher than knight class anyway, and the amulet had given me an intense and scarily realistic vision once, so I had firsthand experience of the effects a Lich item had on the human mind. Since then, I’d kept the amulet out of reach, but now that I was training to be a Lich, maybe it was time to pull it out again.

I’d broach the subject with my mentor when we were back on the ship.

“It’s unique in that only one person can wield it at a time,” Reynolds said, and she tapped the blood-red stone. “See this?”

“It’s your blood,” I guessed as I instantly made the connection.

“Spot-on, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said with a wide smile. “There is a unique subset of Lich items that can only function with a drop of the knight’s blood, then that item becomes bonded to that knight only. If you attempted to activate the rune on my amulet, it would turn into dust in your hand.”

“Incredible,” I murmured as I eyed the impressive lich technology. “I understand why. That’s a scary powerful item.”

“Lich artifacts are part of the reason the specialty is banned,” Reynolds explained. “They’re powerful beyond belief, and you can imagine what would happen if they got into the wrong hands. The self-destructive measures became common after the specialty was banned as an extra level of security for the public and for ourselves.”

Before I could respond, Sir Ursus suddenly babbled incoherently and swayed on his feet.

“Looks like he’s trying to fight against the amulet,” Reynolds said, but there wasn’t an ounce of worry or fear in her voice.

“People can do that?”

“People can try,” Reynolds replied. “I’ve never seen anyone but a fellow Lich knight be able to fight against the effects of a lich item. That will be part of your training, in due time.”

“You mean you’re going to control me with that?” I asked as I eyed the powerful lich item in her hand.

“That’s right,” Reynolds said with a wicked smirk.

“Fun,” I gulped.

“It’s unsettling at first, but it’s for your own benefit,” Reynolds said. “Alas, that’s a mission for another day. Right now, we have a more pressing matter.”

“Right,” I said as I turned toward the hypnotized nobleman. “So, can we just tell him what to do?”

“Sir Ursus,” Reynolds said in a clear voice. “Take us to the vault with the Justinian glove.”

The ponytailed nobleman moved like a stiff toy as he clambered down the hallway, and the commander and I stuck close behind him as he led us past the fifth doorway.

“I thought it was in there,” I whispered.

“Our intel must’ve been off,” Reynolds said with a frown.

We continued to follow the nobleman as he led us to the last door in the corridor. This door was one of the plain ones with no visible handles or hinges, and Sir Ursus came to a stop in front of it and turned to stare at us with that eerie, blank expression.

“Open it,” Reynolds instructed him.

He spun to face the door and then reached his left hand out and laid it on the door. The steel melded around his hand, and he twisted his wrist and fingers in a practiced sequence, just like he had upstairs. But unlike the door upstairs, this one didn’t swing open when he finished, it slid upward and disappeared into the doorframe above.

“Amazing,” I said with a grin.

“Enter the vault and retrieve the Justinian glove,” Reynolds commanded the nobleman.

Sir Ursus stepped into the vault and headed toward the right-hand side of the small, dark room. Reynolds and I glanced at each other before we followed behind him.

As soon as the commander and I stepped into the room, an alarm started to blare and threatened to burst our eardrums, and then the door slammed down behind us.

“Shit!” I sound loudly over the alarm.

“We must’ve tripped a bio alarm,” Reynolds said as she searched for a sensor. “We need to get out of here.”

“Look,” I said, and I pointed behind her at the nobleman.

Sir Ursus was oblivious to the alarm blaring overhead. He worked a complicated lock on a small safe dutifully, and a moment later, he opened the safe and pulled out the Justinian glove. Then he turned to us with his blank expression and handed it over to Reynolds.

At the same time, there was a crash outside and then the sound of dozens of approaching footsteps.

“We need to go,” Reynolds said as she tucked the glove into her uniform.

“I’ve got this,” I said. “Give me your hand.”

My heart slammed in my chest as I wrapped my hand around my commander’s. Then I felt the nanorunes in my blood activate, and I focused on our escape.

“Take us to the standing stones,” Reynolds said quickly.

“But someone could see–”

“That’s an order, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said in a tone that left no room for argument.

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

I squeezed my eyes shut and pictured the standing stones in the center of the town. I felt the familiar rush of air as my nanorunes activated and transported us out of the locked vault, and when I opened my eyes again, we were standing in front of the stones while breathing hard.

“Good work,” Reynolds said in a low voice as she scanned the area.

To our immense luck, the town square was empty. The air was still around us, and it was quiet.

Almost too quiet.

“Something doesn’t feel right,” I said.

“No, it doesn’t.” Reynolds frowned suspiciously. “We should--”

The commander was interrupted when both of our earpieces crackled with static, and a moment later, Captain Cross’ voice was in my ear.

“Reynolds! Lyons!” His voice sounded strained.

“Here, sir,” Reynolds replied instantly.

“We need--”

Cross was cut off, and the ground shook below us just as a loud booming sound filled the air. We whirled around and saw a plume of smoke emerge from the tall courthouse building in the distance.

“Shit!” I cried out, and I sprinted toward the explosion.

“Sir? Captain Cross? Atticus!” Reynolds asked, but the comms line seemed to be dead.

“They’ll be fine,” I said more to myself than anything else.

Reynolds and I quickly closed the distance between us and the courthouse. When we were about three meters from the front door, it flew open, and relief flooded my body as Captain Cross emerged from the building. He was followed closely by the others, including Olav and Leith. They sprinted toward us, and we stopped in our tracks and gaped at them as the building started to crumble behind them.

“Back to the skiffs, now!” Cross yelled.

Reynolds and I spun and ran in the direction we’d just come from. The others caught up to us quickly, and I chanced a glance behind us to see that we were being pursued by armed Terminus guards.

“What in the Queen’s name happened in there?” Reynolds asked through ragged breaths as we continued to run from our pursuers.

Before anyone could answer, the guards opened fire. We ducked and dodged their plasma bullets, but I could tell they were closing in. We reached the standing stones again, and the Stalwart team had no choice but to take cover behind the sacred structures. Captain Cross procured a small pistol from his uniform and started to return fire while Flanagan flung a few of his ninja stars at the guards. The rest of the crew only had small, concealed knives, which weren’t the most ideal when we were pinned down.

“We need to get out of here!” Olav bellowed.

“You can get us to the skiff,” Reynolds said as she turned to me with wide eyes. “Then we can come back and get the others.”

“Let’s do it,” I said, and I held my hand out to Reynolds.

The commander grasped my hand, and we turned to see Captain Cross staring at us.

“Go,” he said with a nod.

I pictured the inside of the small skiff we’d traveled in on, and a few moments later, Reynolds and I were sitting inside it.

“Excellent,” Reynolds said with a grin.

“Thank you,” I replied, and I matched her grin. “Okay, I’m going to go back for the others.”

“Wait,” the commander said as she grabbed my forearm. “Check in with yourself.”

“What? We don’t have time, we need to--”

“We need to save the others, and if your third teleportation back and forth fails because you’ve bitten off more than you can chew, then we’re going to be in real trouble.” Reynolds said.

“Okay, you’re right,” I sighed as I realized I could already feel the fatigue in my body. I wasn’t decked out in gear, I didn’t have any armor with enhancing runes. I needed to play it safe. “Maybe I shouldn’t.”

“Good thing we’ve got these skiffs, then,” Reynolds said as she reached for the door. “You know how to fly one of these?”

“Uhhh…” I said as I glanced over the controls.

“I’ll walk you through it on comms, but it’s better if we take two,” Reynolds said, and the dark-haired woman was already halfway out the door.

“I’ll figure it out, let’s go,” I said.

It might’ve been my first time driving a skiff, but it wasn’t my first time in one. I buckled up and put my helmet on. Then I fired up the skiff while Reynolds got situated in the next skiff, and a moment later, I heard her voice through my helmet.

“Knight Lyons,” she said.

“Here, ma’am,” I said as the engines whirred around me. “Walk me through take-off.”

“Are all your accelerators fired up?” the commander asked, and I could hear her working the controls from her cockpit.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

“Grab the yoke firmly, with two hands,” Reynolds instructed. “Center your feet on the rudder pedals. We’re going straight up, no need to steer. Tracking?”

“Tracking,” I confirmed as I situated my hands and feet where they needed to be.

“Good, now press the big green button next to the yoke to activate the lift,” Reynolds said. “Then, pull the yoke down to take off.”

I did as I was instructed, and I felt the skiff begin to hover.

“Woooo!” I cried out as I flew my first skiff.

“Excellent work, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said, and a moment later her own skiff shot into the air. “Now follow me. We have a crew to save.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

The yoke shook in my hands, but after a few moments, I got used to the sensation. It took me a moment to work the controls and get the right speed and altitude, but after that, it was smooth sailing. I navigated the vehicle behind Reynolds, and within moments, we were hovering above the standing stones.

The Stalwart crew was still pinned down amongst the stones, and I could see more Terminus guards rushing over to support their brothers in arms, which meant we were running out of time to get our guys out of there.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“I got this,” Reynolds said in my ear.

I watched as Reynolds’ skiff fired a plasma blast in the direction of the soldiers. It went high, but the soldiers flung themselves to the ground for cover, which gave us the perfect opportunity to lower our skiffs.

“Don’t land, just hover,” Reynolds said.

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

We lowered our skiffs near the standing stones, and the others sprinted toward us. Treyin and Leith jumped and flung themselves into my skiff, and Cross, Olav, and Flanagan piled into the other skiff.

“Go, go, go!” someone shouted, so I did exactly that.

I shot the skiff back up into the air and turned it back toward the Stalwart. The Terminus soldiers had recovered from the warning shot, and they aimed their weapons at the skiffs.

“Get ready to do some dodging,” Reynolds said in my ear.

A blast of plasma spiraled past the skiff, and I wove through the air as I increased the speed of the skiff. Reynolds did the same, and we managed to dodge every plasma blast thrown our way. Within a minute, we were too far away for the plasma guns to reach us, and we were home free. We didn’t slow down until we emerged from Terminus’ atmosphere, and I let out a long sigh of relief when I saw the Stalwart floating peacefully, just waiting for us.

“You can add rescue driver to your repertoire now,” Treyin joked as we slid into the skiff ports.

“Not sure I want that job,” I snorted, and I could feel the damp fabric under my armpits. “It was stressful.”

“You’re a knight, your whole job is stressful,” Leith said with a bark of laughter.

“Not like that,” I sighed.

We disembarked from the skiff along with the others, and then we congregated between the two vehicles.

“We left a skiff behind,” I said as my heart sank.

“Better to leave a skiff behind than a man,” Cross said, and he laid a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about that for one second. You saved us all back there.”

“Oh, well, it was all Commander Reynolds,” I said with a nod at the dark-haired officer. “Couldn’t have done it without her.”

“Don’t be so modest,” Reynolds said as she faced me. “That was truly exemplary work out in the field. Your mentor should be very proud of you.”

“Of course I am,” Leith said as he sidled up to me and slid an arm around my shoulders. “Slayers aren’t usually part of the rescue crew, but I’m proud nonetheless.”

“Thanks,” I said with a smile.

Then I caught Commander Reynolds eye, and she gave me a small smile. I returned the nod and felt a swell of pride in my chest. The others couldn’t know that Reynolds was my true mentor, so I was glad she still found a way to tell me she was proud of me.

“And what about the…” Cross began.

Reynolds pulled the glove out of her uniform and held it up triumphantly.

“We got it,” she said proudly.

“Thank the gods.” Flanagan sighed. “Otherwise, that would have been a whole lot of hassle for nothing.”

“There shouldn’t have been any hassle,” Reynolds said curiously. “What happened back there?”

“Just a little misunderstanding,” Treyin said with a tight-lipped smile.

“Treyin’s empathic powers worked a little too well on the Terminus guards,” Cross explained. “One of them had an implant from a former mission, and he recognized what was happening.”

“So, all hell broke loose,” Olav said, and then the giant berserker grinned. “We took a few out on the way, though.”

“So you got your bloodshed after all.” I laughed at the mohawked man.

“I don’t always go looking for trouble, but sometimes it finds me anyway,” Olav said as he pulled out a flask and raised it in the air. “I think we all deserve one of these.”

“More than one,” Leith said. “To the galley!”

“You’ve all earned your celebrations,” Captain Cross said with a satisfied grin. “Keep yourselves out of trouble.”

The captain then gestured to Reynolds with his head, and the two commanding officers slipped away from the group while talking quietly under their breath.

“Let them deal with the admin, we’ve done our part,” Flanagan said as he slapped me on the shoulder. “It’s party time.”

“You all go ahead, I’ll catch up with you later,” Treyin said, and she reached out and squeezed my hand as she passed me. “Especially you.”

I watched the hypnotic swing of Treyin’s hips as she walked away, but then I felt something hit my chest. I looked down to see Olav’s hand pressing his flask against my sternum.

“Drink,” he instructed. “You saved us, you’re getting the drunkest of us all.”

“If you insist,” I chuckled, and I took a big swig of burning liquid from the flask.

The group cheered, and then we moved en masse toward the galley. Nathan, Richard, and Neville were already in the mess hall, along with Casey, Elle, and Faye. We all cheered when we saw each other, and we joined them at their table, which was already covered in empty beer glasses.

“There’s the golden boy,” Neville teased. “How was your super-secret supply run?”

“Oh, you know,” I said with a grin as I exchanged a look with Olav. “Boring. What have you guys been up to?”

“Drinking!” Casey cried out, and then she hiccupped.

“And you’ve got some catching up to do,” Nathan said as he shoved a glass in my hand. “Now sit down, tell us all the boring details.”

My friends and I spent the rest of the evening drinking, laughing, and telling stories. I wished I could tell them all about recovering the Justinian glove and Commander Reynolds training me, but for now, I had to keep that information to myself.

By the time I made it to my quarters, I was seeing double of everything, and the ground didn’t want to stay flat. I collapsed onto my bed face down, and I was out like a light.

I awoke with a start the next morning, and I blinked in confusion. Something felt off. I looked around the room, but I was alone in my quarters. Then I suddenly realized there was something in my hand. Something that hadn’t been there when I went to sleep.

I opened my hand to see the Overlord’s Heart resting in my palm.
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Chapter 16

I gasped as I shot up in bed. I looked around the room again, but it was still empty, and my mind started to race.

How did the amulet get in my hand? I was certain that I’d gone straight to bed when I got back to my quarters last night. My eyes slid to the left side of the room, where a mirrored door concealed my hanging uniforms and personal trunk. The door was still firmly shut, which suggested I hadn’t ventured inside in a drunken stupor. I needed to be sure, though, so I pushed myself up from my bed and crossed the room. I opened the door, and everything seemed undisturbed. The trunk where the lich amulet had been hidden was still shut and locked.

I crouched down and unlocked my trunk, but everything was in order. My mind continued to race because it just didn’t make sense. I dug down to the bottom of the trunk where the amulet had been, and everything was as I’d left it, except for the amulet.

I sat back on my haunches and stared at the amulet in my hand. I knew lich items were special, but between the freaky vision and the teleportation, this amulet was really starting to freak me out.

My thoughts were interrupted by a beep from my comms desk, and I crossed the room to see I had a message from Leith.

Training in 20 minutes. Kit up.

I slapped my hand to my forehead as the memories from last night came back to me. My friends had given me a hard time for missing training yesterday, and the senior knights ganged up on me too, even though they knew where I was. It ended up with all the mentors organizing a training session for the more junior knights today.

At least training would get my mind off my freaky lich item.

I kitted up in full gear, and by the time I stepped out into the hallway, my friends were emerging from their rooms in full armor as well. Everyone had bleary expressions on their faces, but we were all standing, so that was a good sign.

“I could’ve used another six hours of sleep,” Nathan said around a yawn.

“At least,” his brother agreed.

“Don’t suppose they’ll take it easy on us today,” Neville grumbled as we headed toward the training room.

“When have they ever?” Nathan snorted.

“Exactly,” I said, but then I shrugged. “It’s for our own benefit, anyway. The more training, the faster we get qualified in our specialties.”

“And the better we fight, the more loot we get,” Richard said with a wide smile.

“And women,” Nathan sighed wistfully.

“Here.” Neville handed us each a protein bar, and we munched them down as we made our way to the training rooms. The Overlord’s Heart was still on my mind, but since I was training with Leith today, I had to push thoughts of the amulet away.

Still, I knew I needed to ask Commander Reynolds about it when we got a chance to train together.

We turned the corner to the training rooms, and there was a senior knight standing at each doorway, one for each of us. Except the last room, where King Kevin was standing, and I heard Neville let out an excited yelp at his royal mentor. Then Leith caught my eye and grinned, so I made my way over to him. Once we matched up with our mentors, we headed into the training rooms for our specialized training.

“You look like shit,” Leith said.

“Right backatcha, bud,” I retorted.

The slayer and I laughed at the good-natured ribbing, and then I started to stretch out my limbs as Leith fired up the simulator.

“We’re going to run a different simulation today,” Leith said.

“No Grendels?” I asked.

“No Grendels, yes Dax,” Leith said.

“Excellent.”

Leith and I spent the next three hours in the training room. We ran countless scenarios against the Dax enemy, and Leith gave helpful slayer tips along the way. The focus of the session was stealth, so I spent a lot of time crouched down to take my simulated enemy by surprise. By the end of our training, I was dripping with sweat, and every muscle in my body ached.

When we emerged from the training room, the others did the same. My friends looked worse for wear, and I knew all of the mentors had really put us through the wringer.

“Good work, everyone,” Moses said in his deep, booming voice as everyone filed out into the corridor.

“Was it?” Olav snorted. “No way we were this dumb when we first became knights.”

“I told you,” Richard said in an exasperated tone. “You handed me the halberd the wrong way, it wasn’t my fault.”

“Spoken like a true berserker, never taking responsibility.” Leith teased. “You’re training him well, Olav.”

“Don’t tell me I need to take you in there and teach you a lesson,” Olav said as he hooked a thumb at the nearest training room. “Because I will.”

“Let us try to lead by example,” Moses said diplomatically. “And show our mentees that every disagreement need not be settled by coming to blows.”

“Since when?” Olav argued.

“You Caledonian knights do have a certain reputation,” King Kevin said with a grin. “I’ve seen more than a few RTF uniforms in the Aquitanian holding cells after a rowdy night on the town.”

“All warranted, I’m sure,” Leith said as he and Olav exchanged a grin. “It’s not fun if you don’t end up in a holding cell at the end of the night.”

I was certain the punch-happy slayer and berserker duo had spent their fair share of nights in holding cells around the galaxy.

“Anyway, my mentee shows great promise,” King Kevin said with a proud look at Neville, who glowed at the compliment. Then the king eyed Richard curiously. “Maybe you just have a dud.”

“I’m not a dud,” Richard objected. “It wasn’t my fault. Olav--”

“Careful,” the berserker said in a warning tone.

“... is an excellent mentor,” Richard finished.

“That’s right,” Olav said, and he clapped Richard so hard on the back, my friend almost went flying forward. “As soon as we get you holding weapons with the correct side up, you’ll be on your way.”

Richard looked like he wanted to argue, but then he sighed and resigned himself to the teasing.

“Drop one forsaken weapon…” he muttered under his breath.

The banter continued as we made our way down the corridor, but when we turned the corner, my prot belt beeped. I looked down to see I had a new message from Commander Reynolds. I stopped and let the others walk ahead of me so I could check it discreetly.

Training room - 10 minutes

“Uh, hey, guys!” I called out to the others. “I left something back there, you guys go ahead, and I’ll catch up to you later.”

The others waved and nodded in acknowledgement, and they continued down the corridor as I turned and doubled back to the training rooms. A few minutes later, Commander Reynolds rounded the corner, and she eyed my gear and raised her eyebrows.

“I just finished training with Leith,” I explained.

“I hope you don’t think that means I’ll be taking it easy on you,” Reynolds replied.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said with a grin.

“Good.” Reynolds gestured to the nearest training room, and she followed me in and locked the door behind us. “You won’t be needing your armor, you may remove it if you’d like.”

“Oh, uh, okay,” I said, and I started to strip off the heavy outer layer until I was left in just my sweaty blue jumpsuit.

“We’re going to focus on the mental aspects of the lich specialty,” Reynolds explained. “It’s best if you keep up your physical training with Leith and the others. The mental training will take a bigger toll on you than the physical training, so you need to be prepared. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied instantly.

“Good,” Reynolds said. “Now, drop and give me twenty.”

“Wha--” I tilted my head in confusion.

“Now, Knight Lyons!” the commander barked.

I reverted back to my squire training and fell to the floor to knock out twenty push-ups. When I stood back up, Reynolds was grinning at me.

“Just needed to make sure you were ready to follow orders,” she said. “Now, for the real training.”

Reynolds’ smile faded, and she reached into her dark uniform and retrieved a blood-red amulet suspended from a silver chain. The Amulet of Edwarphasia.

The gemstone glimmered malevolently under the dim training room lights. I’d seen exactly how powerful the rare, forbidden artifact was, but in the right hands, it could be an essential tool for a lich specialist. Commander Reynolds had those hands.

“You’re going to use that on me,” I said, and I felt my heart slam against my ribcage at the thought of being controlled by the powerful lich artifact.

“Yes,” the beautiful commander replied. “You need to understand what it feels like to be controlled.”

“I have an idea,” I muttered.

“The Ecomese magic is powerful.” Reynolds nodded to acknowledge that time Treyin had used her powers on me. “But it’s not as powerful as Lich. You can only understand it by experiencing it.”

“Okay.” I took a deep, steadying breath.

“Now, I’m going to activate the rune on this.” Reynolds held up the engraved amulet. “The effects will be immediate. I want you to resist as much as possible, but the amulet will win.”

“Okay,” I said again as I smirked.

Reynolds grinned. “I know you think you can beat it, but you can’t. It will overwhelm you eventually, and that’s okay. That’s part of the training. Let it happen, understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.” She held the amulet up, and its ominous glow casted eerie shadows on her face. Then the runes inscribed in the amulet lit up as the commander activated them.

Instantly, I felt a shift in my perception. It was as though my consciousness was caught in a tug of war with the amulet. The dark magic within it whispered in my mind, and it urged me to yield, to obey, to lose control.

“Nick,” Reynolds whispered, and her voice sounded syrupy and seductive. “Sit down.”

I fought the compulsion, and my muscles stiffened with the effort to resist.

“I… won’t,” I managed to grit out, and I felt beads of sweat forming on my forehead.

“Well done,” Reynolds said in an impressed tone.

“Thank you,” I breathed, and I could feel the amulet loosening its hold on me.

“How did you feel?” she asked.

“Awful,” I admitted with a dry laugh.

“Exactly,” Reynolds said as she fixed me with a level stare.

I knew the commander wanted me to understand how powerful the lich magic was, and just that tiny taste was enough to convince me.

“I’m ready for more,” I said as I squared my feet.

If I wanted to be the best lich knight I could be, I needed to prepare myself for the worst.

“You continue to impress me, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said, and she lifted the amulet again. “Get ready.”

Once again, I felt the sinister tug of the powerful amulet. The tendrils of its magic reached into my brain, and I gritted my teeth against the allure.

“Sit, Nick,” Reynolds’ silky voice said again, and it seemed to echo back and forth between my ears.

My knees wobbled as my body willed me to comply. I pictured the way Sir Ursus followed the commander’s orders, but that guy had been knocked unconscious first. My brain was still awake, and I knew to fight back.

“No,” I said. It came out as a whisper first, but I balled my fists up. “No!”

“Yes,” Reynolds purred, and I felt my cock actually start to get hard.

Had her voice always sounded this sexy? I should just do what she told me to do.

“Nooo…” I gasped.

“Sit down, Nick. I really want you to.”

“No!” I cried out, though my ankles started to shake.

“Sit.”

“No.” My left thigh twitched.

“Sit.”

“No.”

“Sit down, Nicholas Lyons,” Reynolds’ voice seemed to moan in my ear. “If you do, I’ll give you a very, very nice reward.”

“No,” I whimpered, but my body gave into the lich magic, and I felt my legs fold underneath me until I was sat down on the cold floor.

A moment later, I felt the magic leave my body, and I was in full control of my faculties again. I looked up at Reynolds, and she had a huge smile on her face.

“Amazing work,” she said.

“No, it wasn’t,” I huffed as I stood up. “I sat down.”

“I told you it would win eventually,” Reynolds said sympathetically. “But the fight you put up was incredible. It took me weeks to resist that much.”

“I-- Really?” I blinked in surprise.

“Six no’s?” Reynolds nodded. “Incredible. I even had to coax you a bit. This is hard work, you need to celebrate every victory. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a grin.

“Good,” Reynolds said. “How are you feeling?”

“Tired,” I sighed as I realized how drained I was from resisting the lich amulet.

“As I said before, the mental training is more exhausting than the physical training,” Reynolds said as she pushed her dark hair out of her eyes. “For the first two weeks, we’re going to keep these training sessions short. Your mind needs more time to rest than your muscles, and I do not want you to push it. A muscle tear will repair, a mind tear will not. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

Based on my limited experiences with the lich specialty, I understood plenty. It was easy to see how a knight could lose his mind dabbling in such powerful, morally gray magic.

“Good,” Reynolds said, and it was becoming like our mantra now. Then she held up the amulet again.

“Ma’am,” I said suddenly as I eyed the amulet curiously.

“Yes, Knight Lyons?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Do lich items, um, have some sort of, uh, teleportation magic?” I asked haltingly.

The commander lowered her amulet and stared into my eyes.

“Explain,” she commanded.

Before I could stop myself, the words poured out of me. I explained everything about the Overlord’s Heart, from obtaining it as a squire, to the scarily realistic vision it had given me, to using it during battle to wield weapons two classes above mine, to the appearance of it in my hand this morning.

Reynolds let me speak uninterrupted, but by the time I finished, she wore a frown on her attractive face.

“Tell me more about this vision,” Reynolds said.

“Oh, um…” I squinted as I recalled the details. “It was weird, it was like I’d been transported into someone else’s body.”

“Whose?” Reynolds pressed.

“Gods, it was a Rutheni commander’s body,” I said as it all came rushing back to me. The realistic vision had creeped me out so much at the time, I’d tried to put the details out of my mind. “I was a summoner in the Rutheni army, and we were fighting against the Aquitanians. And I was killed by an Aquitanian Lich knight.”

“The amulet gave you this vision?” Commander Reynolds asked quietly.

“Y-Yes,” I replied, and I suddenly felt like a schoolchild standing in front of a teacher.

“And then the amulet appeared in your hand as we approached the Rutheni capital?” Reynolds asked in the same quiet voice.

“Um, yes, ma’am,” I said as I shuffled my weight between my feet. “Do you think it’s significant?”

“I’m not sure,” Reynolds said with a frown. “But when we go to Rutheni, I want you to bring that amulet with you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said automatically.

“Keep it safe until then,” she said, but the dark-haired woman seemed distracted now.

“Uh, yes, ma’am. So, um, is that normal?”

“Is what normal?” Reynolds asked as her frown deepened. “What are your parameters for normal?”

“The amulet appearing in my hand,” I replied quickly.

“It’s not unheard of,” Reynolds said. “But I don’t know the specifics of this amulet. For now, it’s safest with you. It seems to have chosen you.”

“Chosen me?” I asked in surprise. “I don’t know about that, I chose it from a bunch of other weapons.”

“As a lich item would let you think,” Reynolds said with a wry grin. Then she held up her own amulet. “I don’t have much time, so we have to get on with this.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

“Thank you for telling me about the amulet,” Reynolds said. “I’m going to look into it while we continue your training. Is that okay with you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

I was surprised at the commander’s question. She was my commander, after all, she could just command it of me, but I got the feeling that she wanted me to have agency with the Overlord’s Heart for some reason. I just had to trust my mentor and focus on the training.

The commander and I trained for another half hour with the Amulet of Edwarphasia until she had to leave. I was wiped by the end of it, and I barely made it to my bed after training before I passed out face down.

That’s how I spent the next few days on the ship. Training with Leith and the others, then secretly training my Lich specialty with Commander Reynolds. It was exhausting, but I was learning so much that I didn’t even consider taking a break.

As we trained on, the Stalwart drew closer and closer to Rutheni, and two days before we were scheduled to land, Captain Cross called a team meeting. This was a bigger mission, so all the usual suspects were there, like Olav, Leith, Flanagan, Moses, Treyin, then the rest of my junior knight friends. King Kevin was there, too, along with Matthias. When I spotted Natali in the room, my eyebrows shot up my forehead, and I made my way over to her.

“Must be expecting some injuries if we’re bringing the ship’s doctor,” I said to my beautiful girlfriend.

“Or the ship’s doctor is the only native speaker of Rutheni on board,” Natali replied with fake smugness.

“Native speaker?” I tilted my head curiously. “Does that mean there’s someone else on board that speaks it? Matthias?”

“Well, yes, but… Hey, Commander!” Natali called out.

Commander Reynolds turned toward her name and raised her eyebrows. Natali said something in rapid-fire Rutheni, and the commander grinned and responded in the doctor’s native language.

“Whoooa,” I breathed.

I was learning more and more about the mysterious commander every day, even outside of the walls of the training room.

“Her Rutheni is excellent,” Natali confirmed. “But it’s more formal than the locals talk, so I’m tagging along to provide clarification on any confusing translations. Plus, I know how my people think and the layout of the planet.”

“Well, I’m very happy you’re joining us,” I said as I reached out to squeeze her elbow.

“Me, too,” Natali said, and she looked up at me through her long lashes. “And listen, about the… thing…”

“Why don’t we get through the mission before we worry about that?” I replied gently.

Truth be told, I’d been so engrossed in my Lich training lately that I’d almost forgotten about the piece of information Natali was holding onto about my father.

“Okay,” Natali said with a small smile.

“Thank you all for coming, once again,” Captain Cross said to begin the meeting. “As you’re all aware, this mission is paramount to our fight against the Dax army. Without Rutheni’s alliance… well… I don’t need to tell you what that would mean.”

Silence hung heavy in the air as we all considered the Captain’s words. I knew he was right, that the Caledonian Kingdom’s alliance with the Aquitanians wasn’t enough. As much as I wanted to believe we’d defeat the Dax with or without the Rutheni alliance, I’d seen the numbers, and I knew we didn’t stand a chance without another ally.

“I got something that can convince the Rutheni real fast,” Olav said, and he pulled out a large machete from the leg of his uniform.

Laughter rippled through the room, but Commander Reynolds tutted.

“Diplomacy is the name of the game,” the commander said.

“Again?” Leith groaned.

“Yes, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t kill my people,” Natali said sharply.

“Shit, sorry, Doc, I didn’t mean… uhhhh,” Leith fumbled, and he looked to Olav for support, but the mohawked berserker suddenly became very interested in the table in front of him.

“Rest assured, there will be no force used to gain an alliance,” Cross said. “We’re hopeful that, given the increase in Dax attacks across the universe, the Rutheni will see the gravity of the situation and join forces without much convincing. We’ve also been asked, as a gesture of goodwill, to come to the meetings unarmed.”

There was a ripple of disapproval throughout the room of weathered knights, but they all knew better than to disobey orders. They also knew better than to turn up unarmed, and I knew there would be knives, axes, and throwing stars tucked into boots and hidden in seams.

“If I may, sir?” Natali asked politely.

“Of course.”

The captain gestured for the doctor to take the floor, so Natali stood to address the room.

“The Rutheni are a very proud people,” she began. “If we feel mocked or intimidated, we close ranks, even to our detriment. I’d highly recommend the knights keep their banter to themselves while we’re planetside.”

Natali shot a pointed look in Olav and Leith’s direction, and the two large, seasoned knights balked in fear. I couldn’t help but grin at the attractive woman’s effect on the senior knights, and when Natali sat back down, I could see the satisfied look on her face.

“You heard the doctor,” Commander Reynolds said firmly. “Best behavior, understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the room answered.

“Good,” Reynolds said in a satisfied tone.

The rest of the meeting was spent going over basic protocols, and the superior officers emphasized the need to be on our best behavior. We were separated into groups, and I learned I’d be attending the meeting with the Rutheni nobles. When the meeting adjourned, I tried to catch Natali to speak to her privately, but Reynolds got to her before I did, and the two women were engrossed in a conversation in the Rutheni language, so I didn’t interrupt them.

The next two days passed quickly, and it wasn’t long before the Stalwart was docked at the Rutheni capital. We were met by a large swarm of armed Rutheni soldiers and their distinctive blue uniform with red pinstripes. They all wore animal hides across their right shoulder, and their shields depicted a large, roaring bear head. Rutheni was the richest of the three kingdoms, so their uniforms were expensive and high-tech.

Natali disembarked the ship first, and she approached the highest ranking officer, a middle-aged man with a deep scowl on his face. When Natali spoke to him in Rutheni, his face softened, and within moments, the two locals were laughing and talking like old friends.

“The emperor is waiting for us,” Natali translated for us.

“Lead the way,” Cross said with a nod.

I could see the captain was taking a step back to let the doctor run the show, most likely to put the Rutheni soldiers at ease. It looked like it was working, because most of the soldiers didn’t pay any attention to the rest of us. Natali was very popular amongst her people, and they were practically climbing over top of each other to join in on her conversation.

The Rutheni soldiers escorted us away from the docks, and we started on a gradual decline into an underground tunnel, which turned out to be a train station. I glanced around and noticed there were no locals, so I figured this station was for official use only. There was a train already waiting for us, and the Rutheni soldiers indicated that we should board. Once we were all seated, the lights around us suddenly went off, and we were plunged into darkness just as the train started to move.

“Nobody panic!” Natali’s voice called out. “It’s just a security measure.”

“Bit paranoid,” Nathan grumbled in the seat next to me.

“I think it’s probably more of a power move,” I muttered back. “They want us to know we’re on their turf.”

“As if we couldn’t tell by the armed soldiers escorting us,” Richard mumbled.

We rode in uncomfortable silence in the pitch-black train carriage for a while. It probably felt longer because we couldn’t see our surroundings. With every jerk of the train, my shoulders collided with Neville’s, and no matter how much I tried to brace myself, it was impossible in the dark train and unfamiliar territory.

When the train finally came to a stop, the lights clicked on almost instantly, and the Rutheni soldiers escorted us off the train and onto a long, marble platform. The walls of the private platform were lined with thick drapery in Rutheni colors and large animal pelts, not unlike the ones the soldiers wore on their uniform.

Natali continued chatting to the commanding officer as we were led down the platform and through a dimly-lit tunnel. There were several twists and turns throughout the tunnel, which I deduced to be another security measure designed to confuse any would-be attackers.

We finally emerged from the tunnel and came out into a large, circular antechamber where more armed soldiers waited. Once the Stalwart crew was ushered into the room, the armed soldiers trickled through our ranks while eyeing us up and down. Some of them poked and prodded at our gear, but others glared at us menacingly.

“A bit overkill, no?” Neville murmured to me.

“It does seem a bit much,” I replied with a frown.

After a few moments, the Rutheni soldiers retreated, and the commanding officer addressed our crew.

“We will be taking you into the palace now,” he said with a thick Rutheni accent. “Please, do not touch anything.”

The crew murmured an agreement, and then we were led into the palace via a hidden door. The door opened up into a grand sitting room that was obviously designed to display the Rutheni’s luxurious lifestyle to guests. The walls were lined with more expensive drapery and animal pelts, and curated art pieces decorated the space. Huge, plush couches were dotted with thick, comfy-looking pillows, and a large marble table was already set with a tray of drinks.

Along the back wall, there was a row of scantily dressed Rutheni women who giggled and winked at the RTF soldiers. My friends returned their attention eagerly, but I turned my head away from the alluring women. It felt like a clever distraction technique, designed to throw visitors off their guard, and I wasn’t falling for it.

The commanding officer gestured for the crew to sit on the couches. Then he said something in his local language to Natali, and she turned around to translate for us.

“The Prime Minister says the King isn’t feeling the best today, so he’d like to limit the number of people in the meeting to six,” the beautiful doctor said as she eyed us all. “Not to step on any toes, but I think I should be in the room, just in case they try to pull a fast one.”

“I agree,” Captain Cross replied instantly, and then he turned to look at the rest of us. “I’d also like Treyin and Nick to accompany the commander and myself, along with King Kevin. Everyone else, wait here. Best behavior.”

“We’ll do our best,” Leith said as he eyed the half-naked Rutheni women on the other side of the room.

The others went toward the couches while Cross, Reynolds, Natali, Treyin, and I were led out of the luxurious sitting room and into an even more luxurious meeting room. A long, marble top table dominated the room with plenty of matching seats, and it was decorated with more drapery, portraits, and art from all over the galaxy.

As soon as the door shut behind us, another door on the other side of the room opened. We watched three more Rutheni soldiers enter the room, followed by an extremely old and frail-looking man, along with three younger people, two men and one woman.

“King Quinlan,” one of the soldiers announced.

The old man lifted a hand, and the effort of the wave looked like it would take him out of the mortal realm forever. The soldiers escorted the ancient monarch to the head of the table and helped him take his seat. The other two men sat on the king’s left-hand side, while the woman sat to his right. The soldiers indicated we should join them at the table, so that’s what we did.

“King Quinlan, thank you for taking this meeting with us,” Captain Cross said, and he spoke in a loud, clear voice, so the old man could hear him.

“Whaaa?” The King lifted a hand to his ear and titled his head.

“My father doesn’t hear very well,” the young man seated next to the king said. He had short, cropped brown hair and a smug look on his pointy face. “Or speak, or eat, or shit, for that matter.”

The young man sneered, along with the man sitting next to him, while the woman across the table looked aghast.

“I must apologize for my brother,” the pretty woman interjected. “My name is Princess Corula Quinlan, this is my twin brother, Prince Benediktus.”

Her Caledonian was touched with a Rutheni accent, but she spoke clearly and flawlessly. Corula wore a long, red dress, and her auburn hair was tied in a tasteful bun. She was very pretty, and her face also didn’t have the same pinched, self-important look that her brother’s did.

“And this is Guntram, the Prime Minister,” Benediktus said importantly as he gestured to the man seated next to him.

Guntram looked like he was a few years older than the twins, and his face reminded me of a rat. His nose seemed to twitch sporadically, and his eyes were dark and beady. He carried himself like he was the most important person in the room, and I had the overwhelming urge to punch him in the face. In Kingdoms like this, the Prime Minister was usually an elected official who presided over the day-to-day life of the Rutheni people, while the royal family dealt with the interplanetary affairs.

“Well, thank you all for joining us, as well,” Cross said diplomatically. “We need to talk to your father about--”

“You can talk to us,” Benediktus said with a nod at Guntram. “We’ve been taking care of my father’s affairs while he’s unwell, I’m sure this is nothing we can’t handle.”

Princess Corula scoffed and crossed her arms, but she didn’t say anything. I got the distinct impression that she wasn’t happy with the way her brother was dealing with the Rutheni kingdom’s affairs, but something was preventing her from challenging him.

“I’d really rather speak directly to your father--” Cross began again.

“Captain, we are authorized to speak on my father’s behalf, so if you’d like this meeting to move forward, it’s me you’ll be speaking to,” Benediktus said firmly.

The princess made another noise of disapproval, and her twin brother glared at her, but then he threw his shoulders back and waited for the captain’s reply.

“Very well,” Captain Cross said as he pursed his lips. “As I’m sure you’re aware, we are here to speak about the alliance between our kingdoms. Maybe you’ve heard of our troubles with the Dax lately?”

“Yes, it sounds truly awful,” Corula said sympathetically.

Guntram whispered something in Benediktus’ ear, and the twin nodded.

“Yes, we are aware of the Dax,” Benediktus said. “Although, that’s not something the Rutheni kingdom would like to bother itself with. We have our own problems.”

“With all due respect, sir,” Commander Reynolds chimed in. “If a Dax assault occurs, it will be your problem.”

“And we believe the best course of action is to prevent that from happening in the first place,” Captain Cross added. “King Kevin here, from Aquitaine, can attest to the severity of the Dax problem.”

“It’s true, I saw it with my own eyes,” the Aquitanian king said with a nod. “If the RTF hadn’t been there to save us, my planet might have been destroyed entirely.”

“Perhaps you should invest in better training for your soldiers,” the prince drawled.

King Kevin gaped at the audacity of the king’s son, and the rest of us were stunned into silence as well. Then Guntram leaned over and whispered something else in Benediktus’ ear, and Benediktus smiled and nodded.

“My father would like to extend an invitation to your crew to join us for our annual Independence Ball that takes place tomorrow evening,” Benediktus said before he pushed himself away from the table and stood. “Our commanding officer will give you the details. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have another meeting to attend.”

“But, sir, I’d really like to--” Cross began.

“We hope you enjoy your stay on our planet,” Benediktus cut the captain off with a fake smile. Then the prince and the slimy Prime Minister strolled out of the meeting room while whispering intensely to each other.

The Rutheni soldiers rushed forward to help escort the infirm king away, while Corula glared after her brother. Then the pretty Rutheni woman turned to Captain Cross with a sympathetic look on her face.

“I really do apologize for my brother,” she said. “I’ll try to talk some sense into him. Please, do join us for the ball, and I’ll arrange another meeting with my brother.”

“We appreciate that,” Captain Cross said, and he stood up to shake the young woman’s hand.

Once the royals and the Prime Minister had left the room, the remaining Rutheni soldiers attempted to escort us out, but Natali interjected and spoke to them in their native language. A moment later, the Rutheni soldiers filed out of the room and left us alone.

“I bought us about three minutes to debrief,” the doctor said.

“Good, we’re going to need it,” Treyin said in a grave tone.

“You picked up on something?” Commander Reynolds asked the Ecomese woman.

“Yes, and it’s not good,” Treyin said with a stormy look on her face. “That right-hand man? Guntram? He’s a Dax sympathizer.”

“No,” Natali breathed as her face filled with sadness.

I drew in a sharp breath while the others scowled deeply.

“That’s not all,” Treyin continued. “He’s poisoned Bendiktus’ mind, too. I believe they’re plotting to betray their own people.
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Chapter 17

“I’m not surprised,” King Kevin said with a wrinkled nose. “Although the Aquitanian and Rutheni kingdoms currently coexist peacefully, the long, bitter rivalry between them hasn’t been easily forgotten.”

“I knew there was something off about him,” Natali muttered, and the doctor’s pretty face twisted into a frown. “Are you sure that’s what they were thinking?”

“I could read their greed easily enough,” Treyin said with a hint of disgust in her tone. “Of course, I can’t read their exact thoughts, but I could feel their betrayal oozing from their pores.”

“Traitors,” Natali spat, but the anger in her voice didn’t match the look in her eyes.

“Don’t worry,” I said quickly as I read the doctor’s worried expression. “We’re not going to let anything happen to the people of Rutheni.”

Natali reached out and squeezed my hand while the others nodded in agreement.

“We need some time to come up with a plan,” Cross said in a low voice.

“The officer informed me that there are rooms for each of us, and we’re welcome to stay here until the ball,” Natali explained.

“They must want to keep us close,” Reynolds said as her eyes slid around the room, and I presumed she was searching for listening devices. “We should move this conversation elsewhere.”

“Everyone, keep an eye on your comms,” Cross said.

“Yes, sir,” the crew murmured.

Natali headed for the door, and a moment later, it was flung open, and the commanding officer that Natali had been speaking to stood in the doorway. He adjusted his animal hide on his shoulder and addressed Natali in Rutheni.

“He says he’s taking us to our rooms now,” Natali translated for us. “And we’re welcome to come and go as we please.”

“How thoughtful,” King Kevin said as he shot the officer a tight-lipped smile.

The Rutheni officer nodded at the Aquitanian king, and then he made a gesture to someone on the other side of the door. Another Rutheni soldier entered the room with the rest of the Stalwart crew right behind him, and once we were all together, the soldiers led us across the room and through a different door but not the one the Prime Minister and his family had used to exit the room.

The door we took led to a long, equally luxuriously decorated corridor, and it was clear how the Rutheni liked to flaunt their wealth. I glanced over at Natali, but the beautiful doctor didn’t put on airs like the rest of her people. If it weren’t for her soft accent, I’d hardly be able to tell she wasn’t born Caledonian.

We took a few steps into the corridor, and the Rutheni officer stopped and said something to Natali while gesturing at the doors dotted along the hall.

“We are free to pick our own rooms,” the doctor translated for us. “If we’d like to leave the palace, we just need to inform a soldier, and they will escort us into the city.”

“Escorts, huh,” Olav scoffed and lowered his voice. “Ain’t getting a lot of trust coming off our generous hosts, Cap.”

The Rutheni officer glared at the large berserker, and Captain Cross shot Olav a look that said “shut your mouth.” Olav did indeed clamp his mouth shut and avoided eye contact with the Rutheni soldiers. It was becoming increasingly clear that the Ruthenis around us likely spoke Caledonian, and we were being kept on a short leash while we were visiting the planet.

“Thank you,” Captain Cross said clearly to the Rutheni officer, and then he turned to the crew. “One room per person. Back out here in five.”

The officer nodded at his soldiers, and they all fell back toward the door we’d just come from. One Rutheni soldier remained in the corridor and posted up guard at the door while the Stalwart crew divided itself among the rooms.

I chose a room toward the middle of the corridor. Natali took the room to my left, while Commander Reynolds took the room to my right, and I was again sandwiched between two beautiful women.

Five minutes later, I returned to the hallway, and the others were filing out of their rooms, too.

“The guard has agreed to escort us into the city so we can enjoy an evening seeing the sights,” Captain Cross said with forced pleasantness. “Everyone ready?”

We mumbled our agreement, and the Rutheni guard led us through one of the many doors in the corridor, which led to yet another dark, twisted hallway. It was clear the Rutheni had designed their guest quarters to be nonsensical to outsiders. The paths were confusing and dimly lit, so an escort was pretty much required to get around. It was a sign of deep distrust, and I knew we had to be wary of our hosts.

Eventually, we were led out of the palace and into the busy Rutheni street. The marble-lined streets practically sparkled with cleanliness, and everyone was dressed like they were on their way to a formal event. The tantalizing smell of meat wafted through the air, and I caught sight of a couple of open air restaurants, where handsomely dressed chefs were grilling meat for their eager guests.

“The guard says there’s a pub not far from here,” Natali said to Cross. “Not very popular with the Rutheni soldiers.”

“Have him take us there,” Cross said with a nod.

A few minutes later, we filed into the small, damp-smelling pub, and it was like we’d stepped into a different planet. The grandeur of the Rutheni Kingdom was nowhere to be found inside the dingy building, just half-empty flagons of stale beer and faded posters on the wall of what looked like an older Rutheni singer. A couple of the older patrons looked our way, but the rest ignored us.

Our group made our way to the back of the pub and took over three of the small tables. Olav and Leith went to the bar and ordered everyone a round while the Rutheni soldier hung back around the door. It was clear that was the most space he was going to give us, so when Olav and Leith returned with the tepid beer, we huddled together around the tables.

“Well, Cap, I dunno what happened in that room, but this don’t seem right,” Olav muttered, and the berserker eyed the guard at the door while he slowly sipped his beer.

“There have been some surprises,” Cross replied in a low voice. Then he nodded at Treyin, and the beautiful Ecomese woman quickly explained to the others what she’d picked up on from the Rutheni men in charge.

“Well, shit, that changes everything,” Leith said with a fire in his eyes. “We need to stop this coup, don’t we, sir?”

“Yes, but I still want as little bloodshed as possible,” Cross said, and I could see the lines on his face deepen with worry. “Although, Guntram might have to go.”

“Who?” Olav asked as his face contorted. “I’ll kill him just for that lame-ass name.”

“Yeah, who looks at their newborn infant and names it Guntram?” Nathan snorted.

“My father was named Guntram,” Natali said stiffly.

An awkward silence descended on the table, and it was interrupted only by Olav’s and Nathan’s apologies, but the doctor grinned and waved her hand.

“I’m just joking,” she chuckled. “But let that be a lesson in mocking before you have all the facts.”

“Guntram is the Prime Minister, and he’s the one we believe is behind the betrayal,” Reynolds continued as if nothing had happened, and she shot a look at Cross. “Depending on how deep Prince Benediktus is in the pro Dax pool, we might have to cut our losses there, too.”

“I’d like to avoid it if possible, but if it comes to it…” Captain Cross sighed. “I promised the Queen that I’d make this as peaceful as possible.”

“Maybe if we get them alone, we can tell how deep Benediktus is,” I suggested. “I mean, it’s possible Guntram is using some sort of magic on Benediktus, isn’t it?”

My eyes slid to Reynolds, and she met them for a split second before she turned away. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was Lich magic at play here, but maybe it was just on my mind from all the recent training with the commander.

“You’re right,” Cross said thoughtfully, and he turned to Treyin. “Maybe if we can separate them, you can get a read on them individually.”

“The Independence Ball could be a good distraction for that,” Natali chimed in, and she wiggled her eyebrows at Commander Reynolds. “We could use our feminine wiles to separate them.”

“Don’t,” Reynolds said in a warning tone to Olav and Leith, who immediately started to grin.

“That’s not a bad plan,” Cross mused, and he slicked a hand over his long hair thoughtfully. “I’ll see if a talk with the prince is more productive when he’s alone.”

“Or with his sister,” I pointed out. “The princess doesn’t seem to agree with her brother’s politics.”

“I caught that, too,” Natali said with a nod. “I’ll try to speak to her, maybe she can also get in her brother’s ear.”

“We’ll need to be careful until then, they’re keeping a close eye on us,” Reynolds muttered, and her hard gaze flicked to the guard near the door.

“Are we all invited to the ball, sir?” Richard asked hopefully.

“I don’t see why not.” Cross shrugged, but then his expression grew stern. “But remember, we’re here on a mission. We’re not here to fuck around.”

Richard and Nathan bumped fists, and even Neville seemed pleased, despite his betrothal to a Core World noble.

We spent the next few hours discussing the plans for the ball, but when the pub started to fill up as the day went on, Captain Cross instructed us to finish our drinks and head out.

Our Rutheni guard led the way out into the street, which was still teeming with Rutheni citizens. I couldn’t help but notice the sideways glances that some of them gave us, followed by hushed whispers behind open hands. Combined with the armed escort through the streets, it was clear we weren’t entirely welcome on the planet, and I wondered if the Prime Minister had already been at work poisoning the locals’ minds against the RTF, and maybe even in favor of the Dax uprising.

That could make our job harder.

“Nick!” I heard a woman call out, and I turned to see a welcome sight. Casey, Elle, Faye, and Moses were flanked by two armed Rutheni soldiers, but they waved as they walked toward us.

“We didn’t know we’d have armed protection with us,” Elle said as she eyed our soldier.

“We didn’t, either,” I said with a frown.

“This place is incredible, though,” Faye sighed, and the blonde woman glanced around the marble-lined streets. “I mean, kind of disgusting displays of wealth, but it does look pretty.”

“So, Nick,” Nathan said as he sidled up to me. “Which of your girlfriends are you taking to the ball?”

“What ball?” Elle, Casey, and Faye all asked at the same time.

“Oops,” Nathan said with a shit-eating grin on his face, and then he melted away into the group as I glared after him.

“The king invited us to the Independence Day Ball tomorrow night,” I explained. “We have to go because we have some official business to take care of.”

“So…” Casey prompted as she flicked her long, red hair over her shoulder. “Which one of us are you bringing?”

“Um, I don’t even know if I can bring anyone,” I said as I shuffled my weight between my feet.

“Is Natali going?” Elle asked, and she drew her narrow shoulders back.

“Well, yes, but--”

“What about Treyin?” Faye asked as she crossed her arms over her chest and pushed her full, creamy tits up.

“Um, yes, she’s going.” I felt my palms prickle with sweat.

“Oooooh,” I heard Nathan say, and I turned my head to see Neville, Richard, and Nathan watching with delight as I squirmed under my girlfriends’ inquisition.

“I’ll see if I can take all of you,” I said to Elle, Casey, and Faye.

“That’s all we can ask for.” Casey smiled cheerfully, and she reached up on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek.

“Are you guys coming back to the ship tonight?” Elle asked as she glanced over at the captain, who was deep in a hushed conversation with Reynolds and Moses.

“No, they’re putting us up in the palace for tonight,” I said. “How did you guys get here?”

“Air shuttles,” Faye answered. “They were waiting for us after all you important people went for the meeting.”

“But like I said, we didn’t know the armed soldiers were going to follow us,” Elle said as she wrinkled her upturned nose. “Nick, I don’t have a great feeling about this place.”

“I know what you mean,” I said and pursed my lips. “I might feel safer with you all back on the ship tonight, anyway.”

“Well, don’t say that, because now I’ll be worried about you over here,” Casey pouted.

“You don’t have to worry about me,” I said with a grin. “I’ve got a ball to take you all to.”

The women smiled and giggled, but we were interrupted by Captain Cross.

“Alright, everyone, we’ve got a big day tomorrow,” he said to the crew. “If you’re staying at the palace, I’d like us to head back now. The rest of you are free to do as you please.”

“Yes, sir,” we replied.

We bid goodbye to the others, and then the armed Rutheni soldiers escorted the two groups away from each other. The sky darkened as we headed back to the palace, and when we arrived, the soldiers led us to a dining room, where the table was already set.

“Can’t say they’re not taking care of us,” Nathan mumbled.

“Even if it is all a bit weird,” Richard finished.

“Will anyone be joining us for dinner?” Cross asked a nearby Rutheni soldier. “The prince or the Prime Minister, perhaps?”

“No,” the soldier responded bluntly.

“Alright, then,” Cross said.

We ate together, but we kept the conversation light since the Rutheni soldiers didn’t leave us unattended for even a second. The servers were the same scantily-clad women that greeted us off the train, but this time they had jugs of wine in their hands that they offered us at every turn. Captain Cross shot us a look that told us to behave ourselves, and even Leith and Olav kept the drinking to a minimum.

When we finished our meal, the soldiers guided us back to our rooms through a series of darkened tunnels. One of the soldiers spoke to Natali, who translated to us that ‘It was kindly requested that we stay in our rooms throughout the night.’ The way the soldier gripped his sword felt less kind and more threatening, but we agreed to the kind request and shut ourselves in our rooms for the night.

At the edge of the bed, there was a set of silk pajamas laid out for me, but I swiped them onto the floor. This place freaked me out enough, I didn’t need to wear their pajamas, too. I sat down on the edge of the bed and reached into my pocket for a small velvet pouch with a folded sock inside. Then I unwrapped the sock and pulled out the Overlord’s Heart.

I’d been so busy between slayer training with Leith and lich training with Reynolds that I hadn’t had time to think about the powerful amulet since it had appeared in my hand a couple nights ago. I could feel the power emitting from the obsidian stone, and I longed to understand its workings more.

Even though I knew them already, I scanned the amulet on my prot-belt and pulled up the stats.

 

Item type: Overlord’s Heart

Runes inscribed: Mastery (+2)

Rune class: Uncapped

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

 

I tilted my head as I read the last line again. I had used the Lich amulet back when I was a squire, but I’d never had it repaired since. Lich runes weren’t easy to repair, and Casey probably wouldn’t love the fact that I had a super powerful Lich amulet that gave me hyper-realistic visions and teleported into my hand while I slept.

And those things had happened without a repair. I wondered what would happen if I got it repaired.

I leaned back as an idea came to me, and I glanced around the room since the planet had me paranoid. I stood up to make sure the curtains were drawn shut, just to be safe, and then, I closed my eyes and summoned an image of the inside of Casey’s workshop.

I felt the nanorunes in my blood start to vibrate.

Moments later, I was standing in the middle of Casey’s workshop. The enchantress let out a yelp when I appeared out of thin air, and she clasped a hand over her heart. The beautiful redhead was wearing a sheer white nightgown that clung to her curves in all the right places. Her freckles shone out against her pale skin, and she looked like an ethereal angel amongst the chaos of her workshop.

“Nick! What are you doing here?” She stood up from her stool and came to me.

I opened my arms, and she melted into them.

“Hey,” I said softly.

“I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever,” Casey sighed as she nestled her head into my chest.

“You just saw me a few hours ago,” I chuckled. “And listen, I hate to do this, but…”

“You need help with something,” Casey snorted, and she pulled away from me with a grin on her face. “Of course you do. I have to expect it when I’m dating a knight. That’s okay, you can make it up to me at the ball.”

“Okay,” I chuckled before I held up the Lich amulet. “Do you think you could repair this? Cost is no issue.”

“Nick,” Casey gasped as she watched the amulet sway back and forth on its chain. “Is that a…”

“Lich amulet, yeah,” I said with a sheepish grin. “It’s called the Overlord’s Heart.”

“I know what it is,” Casey murmured as she reached a finger up and stroked the obsidian stone.

“You do?” I asked, and I couldn’t hide the surprise.

“Ever since you started considering the Lich specialty, I’ve been looking into the runes,” Casey said, and her face flushed a light pink. “Just in case.”

“That was sweet of you.” I felt a flutter in my chest. “And you came across this one?”

“Once or twice,” the enchantress said as she ran her thumb along the delicate engravings.

“Well, I was hoping you’d be able to repair it for me,” I said. “I used it once a while ago, but I’d like to have it tomorrow, uh, just in case.”

“You’re expecting something to go wrong tomorrow? At the ball?” Casey frowned.

“No, but I’d like to be prepared, just in case,” I said in a soothing tone. “What do you think? I understand if it’s too complicated, I know you won’t have much experience with lich repairs.”

“Do you trust me?” Casey asked, and there was a sudden determination in her eyes.

“Of course,” I said instantly.

“Then I can do it.” Casey tugged the chain out of my hand and grinned up at me. “With your faith, I can do anything.”

“You’re an amazing enchantress with or without me,” I pointed out. “How much do I owe you for this?”

“Thank you,” Casey said before she turned her attention back to the amulet, and she ran her thumb along the edges as she frowned. “This is probably an 8,000 KP job. And it might take me a while, I’m afraid.”

“That’s fine,” I said with a shrug. Then I transferred the KPs over to Casey, who was still mostly focused on the amulet. “Mind if I watch you?”

“I’m talking like a couple of hours,” Casey said with a cute little grimace.

“No problem.” I pulled up a stool. “I like watching you work.”

For the first two hours, I did like watching the beautiful enchantress work. Then my eyelids started to get heavy. At that point, Casey directed me to the couch in the corner of the workshop, and she draped a blanket over me and told me she’d wake me when she was finished.

I dozed peacefully until she shook me gently awake.

“Wha--” I blinked away the sleep as I remembered where I was. “The amulet.”

I sat up on the couch as my vision cleared.

“I repaired it,” Casey said proudly, and she held up the freshly polished amulet.

“You’re the best,” I said as she handed me the amulet, and I held it up and checked out the freshly engraved runes. “It looks great. It wasn’t too much trouble?”

“It was probably the hardest thing I’ve done in my career,” Casey said with a tired laugh. “And it was like, barely damaged. Like only a tiny part of it really needed repair, and it still took me that long.”

“Well, I really appreciate it.” I reached up and grabbed Casey’s hand, and I held her gaze as I kissed the back of her porcelain-skinned knuckles. “Thank you.”

“Mmm,” Casey purred as she laced her fingers through mine, and her eyes darkened with lust. “I know a good way you can thank me.”

“Oh, yeah?” I grinned as my blood started to flow. “What’s that?”

The beautiful enchantress pushed me back on the couch and swung her long, creamy legs over my thighs so she was straddling me. Then she lowered her lips to my ear.

“Fuck me,” she whispered.
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Chapter 18

“As you wish,” I said with a grin, and my dick jumped to attention.

Then I reached for Casey’s slim waist and realized I was still holding the Overlord’s Heart.

“Be careful with that, I just finished it.” Casey smirked as she ground her hips against mine.

“Mmmm, you tease,” I growled.

“Who, me?” The gorgeous enchantress innocently twirled a piece of long red hair around her finger while she bounced on my hips some more.

“Yeah, you.” I smirked and tucked the amulet in my chest pocket before I reached for her waist again.

I slid my hands down her thin waist and over her luscious hips as she continued to rock them back and forth. My erection was at full mast with the weight of my redheaded lover on my lap, and I could see the dark outline of her hard nipples through the sheer fabric of her nightgown. I pulled her down to me and found her nipple with my mouth, which I nibbled gently.

Casey threw her head back and moaned loudly as I worked her nipple with my tongue through the nightgown. She rocked her hips faster as I found the other nipple with my hand. I rolled the erect pink nipple between my thumb and forefinger while I continued to suck the other one, and Casey cried out in pleasure.

“Oh, Nick,” she breathed as she dragged her fingertips across my scalp.

The sensation sent shivers down my spine, and I let out a moan of pleasure. My dick was aching to be inside of her, so I reached for the hem of her nightgown and pushed it up over her toned, creamy thighs. The enchantress lifted herself up from my hips so I could slide the fabric up over her round ass. Then, in one quick motion, I pulled the rest of the nightgown off over Casey’s head, and she let out a giggle.

I tossed the nightgown to the side and took a moment to appreciate the gorgeous naked woman on top of me.

“Wow,” I breathed as I ran my hands down her body and caressed every inch of porcelain skin. “You’re so beautiful.”

“Mmmm,” Casey moaned, and her body shuddered as goosebumps covered her skin.

I found her nipples again, and the beautiful enchantress gasped and shuddered some more as I took her left one in my mouth. She tipped her head back to enjoy the sensation, and I slid my hand up her chest until it was wrapped around her slender neck. Casey leaned into my hand, and she rocked her hips back and forth as she met my eyes.

“Nick,” she whimpered. “I need you inside me.”

“When I say so,” I replied with a sly smile. “I want to tease you first.”

I slid my hand up from her neck until I was cupping her delicate face. Then I dragged my thumb across her rosy lips, and she trapped my digit between her teeth. She met my eyes as she started to nibble and suck my thumb seductively, and her hips rocked wildly as I continued to work her nipple with my other hand. Casey’s pale eyebrows drew together, and her eyes took on a pleading quality as she pulled my thumb from her mouth.

“Please, Nick,” she breathed.

“Not yet,” I said.

I dragged my saliva-soaked thumb down her body until I reached her hips. Then I slid that hand around her and cupped her cute little ass. Casey started to grind harder as I squeezed and spanked her plump cheeks, and I could feel how wet she was through the fabric of my own uniform.

“You really want my cock inside you, don’t you?” I asked in a low, gravelly voice.

“Gods, yes,” Casey sighed. “Pleeeeease…”

“Mmm.” I suddenly grabbed her ass with both hands and stood up in one quick motion.

The beautiful enchantress yelped with delight and wrapped her long legs around my waist as I spun us around. I lowered her down to the couch until she was sitting on the edge of it and I was on my knees between her legs, and then I gently pushed her thighs open and looked up at her.

“I’m going to make you cum first,” I told the beautiful, flushed woman.

“But I--”

Casey cut her own words off with a gasp as I lowered my face between her legs, and I breathed in her feminine scent before I pulled her folds apart to expose her pink pussy lips.

“Beautiful,” I murmured. “You’re so pretty.”

I slid a finger along her glistening lips and then guided it to her hole, and I met her blue eyes as I plunged a finger inside her.

“Oooooh,” Casey whined, and her walls clamped around my finger as she shuddered with pleasure.

I worked my finger in and out of her soaked tunnel slowly and deliberately, and Casey was practically vibrating by the time I lowered my mouth to her pussy.

I separated her lips with my tongue, and then I found her engorged rosebud. The gorgeous enchantress let out another cry of pleasure as I started to work her clit slowly with my tongue, while still pushing my finger in and out of her wet, hot cavern. I lapped up her tasty juices as her thighs clamped down around my neck, and I moaned because she tasted so damn good.

“Wow, wow, wow,” I heard Casey repeat under her breath as I ate her out like it was my last meal.

“I love the way you taste,” I purred when I came up for air.

“Your tongue is amazing,” Casey breathed. Strands of red hair were plastered against her glistening forehead, and her chest was heaving. She looked breathtaking.

“So is your pussy,” I said before I buried my head between her thighs to get back to work.

“Unnnghh,” Casey moaned as I slid another finger inside her dripping wet hole, and then she grabbed my head and pushed me harder against her womanhood. “Feels soooo g-g-gooood.”

The enchantress’ legs started to shake as I worked my fingers in and out of her while lapping at her clit like a thirsty dog.

“Mmmm,” I hummed against her pussy, and the vibrations must have set her off, because the muscles around my fingers suddenly tightened.

“Y-Y-Yes!” Casey gasped.

I kept up the rhythm with my tongue and my fingers until Casey reached a dramatic climax. She let out a cry of pleasure as a flood of juices gushed down my fingers, and her legs curled around my ears. Her body shook as the orgasm coursed through her, and she pulled my head against her pussy even harder so I could feel every flicker of pleasure coursing through her.

Once she finally stopped shaking, I pulled my face away from her wet pussy and grinned.

“That’s my girl,” I murmured when I met her ocean-blue eyes.

“That was incredible,” Casey panted as her chest continued to heave.

“I owed you,” I said and pushed myself up from my knees, which I noticed for the first time were sore from all the work I’d done on them. I flopped down on the couch next to the grinning enchantress, pulled her into me, and kissed the top of her head. “Thank you for fixing the amulet for me.”

“Of course,” Casey replied instantly. She turned her head up to mine, and we kissed. Then she broke the kiss and grinned up at me with a sultry look in her eyes. “I can taste myself on your tongue.”

“Mmm, good, because you taste incredible,” I said.

“Now I want to taste you,” Casey said with a sly smirk, and she started to slide down my torso. She snatched the top button on my uniform on the way down, and she unbuttoned my shirt as she lowered herself between my knees.

I pulled the shirt off as the gorgeous enchantress went to work on my pants. Within moments, the eager woman had stripped me naked, and then she knelt between my legs.

My erection was harder than Terminus steel, and she grinned up at me as she wrapped both hands around my shaft. She started to work the silky skin of my dick up and down while she licked her lips eagerly, and she kept her eyes on mine as she brought the tip of my cock to her mouth. Then she dragged her tongue from the top of my shaft down to the base and left a trail of glistening saliva in her wake. She followed the trail back to the tip of my cock and opened her mouth wide, and after she slid her rosy lips over my shaft, she started to suck like her life depended on it.

“Fuck,” I gasped.

My hands flew to my sides, and I grabbed fistfuls of pillows as the sensation of my lover’s hot, wet mouth on my dick took over my whole body.

“Mmmm,” Casey moaned against my cock, and her cheeks caved in as she worked her mouth up and down my shaft.

“Take it all…” I muttered.

Casey’s blue eyes widened as she looked up at me, and she dragged her tongue along my shaft as she pulled it out.

“All of it?” she asked as a sliver of saliva dripped from the corner of her mouth. “I don’t know if I can.”

“I believe in you,” I encouraged. “You’re incredible, you can do anything you put your mind to.”

“You’re right,” Casey said with a determined grin, and she grabbed my dick eagerly.

The beautiful enchantress opened her mouth wide and slid as much of my erection inside as she could, which was about half of it.

“Open your throat,” I instructed her gently, and I cupped her face again.

That look of determination shone on her face, and she slid her hands against my thighs as she relaxed her throat. I gently pushed myself deeper, but a moment later I felt her gag. Tears sprung to Casey’s eyes, and I started to pull out, but she dug her fingers into my thighs and nodded at me to keep going.

So, I did. I gently pushed my cock farther down Casey’s eager throat until her lips were wrapped around the base of it. Her throat was hot and tight, and when she moaned with my cock fully inside of it, a shiver ran down my spine.

Then Casey started to work in her new range. She slid her lips up and down the entire length of my erection while her tongue worked magic as well.

“Stars above, you’re amazing,” I gasped as she cupped my balls while she sucked.

“Mhmm,” she hummed proudly.

I let my head fall back and enjoyed the gorgeous redhead’s amazing oral skills. After a few minutes, she pulled my cock out of her mouth and took a deep breath.

“You okay?” I asked as I raised my head to look down at her.

“Just needed a breather,” she giggled, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and then flicked her curtain of red hair over her shoulder.

For some reason, the movement drove me crazy, and I grabbed my lover’s wrist and pulled her up.

“Get on top of me,” I growled. “I need to be inside you now.”

“Gods, yes,” Casey breathed, and she scrambled up until she was straddling me.

I grabbed my dick and held it steady as Casey lowered herself down. She moaned as her pussy lips wrapped around my rock-hard erection, and then she began to whine as I slid deep inside her.

“Fuck, that’s good,” I groaned as soon as I was inside her all the way, and it felt like her pussy was trying to strangle my cock.

“Yeah… Fuck… So… Good,” She panted, and then she started to rock her hips back and forth, up and down.

“Ride me harder,” I hissed as I grabbed her hips and forced her to move more.

“Yes!” Casey’s tits bounced wildly in my face as she rode me with gusto. She started to scream so loud, I worried she’d wake the whole ship, but I didn’t care.

“Ride it,” I gasped as I bucked my hips in rhythm with hers.

Her silky, wet pussy slid up and down my shaft, and Casey’s face twisted in pleasure.

“Fuuuuck,” she whimpered.

“Take it all,” I said as I tightened my grip on her hips. “Fucking cum all over my cock.”

“Oh, oh, oh!” Casey cried out, and she started riding my dick even faster.

“Ride it,” I repeated as I looked up into her flushed face. “I want to watch you cum.”

“Oh, Nick! Nick, Nick, Nick, ohhhhhh!”

Casey’s body suddenly went wild, and she screamed so loud, I thought the glass in her workshop would shatter. It was like she lost all control of her body as her limbs jerked wildly around and a tear rolled down her cheek, but she didn’t stop bucking her hips.

“Fuck, that’s hot as fuck,” I moaned, and I felt close to climaxing myself.

“I can’t stop cumming!” she screamed as she continued to jerk wildly. “I love your cock s-s-s-soooo muuuuch, gods!”

“Fuuuuuck,” I groaned as I watched my girlfriend lose herself in ecstasy. “I want to cum inside you so bad.”

“Yes, Nick, do it!” Casey’s nails dug into my shoulders as she kept riding me like a wild bronco. “Fill me up! Yeeesssss!”

“Give me a baby,” I moaned as my orgasm exploded into Casey’s tight pussy, and I rocked in and out of her as I shot load after load of my seed up into her accepting body.

“Yesssssss! Fuck yeeeeees!” Casey’s pussy clamped down around me, and her inner walls milked me for every drop.

Eventually, our bodies grew fatigued from our intense orgasms, and the enchantress’ hips slowed.

“Gods,” I sighed.

I pulled Casey down, and we embraced like we were the last two people in the galaxy. I stroked her red hair, and I could feel her heart thumping against my chest as she caught her breath. I squeezed her tight and breathed in her delicate floral scent while my dick remained inside her.

“Did you mean it?” Casey murmured a few moments later.

“Mean what?” I asked softly.

The gorgeous enchantress pulled away from my chest and grinned at me.

“The… baby thing?” Her cheeks were flushed nearly as red as her hair.

“Yes,” I replied automatically.

“So, it wasn’t just like a sex thing?” Casey’s face lit up with hope.

“Definitely not,” I assured her. “I’ve actually been thinking about it for a while now.”

“You have?” Casey bit her lip. “I have, too.”

“Oh, yeah?” I smiled up at the beautiful enchantress, and then I reached up and stroked her cheek gently. “Our children would be so lucky to have you as a mother.”

“Stop it,” Casey giggled and buried her face in my neck again.

“It’s true,” I said, and I wrapped my arms around her waist. “You’d be amazing.”

“So would you,” the enchantress murmured as she nestled into me some more.

I felt myself start to slide out of my girlfriend, so we pulled apart and cleaned up quickly before she dragged me back down onto the couch for cuddles. I sighed happily as I wrapped my arms around my slender lover. Our breath matched up as we laid against each other, and I enjoyed watching the rise and fall of her chest for a while.

“I should be getting back,” I eventually sighed as I caressed her porcelain skin.

“Nooo, can’t you stay?” Casey murmured sleepily.

“I wish I could, babe.” I leaned down and planted a soft kiss on her forehead. “But if the captain--”

“I know, official duties.” The enchantress waved a hand without lifting her head up. “You go.”

“I’ll see you later,” I said as I stroked her curtain of red hair one last time.

“Love you,” Casey muttered against her pillow.

“I love you, too,” I replied with a wide grin.

I waited until Casey started to snore softly before I extracted myself from the couch, and I quietly got dressed and made sure the repaired Overlord’s Heart was still tucked safely in my pocket. Then I pictured the inside of my borrowed room at the Rutheni palace, and I felt the nanorunes in my blood vibrate with activation.

I shot one last look at my sleeping girlfriend before I teleported through the distance between the ship and the palace. When I was back in my room for the night, I glanced around, but everything was the same as I’d left it.

It was late, and the wild sex had really taken it out of me, so I stripped down to my underwear and fished the lich amulet out of my pocket. I brought it to bed with me and slipped it under my pillow. Partly for safety, because if anything happened throughout the night, I wanted to be sure I had access to the precious amulet. The other part of me was actually hoping I would get another one of those scarily realistic visions. Even though the last one had left me with a pit in my stomach, I couldn’t help but wonder if the vision had been trying to tell me something. Maybe the commander had been right, and I’d get more information out of it now that we were on Rutheni.

I felt my eyelids start to get heavy as the exhaustion from my evening activities with Casey finally set in. I wondered one last time if I was going to have some crazy dreams before I finally dozed off.

When I woke the next morning, I looked around the room in confusion before my mind pieced together where I was, and then it all came rushing back to me. The palace, my late-night trip back to the Stalwart, Casey, the amulet.

My heart surged as I remembered the amulet, and I lunged for my pillow. I pulled it away to see the amulet resting exactly where I’d put it last night. I was a little disappointed that it hadn’t brought me any crazy visions, but also relieved at the same time, since that last vision had made me want to chuck the Overlord’s Heart right out the spaceship.

I got up and used the ensuite bathroom before I got dressed, and I made sure the amulet was safe in my pocket. Then I headed toward the door to meet up with the others, but I pulled the door open to see Commander Reynolds standing on the other side of it with her fist raised, ready to knock.

“Knight Lyons,” the commander said with a nod. “Excellent timing.”

“It’s like I sensed you, ma’am,” I chuckled. Then I leaned out the doorway and looked up and down the hall to see it was empty except for the Rutheni guard posted at the end, and I lowered my voice. “Is everything okay?”

“All is well,” Reynolds said in a reassuring tone. “I’m just making the rounds, making sure everyone made it to the morning.”

“Was that ever in question, ma’am?” I tilted my head curiously.

“Hope for the best, but prepare for the worst,” Reynolds replied with a sideways glance at the Rutheni guard.

The commander was clearly distrustful of our hosts, and I didn’t blame her considering what Treyin had discovered at the meeting last night.

“Of course,” I said.

“We’ll be meeting in fifteen minutes out here,” Reynolds said with a gesture at the carefully decorated hallway. “Where we’ll be escorted to the dining room for breakfast.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

Commander Reynolds hesitated, like she wanted to say something else, but then she seemed to decide against it. She nodded at me, and without another word, she turned and walked to the next door.

I closed the door and retreated into my room to wait for the others. Less than five minutes later, I heard commotion out in the hallway, so I hurried out to see what was going on.

I stepped into the hall just in time to see Richard restraining his brother as Nathan attempted to lunge at the Rutheni guard, who held up his pole-axe defensively. Neville was standing nearby waving his arms, and everyone was shouting loudly.

“Whoa, whoa, what’s going on?” I asked as I rushed to the scene.

I heard doors behind me open as the others filed into the hallway to see what was happening.

“Someone’s been in my room,” Nathan growled as he glared at the guard. “And this clown was the only one who was hanging around all night.”

The guard shouted something in Rutheni, and Nathan resisted his brother’s grasp as he attempted to lunge again.

“What the hell is the matter with you?” Richard seethed at his brother.

“What’s going on over here?” Captain Cross’ voice rang out.

Nathan seemed to snap to reality at the sound of the captain’s voice. He stopped struggling against Richard and stood back as Cross pushed himself between the brothers and the guard, and the captain glared down at the twins.

“I’m, um, I’m not sure,” Nathan said in a confused tone.

“Not sure?” Richard balked at his brother. Then the berserker in training turned to the captain. “Sir, I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s gotten into him.”

The air became very still as Captain Cross leaned down until his face was just inches away from the twins’.

“Need I remind you, we’re here for a very important mission,” Cross hissed at the pair of them. “The last thing we need is a fight between one of our junior knights and a king’s guard.”

“Yes, sir,” the brothers murmured automatically, and they looked away in shame.

Cross took a step back and shot one last glare at the twins before he turned to the rest of us. Reynolds and Natali were speaking to the guard in Rutheni, and the other knights had passive looks on their faces. It was always uncomfortable to watch one of our fellow soldiers get chewed out by the superiors, even if they deserved it. But we’d all done stupid shit, so we couldn’t really say much.

“I better not see any sort of this behavior from the rest of you,” the captain snapped. “Be ready to leave in five.”

Cross turned and strode back to his room. The senior knights shot the twins a sympathetic look before they shuffled to their own rooms, but I stayed behind, along with the brothers and Neville.

“What the hell was that?” I asked in a bewildered voice.

“I really don’t know,” Nathan said, and he looked suddenly distraught. “One minute I was in my room, the next, Richard was pulling me away from the guard.”

“You don’t remember why?” I frowned.

“You said someone had been in your room,” Neville said to Nathan, and his voice was laced with concern.

“I don’t…” Nathan lifted his hand in an exaggerated shrug.

“That’s weird,” I said, and my frown deepened. “Do you mind if I check out your room?”

“Be my guest.” Nathan gestured to his door while his face was still painted with confusion.

I took a cautious step toward Nathan’s door, then another one. As soon as I stepped in the room, my vision suddenly tunneled. I felt the edges of the world fade to white, and I took another step, but my foot never found the ground.

“Nick!” I heard someone shout in the distance, but my body fell to the floor as my vision faded completely.
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Chapter 19

I blinked and looked around in confusion. I was no longer in the hallway at the Rutheni palace, and when I glanced down, I saw I was wearing a Rutheni uniform.

“Grandfather?”

I turned toward the voice to see a young man who looked vaguely familiar. He was blinking up at me with concern, and he spoke clear Rutheni, but I could understand him. The young man was surrounded by other Rutheni soldiers, all dressed in their pinstripe uniforms and looking at me eagerly as they sat around a long table. Except for one person, who was dressed in an all-black uniform with a hood covering his face. This person also sat back in the shadows, and it was clear they preferred not to be identified.

I looked down to see the Overlord’s Heart was in my hand, and I instantly pieced together what was happening. It was another vision, brought on by my lich amulet. I closed my fingers around the necklace and noticed my fingers were wrinkled with age and dotted with liver spots.

“Forgive him,” another voice said in Rutheni, and I was pulled down into a chair by a middle-aged soldier in uniform as he addressed the other soldiers. “He’s not been well, but we will persist in making his vision come true.”

The old body I was trapped in wheezed and coughed violently. I shook with the force of the coughing, but my mind was still mine, it was still sharp, so I glanced around the room to get a read on the situation.

The last vision had transported me right onto a battlefield, but this was nothing like that. This looked like a secret meeting. The room was dark, lit only by candles, and everyone spoke in low voices, as if they were worried about being overheard.

“The first leg of the plan has been set into motion,” the man who pulled me down into my chair continued, and he stood while he addressed the others. “As you all know, this plan has been decades in the making. So it’s imperative that we succeed every step of the way.”

“Revenge is a dish best served ice cold,” the young, familiar-looking man drawled sarcastically.

“Excuse me?” The middle-aged man standing next to me glared at the younger man.

“Nothing, Father,” the young man said as he averted his gaze.

So, the young bratty guy was my grandson, and the guy standing next to me was his father, so my son. And everyone seemed to be gathered to execute a plan of revenge on my behalf. I felt a stirring in my hand, and I glanced down to see the Overlord’s Heart was vibrating between my fingers. I clutched it tighter so no one else noticed, and my ‘son’ started to speak again.

“The election will take place in a fortnight,” the man continued. “Despite our best campaigning efforts, Guntram is still behind in the polls.”

“Wonder why,” a Rutheni soldier snickered, and a few others laughed as the young man flushed a scarlet red.

My eyes shot to the young man as I connected the dots. This was the same Guntram who was the current Prime Minister of Rutheni, right-hand man to Prince Benediktus.

“We have men stationed at the polling station,” the middle-aged man continued, but he didn’t mask the half smile that came to his mouth when the others mocked his admittedly insufferable son. He glanced around the table, and a few of the Rutheni soldiers nodded in acknowledgment. “So the numbers will be in our favor regardless.”

A murmur rippled throughout the table, and my “son” frowned.

“If there’s something that needs to be said, say it,” he snapped.

“Severin, sir, if I may,” one of the Rutheni men said.

“Yes?” Severin asked with an arched eyebrow.

“I understand he’s your son, but are we absolutely sure he’s the best man for the job?” the soldier asked with a sideways glance at Guntram.

“Well, it’s a bit late anyway, isn’t it?” Guntram huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m already in the running. I’ve already won it, for gods’ sake!”

“Believe me, he wasn’t anyone’s first choice,” Severin said as he shot his son a look of disdain. “But I implore you to trust the process. We just need a foot in the palace door. The next leg of the plan won’t be implemented for a few years yet. That’s how long it will take anyone in the palace to warm up to my son, anyway.”

There was another ripple of laughter throughout the room at Guntram’s expense, and the young, soon-to-be Prime Minister sat in his chair and seethed.

Severin patted me on the shoulder as the laughter died down.

“But my father has worked on this plan tirelessly for decades,” Severin continued. “As you all know, he grew up hearing bedtime stories about the Aquitanian Lich knight who killed his ancestor.”

I felt my eyes dart around my old, swollen sockets as I pieced it together even more. I was the embodiment of Vlad Demidov’s descendant, who was seeking revenge for the summoner who was slain on the battlefield. I knew Vlad Demidov had been slain because I’d experienced his death personally when the Overlord’s Heart gave me my first vision. The amulet started vibrating in my hand, and I had to use all my old man strength to contain it with my frail fingers.

“And what about…” one of the soldiers trailed off with a sideways glance at the person dressed in all black who was lurking in the shadows.

“Radbert will be sticking close to Guntram,” Severin explained. “The Dax have asked for their own man on the inside, so they’ve sent their strongest Lich.”

The blood in my veins turned to ice as I slowly slid my eyes over to the man dressed in black. This was a lot deeper than I thought. Guntram wasn’t just a Dax sympathizer, he was working directly with the Dax to… what exactly? There was more to the plan that I needed to know.

“Won’t he be a bit obvious?” the same soldier asked dubiously.

Severin turned to the lich and grinned while he jerked his head. The hooded figure nodded, and then a moment later, he disappeared.

“What the…”

The Ruthenis murmured in confusion before Radbert reappeared in his chair.

“I don’t think it’ll be a problem,” Severin said smoothly. “Now, as you know, my father has always envisioned this coup to take place at the crowning ceremony for the next king. The--”

“I still think it should be at the Independence Ball,” Guntram interjected snidely. “Think about it. It comes every year, we can just pick one and plan for that. We have no idea when the next crowning ceremony will come around. Haven’t you seen the King? He’s as healthy as a horse.”

“If we do that--” Severin started.

My whole body suddenly seized, and I jerked forward in my chair. My “son” Severin lunged for me and pushed me back in my seat while I convulsed and gasped for air.

“Nick!” I heard a voice in the distance.

“Father!” Severin cried out as he grabbed my thin shoulders.

“Mnnggg…” I attempted to speak, but my body jerked again. Then I started to slide out of my seat while Severin and a few others attempted to catch me.

Suddenly, my vision went black, and my breath caught in my throat. I gasped as my torso shot up, and I blinked rapidly as Natali’s face swam into my vision.

“Nick,” the doctor said, and her face was lined with concern. “Nick, can you hear me? Are you okay?”

“Wha--”

I glanced around to see that I was sitting on the floor of Nathan’s room in the palace. Natali was kneeling down on one side of me, and Commander Reynolds was on the other side while my friends watched on anxiously. Captain Cross stood between the twin brothers while Neville wrung his hands anxiously near my feet.

Then another familiar face floated into view.

“Oh, dear,” Guntram said with a worried frown I could see right through. “Perhaps someone isn’t used to the Rutheni climate. We have the palace doctor en route.”

“I’m fine,” I said as I made a move to get up. “Really, I don’t need a doctor.”

Natali grabbed one arm while Reynolds grabbed the other, and the two women helped me to my feet. I was suddenly very aware that the Overlord’s Heart was in my hand again. Luckily, Reynolds noticed, and she covered my hand with hers.

“There’s no need, I’m a doctor,” Natali explained to Guntram, and they exchanged a few words in Rutheni while Reynolds caught my eye.

The attractive commander lifted an eyebrow at me, and I tried to convey through my eyes that I needed to talk to her in private, and she seemed to read my silent cues easily.

“I think he just needs a rest,” Reynolds said to Natali. “Let’s get him to his room.”

Natali nodded and spoke to Guntram in Rutheni for a bit longer, but Reynolds interjected again.

“Really, he’s fine,” the commander insisted, and I forgot for a moment that she spoke almost fluent Rutheni. “It’s not the first time a junior knight has passed out on a new planet. Dr. Lenkov, shall we?”

Guntram finally stepped back and let the women lead me out of the room. The other knights were crowded around the hallway, and they shot me curious looks, but I gave them a reassuring smile as we made our way across the hall to my room.

Once the door shut behind us, Reynolds covered her mouth with a finger to indicate that I shouldn’t say anything yet. She waved for Natali and me to go across the room, and then she hovered at the door with her ear pressed against it. After a few minutes, she nodded and crossed the room to join us.

“First of all, are you sure you’re okay?” the commander asked me in a low voice, and her blue eyes pierced into mine. “The others aren’t here, there’s no need to act brave.”

“I’m fine,” I insisted, and I clutched the amulet tighter in my hand. “I just, uhh…”

My eyes slid to Natali, but she gave me a sympathetic look.

“It’s okay,” Natali said gently. “I know about your training.”

“You do?” My eyebrows shot up my forehead.

“I had to tell her,” Reynolds explained with an apologetic look. “Lich training is incredibly difficult on the mind. I needed Nat to be prepared to treat you in case anything went wrong.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “Well, thank you for looking out for me. And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you myself.”

“There’s no need to apologize, I understand completely.” Natali smiled before her expression grew serious and professional again. “Now, what exactly happened when you went in that room?”

I shifted on my feet uncomfortably. Even if Natali did know about my lich training, I wasn’t sure if I should divulge all the details in front of her, but Reynolds nodded.

“It’s okay, she’s cleared,” the commander said. “Tell us what happened.”

“I’m not sure we should talk about it here,” I said in a voice barely above a whisper as I glanced around the room.

Guntram had a Dax Lich who could turn invisible whenever he pleased, he could be in this room right now for all I know.

“Ah,” Reynolds said with a knowing look. Then she reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, circular device that was inscribed with complicated runes. The commander ran a thumb across the top of the device, and suddenly a large, translucent bubble formed around the three of us.

“Whaaa…” I looked around the bubble in wonder.

“Ah, I haven’t seen one of these in a while,” Natali said fondly. “Don’t worry, Nick, they’re soundproof.”

“So, you can tell us what happened now,” Reynolds said with an expectant nod.

I explained everything, from the weird falling sensation, to waking up as the old Rutheni guy. I gave every detail I could remember about the meeting, including the invisible Dax soldier, and Natali’s face shone with horror as I laid out the planned coup.

“I came back before the meeting finished, but something tells me this Independence Ball tonight is when it’s all going down,” I finished. “Guntram has a chip on his shoulder and the power to do something about it now.”

“Shit,” Reynolds said as she ran a hand over her weary face. “Alright, we need to let the captain know.”

“I can’t believe this,” Natali said, and the beautiful doctor was practically vibrating with anger. “How is this revenge on some ancient Aquitanian Lich knight? How does overthrowing your own government solve that at all?”

“If I had to guess, Guntram’s crew is planning to take over Rutheni, join forces with the Dax, and then wage a war on Aquitaine,” Reynolds said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I think we’re going to need to bring the Queen in on this.”

“The Rutheni haven’t let us out of their sight,” I pointed out. “How are we going to play this?”

“Hmm.” Reynolds drummed her fingers against her thighs while she came up with a plan. Then she started to nod slowly and eyed me up and down. “How good are you at acting?”

“Well, I was the lead role in every school play when I was younger.”

“Really?” Natali asked, and her voice was thick with surprise.

“No.” I grinned. “But I can try. You want me to act like I’m on my deathbed, don’t you?”

“Very astute,” the commander said as she matched my grin. “Then you and I can get back to the ship while Natali fetches the others.”

“I can do that,” Natali said with a determined nod. “Then what?”

“I need to speak to the Captain first,” Reynolds said as she flicked her short hair off her face. “But it looks like we have no choice but to prepare for a battle against the Dax and the Rutheni tonight.”

“O-Okay.” Natali gulped, and her face paled.

“We’ll keep the casualties to a minimum,” Reynolds said as she gently reached for Natali’s arm.

“The Rutheni people are innocent,” I added. “It’s only the ones who have been poisoned by Guntram that we have to worry about.”

“Good,” Natali said, and her face suddenly hardened. “Nick, I need you to do me a favor.”

“Anything,” I said automatically.

“I need you to kill that traitorous bastard,” the doctor seethed.

“Done,” I replied, and I caught her hand in mine. “Consider Guntram dead already.”

“Thank you,” Natali sighed, and she smiled for the first time in a while.

Suddenly, the soundproof dome around us started to vibrate.

“Someone’s close,” Reynolds whispered as the hand with the device in it jerked, and the commander met my eyes. “It’s showtime.”

“Got it,” I said with a nod.

Reynolds passed her thumb over the device again, and the bubble dissipated around us. I flung myself onto the bed and started to writhe and moan with pain, and Natali started to fuss over me to look busy while Reynolds ran to the door.

I heard Reynolds exchange a few words in Rutheni with someone, and a moment later she appeared at the side of the bed with a Rutheni guard I didn’t recognize.

I continued to put on my best dying act, and it seemed to work because the Rutheni guard looked uncomfortable as he helped me to my feet, along with the commander. I let myself be led out of the room while the others spoke Rutheni around me. Then Natali broke off, and another guard joined her, presumably to take her to the others. Meanwhile, Reynolds and the guard propped me up and led me back through the guest portion of the palace and into the darkened tunnel with the private train. I kept up my moaning and general close-to-dying demeanor, but I took in every bit of my surroundings that I could.

Even though the vision had ended before I saw the end of the meeting, I felt certain there were Dax soldiers already in place for the planned coup later this evening. I didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary, but that didn’t mean anything. The Dax were sneaky and very adept at concealing themselves.

My mind wandered to Princess Corula. In my heart, I knew she wasn’t involved in any of this. Guntram had been placed on the inside to plan the revolt from there, and it seemed he’d done a better job than his father had expected of him. He’d managed to get Prince Benediktus on his side, at least. But from even my brief meeting with the Princess, it was clear she wasn’t the traitorous kind. I could tell the Princess felt fond of her kingdom, and not too fond of her brother or the Prime Minister, so I had to make sure she wasn’t an innocent victim caught in the crossfire.

We finally made it to the train, and we were on our way back to the ship. The lights turned off again, but not before I caught a glimpse of the Rutheni guard looking very uncomfortable with his proximity to me while I appeared to be dying.

When the train pulled to a stop, the guard hurried me onto the platform. He spoke to Commander Reynolds in Rutheni, and then he left me with her and practically sprinted back onto the train.

“You’re playing your part really well,” Reynolds said in a low voice as she kept up the appearance of helping me to walk. “That guy kept asking if whatever you have is contagious.”

“I should’ve sneezed on him,” I snickered.

A few minutes later, we arrived back at the Stalwart. Moses and Casey were chatting at the gangway, but when they saw us, their faces dropped as they ran over.

“Nick, what’s wrong?” Casey asked, and she looked close to tears with worry.

“I’m fine, it’s just for show,” I muttered before I let out a loud groan in case anyone was watching.

“Let’s get inside,” Reynolds said shortly.

Moses was quick to grab my other arm and help lead me up the gangway. Once we were safe inside the ship and away from any prying Rutheni or, gods forbid, Dax eyes, I stood up straight and spread my arms out.

“See? All good,” I said.

“But what…” Casey trailed off as glanced between Reynolds and me with a confused look on her pretty face.

“We don’t have time to explain everything, but we need your help,” Reynolds said quickly.

“Anything, ma’am,” Moses said.

Reynolds gave the shield knight instructions to prepare the ship for a fight while Casey looked on nervously, so I pulled the redhead enchantress to the side.

“Hey, don’t worry,” I murmured. “We’re going to take care of this.”

“I know,” Casey said, and she forced a smile. “It’s just… when I first saw you, I thought… and then, oh, gods, does Natali know? This is her planet, her people, she won’t… oh, gods…”

“Shhh,” I said as I pulled her in for a hug. “Everything is going to be fine.”

“You don’t know that,” Casey argued, but she squeezed me tight.

“You’re right, I don’t,” I admitted. “But I do know that I’d never let anything happen to you or the others.”

“Please be careful,” Casey sighed against my chest.

“Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said with a jerk of her head.

“I gotta go,” I said as I pulled Casey away from me. “I’ll come find you when I can.”

Moses motioned for Casey to follow him, and I fell into step beyond Reynolds as she strode in the opposite direction.

“Your amulet,” Reynolds said without breaking her stride.

“It’s here,” I said and quickly pulled it out of my pocket.

I hadn’t wanted to put it on again in case it induced another vision at an inopportune moment.

“Good,” Reynolds said with a nod. “Don’t let it out of your sight as long as we’re anywhere near Rutheni.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied automatically, although I didn’t need to be told that.

Reynolds led us past the wing where the knights’ chambers were, and I frowned in confusion.

“Um, shouldn’t we be getting weapons?”

“We have a call to make first,” the commander said.

“The Queen?” My eyes widened. “Shouldn’t we wait for the captain?”

“Moses is sending him a comms as we speak,” Reynolds said. “And I’m certain he will agree to this plan, anyway. We don’t have time to wait for them, the Queen needs to know ASAP.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

Reynolds had a surprisingly long stride for her height, and I had to lengthen mine to keep up with her. I was surprised when the commander bypassed all the meeting rooms and took us straight to the cockpit. She barked an order, and everyone inside cleared out. Then I followed her to the controls where she pulled a screen down from the ceiling and hovered her hand over it.

Moments later, the face of a Caledonian knight filled the screen.

“Security key?” he asked.

“Mykonos,” Reynolds replied.

I shot her a quizzical look, but she just shrugged as the knight tapped it out on his end.

“Reason?”

“Clause six.”

The knight froze, and then his eyes widened.

“Are you…”

“Yes,” Reynolds replied firmly. “It’s imperative I speak to the Queen immediately.”

“Standby,” the knight said, and the screen went white.

Less than a minute later, the screen crackled, and Queen Catrina was looking back at us with concern in her eyes.

“Commander Reynolds, Knight Lyons,” she greeted us, and the beautiful monarch seemed a touch out of breath, like she’d had to run to take the call. “Seems there is an issue?”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Reynolds took a deep breath and then laid out the morning’s events for the queen. She turned to me for verification when necessary, and I even showed the Queen my amulet at one point.

The Queen listened without emotion, but by the end of the speech, her face had hardened.

“You have my permission,” Queen Catrina said firmly. “Take out every Dax bastard you come across. Do not let Rutheni fall to them.”
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Chapter 20

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Commander Reynolds said with a serious nod. “We’re preparing for a confrontation now.”

“Please, be careful,” the Queen requested, and her face softened a bit. “The Stalwart has served my family faithfully for hundreds of years, and I’ve taken quite a liking to her current crew, I’d hate to see anything happen to any of you.”

I couldn’t help but notice that her eyes lingered on mine when she uttered those last few words, and I felt more determined than ever to serve my Queen and the Caledonian Kingdom.

“We will, Your Majesty,” I asserted confidently. “We won’t let you down.”

“I trust you,” Queen Catrina said as she held my gaze. Then she glanced back at Commander Reynolds. “I’m afraid I have other urgent business to attend to. Will you need backup?”

“Do you have any ships in the area?” the commander asked.

“Let me just check.” The Queen scrunched her beautiful face in concentration, and her eyes darted around a holo projection that we couldn’t see. She frowned and moved her head from side to side like she was making some decisions. “I can send the RTF Intrepid your way, they’re the closest. Does that sound favorable to you?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Reynolds said with another nod.

“Done,” Queen Catrina said with a dramatic press of a button on her end. “Looks like they’re a little while out, and it’s my understanding that their jump mage has recently suffered an injury, so they’re slower than usual. Projected to be with you in the next six to eight hours.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” the commander said, but I could tell she was thinking what I was thinking by the faint furrow in her brow.

Six to eight hours could be too late.

“Anything for my favorite ship in the fleet.” Queen Catrina graced us with an encouraging smile. “Please, keep me updated as often as you can. And please, please, be careful.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the commander and I chorused.

“Excellent work, soldiers.” The Queen nodded. “Truly exceptional. I await your updates eagerly.”

A moment later, the Queen’s face disappeared, and Commander Reynolds turned to me and let out a long breath.

“You ready for a fight?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said fiercely. “I’m going to do exactly what the Queen said and kill every Dax bastard that crosses my path.”

“Good.” Reynolds grinned at me. “But first, we need a plan. As of right now, the Rutheni nobles don’t know we’re on to their plan, and we need to keep it that way.”

“Well, that shouldn’t be hard, we’re here,” I said as I gestured around at the ship.

“Which could raise suspicion,” Reynolds pointed out. “It makes sense for you to come back to the ship after you became unwell. Maybe even for the ship’s doctor, too. But the commander suddenly disappearing isn’t a good look.”

“So you’re going back like nothing is wrong,” I said with a slow nod.

“It’s the best option,” Reynolds replied. “And I’d like to speak to Captain Cross in person before this all goes down.”

“Okay, what do you need me to do?” I asked as I instinctively stood up straighter.

“I need you to--”

The commander was interrupted by a knock on the door.

“Enter!” she called out.

The door slid open, and Moses entered the cockpit with Matthias hot on his heels.

“Perfect, just the men I needed,” Reynolds said as she gestured at the pair.

“I took care of the weapons and the armor, ma’am,” Moses said in his deep, calm voice. “They’re just finishing loading them into the skiffs now.”

“Excellent, thank you, Moses,” Reynolds said before she turned to Matthias. “The Queen is instructing the RTF Intrepid to reroute. I need you to coordinate with their jump mage and make this happen.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Matthias said, and he immediately retreated out of the cockpit.

“I was just saying to Knight Lyons that I need to get back to the others,” Reynolds said to Moses.

“We mustn’t raise suspicion, understood,” the Alkegian warrior said with a sage nod. “Have we developed a plan of action?”

“We were just discussing that,” the commander said, and her piercing eyes slid between Moses and me. “I’ll be speaking with the Captain when I return, but we need to be prepared for a few scenarios.”

“What are the scenarios?” Moses asked.

“Scenario One, we wait until the ball kicks off and play it by ear,” Reynolds replied, and she ticked off a finger while she spoke. “Scenario Two, we go on the offensive and attack before the civilians gather for the ball.”

“That’s not a lot of options,” Moses said with raised eyebrows.

“It’s not a lot of time,” I pointed out as I checked the time display on my prot-belt, which had automatically adjusted to Rutheni local time. “The ball begins in six hours.”

“I intend to gather as much intel as I can when I return,” Reynolds said. “But if they’ve managed to keep this coup under wraps for seemingly decades, I’m not sure how much I’ll be able to learn in six hours.”

“I wish I’d seen more,” I sighed.

Moses shot me a curious look, and I realized I probably shouldn’t have let any detail of my lich amulet slip, but Reynolds didn’t seem fazed.

“You saw what you needed to see,” the commander replied in a reassuring tone. “We wouldn’t have any idea about the coup at all if it weren’t for you.”

“Is that right?” Moses regarded me with an impressed look on his dark face. “Well done, Knight Lyons.”

“Thanks, but it’s not enough,” I said, and my brow furrowed into a deep frown. “The Dax could be infiltrating the city as we speak. Or they were already here before we came. We can’t afford to wait.”

“Knight Lyons, relax,” the commander said as she laid a hand on my elbow. “This plan has been decades in the making. They’re not going to jump the gun and ruin it before the ball starts.”

“I presume it’s taking place at the ball to hold the nobles and dignitaries hostage,” Moses said, and he crossed his arms over his thick chest.

“Presumably,” Reynolds agreed as she dropped her hand. “It seems their ultimate goal is revenge on Aquitaine for an ancient slight.”

“How does taking their own citizens hostage get revenge on Aquitaine?” I grumbled.

“They’d never get approval to attack Aquitaine under the current leadership,” Reynolds explained. “A coup that puts the corrupt Rutheni and the Dax in power gives them approval to attack whatever planet they want.”

“And I doubt they’d stop with Aquitaine,” Moses pointed out.

“Exactly,” Reynolds agreed with a nod. “Caledonia will be next in their crosshairs, especially with our recent alliance with Aquitaine.”

“We can’t let that happen!” I blurted out.

“We don’t intend to, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said calmly.

“Sorry, ma’am,” I mumbled. “I just… don’t want anything to happen to the crew or the innocent Ruthenis.”

I’d seen firsthand how brutal the Dax were during battle. And this time, it was the whole ship that was in their path. That meant Casey, Elle, Natali, Faye, all of them were in danger, even if they weren’t soldiers.

I felt my heart thump in my chest at the mere thought of anything bad happening to any of them.

“I understand.” Reynolds nodded. “That’s why you and Moses are staying back to secure the ship while I return planetside. And I need you both glued to your comms to await our instructions, understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Moses and I replied instantly.

“Good.” Reynolds flexed her fingers and shot us one last nod before she headed for the door. “Knight Lyons, Knight Monroe will show you what needs to be done. The captain and I will be in touch shortly.”

Then the commander slid out of the room, and it was just Moses and me left in the cockpit.

“Come, Nick. We’ve got work to do.” My big friend smiled at me.

Moses and I spent the next two hours prepping the ship. There was a lot of unsecured cargo that needed to be locked down, then the cannons needed to be checked over, then we had to map out a quick retreat if it came to it. All the while, we kept a keen eye on our comms, but we didn’t hear from the commander or the captain while we worked. Once that was all finished, we made our way over to the skiffs to make sure they’d been loaded properly. Moses had gathered the armor and weapons of everyone who was planetside, except for mine.

“I figured you’d like to get ready for battle here, where you have some space,” Moses said.

“I would, thank you,” I said with a nod.

The Alkegian let out a long breath as he read the time display on his prot-belt.

“I wish we’d have heard from them by now,” Moses said with the faintest crinkle in his brow.

“Should we send them a comms?” I suggested. “Let them know we’re all set on our end?”

“I’ll do that, you take a break,” Moses said kindly. “You’ve been working hard.”

“I can’t relax,” I sighed as I shook the nervous energy out of my hands, and I jumped up and down a few times.

The Queen’s words replayed in my head over and over again. I couldn’t wait to kill those bastard Dax, but I also couldn’t pretend I wasn’t worried about the outcome of the battle. This wasn’t just the Dax, it was the corrupt Rutheni as well, and we didn’t know exactly how many of those there were.

“Why don’t you go get your gear?” Moses suggested.

“I can do that,” I said with a nod. “Then I’ll meet you back here?”

“Sure thing,” Moses replied.

I hurried out of the skiff area and headed straight for my quarters. When I arrived, I hovered my hand over the bio lock, which scanned my print before the door slid open. I briefly wondered how Moses had gathered the armor and weapons of the other crew members if all their quarters were bio locked, but it made sense for there to be some sort of override system for emergency situations like this.

I made my way to my locker and flung it open, and then I grabbed my armor and started gearing up for battle. Even if we weren’t fighting for another few hours, the waiting was driving me crazy, so kitting up would at least make me feel like I was doing something productive.

I put all my body armor on, and then I checked everything to make sure they were in top repair. I looked pretty badass in the mirror with my new helmet, and even though I knew the situation was grim, I couldn’t help but smile at my impressive reflection.

Bring it on, you Dax fuckers.

Then the lights in my room turned off.

“What the…” I muttered into the darkness.

I paused to listen. Electrical problems weren’t unheard of on RTF ships, sometimes repairs got delayed and delayed due to missions until the inevitable breakdown happened. If it was an electrical problem, the backup generator would kick on any second from now.

Sure enough, a few moments later, the lights clicked back on, though not at full strength. I turned toward the door and figured I’d head to the cockpit to see what was going on, but before I could take two steps, the lights clicked off again, and I felt a tightness in my chest.

Something was wrong. Very, very wrong.

I reached for my prot-belt, where I activated the night vision on my helmet. The shield in front of my eyes lit up with a fuzzy green rendition of the room around me, but a few seconds later, the shield beeped, and the image disappeared.

“What…” I muttered.

Something had interfered with even the helmets on the ship. That was some seriously advanced technology or magic, I couldn’t be sure which.

I stood still again and strained my ears for any sound, but I was met with silence. I crept over to the door and hovered my hand over the bio lock to open it, but nothing happened. I tried again, and then I realized with horror that I couldn’t open the door without any power.

“Shit,” I hissed, but then I heard a piercing scream from somewhere in the ship, and I knew I had to figure something out and fast. My heart started to pound, and then the tingling feeling beneath my skin reminded me of my nanorune powers.

I needed to teleport out of my room, it was the only way.

I closed my eyes and pictured the inside of the skiff bay, where I’d left Moses just a few minutes ago. I heard another distant scream, and that sound was enough to activate every nanorune in my body. I felt my corporeal self shift through space, and when I opened my eyes again, I was in between two of the loaded skiffs.

Just like my quarters, there was a distinct lack of power or lights. It was eerily silent with the lack of electrical humming that was always present in the background.

“Moses?” I whispered into the darkness.

I heard a shuffling sound behind me, and I spun around on high alert. I pulled a Knife of Storm from my vest and held it at my side while I stood statue-still.

For a few moments, I was met with silence. But I knew something was here. I continued to wait and finally, I heard it.

A faint shuffling sound at my five o’clock.

I considered summoning an elemental, but I didn’t want to give away my position if it turned out that I had teleported into the lion’s den and was surrounded by Dax soldiers in the darkness. Instead, I shifted my weight to my back foot, and then I pounced.

I collided with a body that let out a soft grunt, and I took the would-be assailant down to the ground and bore my weight down on top of what I could tell was a him. I groped at the invisible enemy until I felt the edge of his chest armor. Then I grabbed it at the neck and slammed the assailant’s torso against the ground. A whoosh of air escaped his lungs, but he continued to struggle underneath my grip.

“Give it up,” I hissed through clenched teeth. I slammed the enemy down by the armor again, and I wished I could see who I was dealing with, but the ship was still plunged into darkness. “Who are you? Who sent you?”

The man let out a maniacal laugh and jerked his body underneath mine in an attempt to knock me off balance. I counteracted the attempt by slamming my knees against his chest and squeezing tighter. I imagined squeezing so hard that his lungs popped, and I grinned darkly at the thought. Maybe Leith was right, and I would’ve made a fine slayer if I weren’t dedicated to the Lich path.

“Who are you?” I demanded again, but the enemy just laughed in response.

I crossed my forearm against the man’s chest and leaned my weight against him while I brought the knife in my other hand up to his neck. I pressed the tip of the knife into his skin and pushed gently. I was still working blind, so I didn’t want to risk accidentally slicing the man’s carotid artery.

I was fairly certain this wasn’t a Rutheni soldier, since he was missing the customary animal skin draped over the shoulder of the uniform. The back of my neck prickled as I deduced that it was likely a Dax soldier, and I instinctively knew we’d been right all along.

The Dax were already here, and a fight was brewing.

“Are you Dax?” I asked in a low voice.

The man stilled beneath me, and all of my suspicions were confirmed. There were Dax soldiers on the ship, and my blood suddenly ran cold as another scream rang out in the distance.

How the fuck did the Dax get onboard? We were supposed to be in a secured port. Although, we’d already established there were more than one corrupt Rutheni soldiers in the ranks, so it was safe to assume one of them led them to our ship.

I gritted my teeth with rage.

I couldn’t let these bastards hurt my friends and lovers.

I decided I had bigger problems than the soldier underneath me, so I plunged my knife into his neck. He gurgled as blood filled his trachea, and I felt his warm blood gush over my hand before I pulled my knife out in one quick movement. The soldier thrashed and clawed at his throat, but it was futile. A few moments later, his body stopped fighting, and I knew he had expired.

I pushed myself up off the ground and flicked the blood off my knife and hand before I sheathed my weapon. I gave the body at my feet a quick kick just to make sure it was really dead, and then I spun toward the door of the bay again. I reached for my prot-belt and tried my night vision one more time, but it didn’t work.

I drew in a breath and stood still for a moment while I listened to my surroundings. I couldn’t detect any sounds other than my own breathing in the skiff bay, and I couldn’t waste time waiting for someone to find me there.

I had to move.

A dozen options ran through my mind instantaneously. I didn’t have time to analyze each option, I just reached for the first one.

Elle.

I closed my eyes and imagined the inside of the point clerk’s office. My nanorunes were already on high alert, so I transported instantly across the ship and into the beautiful woman’s office.

“Elle?” I called out.

The room was silent in response, and I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or worse. I was still for a moment, but I couldn’t hear or sense another person in the room, so I was fairly certain I was alone.

“Elle?” I tried again, but to no avail.

I suddenly remembered that Elle kept a pack of matches in her desk. She told me once that after a particularly intense session using her Medusa link, staring into a real flame helped to balance her out. I had fussed over her at the time about damaging her eyes, but I was suddenly grateful for my girlfriend’s fire fixation.

I held my arms out and crossed the room like a blind person until I felt out her desk in the dark. I ran my hands along the edge until I found the drawers, and then I pulled open the top one and searched blindly until I found the box of matches.

I was careful not to spill any as I pulled one out and struck it against the side to light it. The matchsticks were long and engraved with fire runes that allowed them to stay lit for up to ten minutes at a time. The bright orange flame illuminated the room around me, and I looked around and let out a sigh of relief that there were no bloody or unconscious bodies lying on the ground.

But there were no conscious bodies, either, and I knew I had to move. Those screams had come from somewhere, and I’d bet my silver bow on there being more Dax onboard the Stalwart.

I tucked the box of matches in my pocket and thought about my next stop on the ship.

Casey.

I closed my eyes and imagined the inside of the enchantress’ workshop, which was where the pretty redhead was most likely to be. Just like before, I teleported a couple of corridors over and opened my eyes in the cluttered workshop.

“Casey?” I whispered into the dark room.

“Nick?” Casey gasped, and her voice was thick with relief. She moved toward me, and a percussion of noise followed in her wake. “Nick, thank gods, what’s going on?”

“Enemies on board,” I answered as I turned in the direction of her approaching voice. “I think it’s Dax.”

“They’re on the ship?” Casey sucked in a sharp breath. “Is that why the lights aren’t working?”

“I think so,” I said as I reached out into the darkness and found Casey’s outreached arms, and I pulled her into me for a hug. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”

“You, too,” Casey murmured against my chest, but her relief was short-lived, and I felt her pull away from me. “But what about the others?”

“I haven’t found anyone else yet,” I replied as I reached in my pocket for the matches, and I struck one so I could see Casey’s face in the glowing flame. Her eyebrows were creased with worry, but she needed to know what was going on so she could be prepared. “I went to Elle’s office, but she wasn’t there.”

“She’d mentioned something about linking up with Faye tonight,” Casey said as shadows flickered across her face and illuminated her blue eyes. “Maybe we can check there?”

“Good idea,” I said, and I took a small step back from the enchantress. “I’ll go have a look.”

“No!” Casey said, and her blue eyes went wide and fearful. “Please don’t leave me here alone. Take me with you.”

“I don’t know if that’s the best idea…” I said slowly. “What if there are Dax there? I’d never forgive myself if I delivered you right into their evil hands.”

“What if they come here and break down the door while you’re gone?” Casey countered. “The ship isn’t safe anyway, I’d feel safest with you.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “We’ll go check it out. But if there’s anything going on when we get there, I’m getting you right back out.”

“Fine,” Casey agreed, and then she grabbed my hands and linked her fingers through mine. “Let’s go.”

It was easy to summon the strength to activate my nanorunes when I thought about my women in danger, but then I frowned as I realized I’d never been to Faye’s room.

“Have you been inside Faye’s quarters?” I asked Casey.

“Once,” Casey said as she scrunched up her nose in thought. “It was pretty generic. She hasn’t been here long enough to make it homey yet.”

“Damn,” I muttered. “I don’t want to risk transporting to a random empty room on the ship.”

“They’ve been doing a lot of training lately,” the enchantress offered. “Maybe they’re at the training rooms?”

“Worth a shot. Hold on tight.” I squeezed Casey’s hands as I shut my eyes and pictured the inside of the training room where I had trained with Faye.

If she wasn’t there, then I’d search the rest of the training floor.

When I opened my eyes again, I could only hope we were in the right training room, since it was still pitch black throughout the ship. I heard a distinct rustling sound, and I immediately bristled, pushed Casey behind me, and pulled out a Knife of Storm.

“Who’s there?” I demanded in a loud, booming voice.

“Nick?” Elle answered.

“Nick!” Faye cried out a second later, and the relief in their voices was evident.

“Thank the gods,” I muttered, and I quickly resheathed my knife before I reached in my pocket to strike a match.

The dancing flame revealed the two women huddled together in a corner over a pile of armor and training weapons. They quickly flew to their feet and ran over to us. We all embraced in a group hug, and I made sure to keep the match high above the women’s heads.

“What’s going on?” Faye asked in a trembling tone. Then the pretty blonde woman noticed the blood on my armor and gasped. “Nick, you’re hurt!”

“It’s not mine, don’t worry,” I said before I turned to Elle and gave her a grave look. “It’s the Dax.”

“Shit,” Elle cursed, and we all turned to her with raised eyebrows. “Oh, some situations call for a bit of swearing.”

“Fucking right they do,” Casey said with a grin, but it faded quickly. “We’re just glad we found you guys.”

“Where else on the ship have you been?” Elle asked, and the point clerk slipped into professional mode instantly.

“Just my quarters, the skiff bay, your office, and Casey’s room,” I listed off quickly. “My first priority was finding you all.”

“That’s sweet, Nick, but we have a whole ship to save,” Elle said seriously. “What do you know about the Dax on board?”

“Next to nothing other than I took one of them out in the skiff bay,” I said with a gesture at the blood covering my armor.

“That’s sexy,” Faye giggled, but Elle shot her a look, and the blonde glanced down at the floor. “Sorry. It is, though. I’ve never had a man look after me.”

“No idea how many are on the ship?” Elle asked with a hopeful edge to her voice.

“None.” I shook my head.

“Wait, what are you even doing here?” Faye asked suddenly. “I thought you were staying at the palace.”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “I came back with Commander Reynolds, but she went back to the palace to speak to the captain.”

“So, no commanding officers onboard,” Casey groaned.

“Moses would be the highest ranking, but I haven’t seen him since the lights went out,” I said.

“We should find him,” Elle said decisively.

“If he’s still alive,” Faye muttered, and when everyone looked at her, she shrugged. “Sorry, maybe I was with the Bone King for too long.”

“I’m sure Moses is fine,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “What we really need to do is get a message to Captain Cross or Commander Reynolds and let them know what’s going on.”

“How are we going to do that?” Casey asked.

“I could teleport there and right back,” I suggested. “I don’t love the idea of leaving you all here on your own, but I’d be super fast.”

“Hmmm,” Elle said as she eyed me thoughtfully. “Have you been teleporting a lot?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. If we were about to face Dax soldiers and then battle against the corrupt Rutheni, I couldn’t afford to lose any more energy.

“You can’t drain any more energy teleporting back and forth,” Elle said firmly, and I could tell the raven-haired woman was thinking the same thing I was.

“But how will we alert the Captain?” Casey captured her bottom lip between her teeth with a worried expression on her face.

“I might be able to help with that,” Elle said as her bionic implants suddenly illuminated against her forehead.

“Really?” I breathed.

“Maybe,” Elle said, and she moved toward the comms device that was embedded in the wall.

We followed behind her, and I held a fresh match up high so we could all see. Elle posted up in front of the comms device and took a deep breath. Then her dark eyes suddenly changed and became blank, and within seconds, her Medusa link started to come to life. A trail of thin wispy light emerged from the bionic links and spiraled toward the comms device, and the dead machinery suddenly sprang to life as the screen became visible in the dark room.

“Excellent!” Casey cried out.

“Shhhhh,” Elle murmured as her eyes fluttered halfway shut.

We watched the screen navigate as if it had a mind of its own, but really, it was the beautiful point clerk who was controlling it. The comms devices in the training rooms were pretty basic ones, only really meant for intrapersonal communication throughout the ship, but I knew Elle’s implants and her nanorunes gave her extra powers beyond the normal technological capabilities.

“What’s she doing?” Faye whispered as she watched the scene in front of us with wide eyes.

“She’s sending a message to the captain,” I whispered back.

“Yeah, but… how?” Faye asked.

“I… don’t exactly know,” I admitted.

“Done,” Elle said as her Medusa link retreated back into her implants.

“Great work, Elle,” I praised as I squeezed the beautiful point clerk’s shoulder.

“Thanks,” she said and graced me with a proud smile.

“Now what?” Faye asked as she shuffled her weight between her feet. “Do we just wait here and hope they come save us?”

“Do we look like the kind of group to sit around and wait to be rescued?” I chuckled as I looked around at my fiery girlfriends.

“Fuck no,” Casey said with a devilish grin. Then she turned to Elle. “Think you can use that fancy Medusa link to get us out of this room?”

“I can try,” Elle said.

We moved toward the door as a unit and stopped in front of the piece of solid metal that was slammed shut. The match was burning down, and the flame was uncomfortably close to my fingers, so I shook it out and lit another one.

“Do you think the Dax have night vision?” Faye asked as her eyes remained transfixed on the freshly lit match.

“Probably just the kind in their helmets,” I said with a shrug.

“Do you think fire would interfere with that much?” Faye tilted her head, and her blonde hair fell over her shoulder.

“Probably,” I replied slowly. “Why?”

“I was just thinking…” Faye trailed off as she bunched her skirt up above her knees.

Suddenly, the pretty blonde woman ripped into her dress and tugged until she had a chunky strip of fabric in her hand. Then she jogged across the room and grabbed a training club. She walked back toward us slowly, and while she walked, she wrapped the fabric around the top of the training club.

“We can use some of this ligament oil,” Faye said as she pointed to the jars arranged on a shelf at the side of the room. “It should burn for half an hour or so.”

“A torch, that’s brilliant,” Casey breathed, and the redhead suddenly jerked into action. She started to tear the bottom half of her shirt off as she jogged across the room toward the training weapons.

As Casey fished out a training club from the pile, Elle joined the other two ladies while she tore into her skirt. Soon, all three women were bearing self-made torches and torn clothes, so their skin was exposed beneath the jagged fabric.

“You all look so hot right now,” I said as I helped them cover the cloth with the ligament oil.

“Back atcha,” Faye said as I tried to light her torch aflame. “Just something about a man covered in blood that gets me going.”

“We can all appreciate each other’s hotness once we get rid of these Dax bastards,” Elle said.

“Good idea,” I said as I kept trying to light the torch. “I don’t think this is going to work. The flame isn’t catching on the ligament oil.”

“Shouldn’t the mechanical arms of the training room have grease?” Casey asked as she looked up at the ceiling.

“Yeah,” Elle said, “but we’ll have to climb--”

Suddenly, another scream from somewhere in the ship pierced the air. The women gasped, and my jaw hardened.

“We need to be fast,” I said through gritted teeth.

“I got this,” Faye said, and she handed her unlit torch to Casey.

Then the blonde suddenly darted over to the wall and began to scale it. She dug her feet into the metal piping that lined the room, and her fingers found purchase in the metal grooves on the walls. We watched with gaping mouths as she reached the ceiling, and then she braced her feet against the wall and launched herself toward the rungs on the ceiling. The beautiful cook caught the first rung easily, and she swung toward the hatch like she was born to fly through the air. Once she got to the hatch, she tugged at the safety release, and a moment later, the hatch fell open.

Faye grunted as she reached into the ceiling hatch and tugged, and when the mechanical arm dropped down, she didn’t hesitate. She just grabbed onto the mechanical arm with both hands and swung down to the ground, and she landed gracefully next to us with the mechanical arm leaking out grease.

“Wow,” I murmured as I took in the beautiful and fearless woman. “That was incredible.”

“Thanks,” Faye replied with a toothy grin. “I had a lot of time in the Bone King’s creepy palace to practice.”

“Amazing,” Casey gushed.

“Very impressive,” Elle said, but the point clerk was already crouched down next to the oil. She motioned to Casey, and the women bent and doused their torches in the grease.

When the torches were prepared, the women turned to me, and I lit them, one by one, until the room was bright with dancing orange flames. Then I noticed the pile of training armor in the corner and jerked my head toward it.

“I know it’s only training armor, but I’d feel a lot more comfortable if you ladies were at least a little bit protected.”

“Agreed.” Casey nodded before she started to sift through the training gear.

A few minutes later, the women were dressed in ragtag armor, and they all carried a training weapon in their spare hands.

“Alright, now let’s see if we can get out of here,” Elle said.

The raven-haired point clerk handed her torch and training ax to me and posted up in front of the door’s biometric keypad, which was dark without any of the ship’s power. Her back was turned toward us, so we couldn’t see her eyes transform, but her Medusa link emerged from her head a moment later. The tendrils curled toward the biometrics, and the keypad suddenly burst to life. I shuffled forward and hovered my hand over it, and the door slid open.

“Yeeeee!” Casey squealed with excitement, but I turned toward her and put a finger over my mouth.

The redhead cringed and mouthed an apology.

“Everyone stay behind me,” I instructed in a low voice.

I drew my Perfect Ice Scimitar of the Lightning Elementals and held it at my side as I peeked out into the darkened hallway. One of the women held their torches out so I could see, but it was empty. I gestured for the women to follow me as I stepped out of the training room, and we slowly and quietly crept down the hallway until we reached the first intersection.

I glanced around at the options. If we took a right, we’d be heading toward the galley and dining area next, and after that, the ship’s workshops and meeting rooms. Taking the left would lead us toward the crew’s quarters, then the meeting rooms, and eventually the skiff bay.

My decision was made for me when I heard a scream coming from the right side of the hallway. We all turned toward the terror-filled sound, and my heart sank. I was grateful it wasn’t any of my girlfriends, but the Stalwart was still home to hundreds of other crew members, and it was my job to protect every single one of them.

I turned toward the women, and all of them wore looks of determination on their beautiful faces.

“We’re with you,” Casey said as she read the look on my face. “Let’s go get these bastards.”

I nodded, turned down the right side of the corridor, and broke into a run. The women were hot on my heels as we tore through the ship, and my heart pounded with each step. The ship was infested with who-knew-how-many fucking Dax soldiers, and I was running toward them with and three beautiful scantily-clad women. Elle was trained to fight about as well as a standard navy rifleman, but Casey and Faye weren’t trained at all, and I knew a Dax Star Spear would easily be able to kill them.

I gritted my teeth and picked up the pace. I still had a whole crew to save, and based on the screams we kept hearing, we didn’t have time to wait for the Captain and the others.

We reached another fork. The galley was straight ahead, the workshops were to the left, and the meeting rooms were on the right. We paused and listened, but all I could hear was our own ragged breaths.

“I think we should go toward the galley,” Faye whispered as she stared down the corridor ahead of us.

“Why?” Elle asked.

“There’s always twenty odd staff in the kitchen at any given time,” Faye said, and her voice shook slightly. “Usually more.”

“Damnit,” I muttered.

“What?” Casey demanded as she looked between us with furrowed eyebrows. “What does that matter?”

“The more people in one place, the easier it is to kill them,” Elle whispered in horror.

“Or take hostage,” Faye said with a hope that sounded forced.

“The Dax don’t take hostages,” Casey said, and her voice was sharp with fear.

“Depends on what they want,” I said, even though my heart was sinking with each passing moment.

“We need to find out,” Elle said fiercely, and when I opened my mouth to speak, the point clerk cut me off with a pointed look. “Don’t even try to tell us to stay behind. We’re coming to fight for our crew.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, and I allowed myself a brief grin of affection at my sexy and fearless girlfriends. “We need a plan, though. I’m not just charging us right into the middle of a bunch of Dax.”

Before anyone could answer, there was a rustling sound to our left, and I instinctively put myself between the women and the noise. I reached for Casey’s torch, and she handed it to me. Then I carefully stepped forward until I was at the edge of the intersection. I held my scimitar up as I took a tentative look around the corner, but then my heart sank at what I saw.

“Moses!”

I rushed forward to the large Alkegian soldier, who was crawling along the floor with a trail of blood behind him.

“N-Nick,” he said weakly before his head collapsed.

I heard a series of gasps behind me, but I was laser focused on my injured friend.

“Moses!” I dropped to my knees and pulled the large knight onto his back. My eyes zoomed in on the large patch of blood underneath his arm, and I instantly reached for the medkits in my vest. “Hang in there, Moses. You’re okay.”

“D-Dax,” Moses wheezed as he tried to sit up.

“I know,” I said as I tore open the shiny, sterile package of the medkit. I applied the patch to Moses’ armpit and pressed it tightly against the still-bleeding wound. “We’re going to take care of it, you just focus on getting better.”

“Fifty,” Moses gasped as he lurched in pain. “Took out… three…”

“I got one, too.” I tried to remain upbeat in front of my bleeding friend, and I ripped open another medkit. “Four down, forty-six to go.”

Moses chuckled but then sputtered as blood dribbled from his mouth. I quickly pressed the second med kit to his wound, and then Faye crouched down on the other side of Moses.

“Come on,” the blonde woman said as she reached for Moses’ arm. “Elle opened up a room, we’ll take him there.”

Faye and I dragged Moses upright, which was no small feat considering the size of the Alkegian man. We dragged him across the hallway and into the empty meeting room that Elle had managed to get open, and we laid him down on the table as Casey rushed to tend to him.

“He said there were fifty Dax soldiers,” I said through heavy breaths. “This isn’t going to be easy.”

“Nick,” Casey said in a panicked tone.

Moses was grabbing at the air, and I rushed forward and grabbed his hand.

“You’re okay,” I said in a soothing tone.

“My p-pocket,” Moses whispered as he motioned to a pocket on the front of his vest.

I reached into the pocket he indicated, and I pulled out a small black canister.

“Gas,” Moses managed before he spluttered on his own blood again. “Nonlethal.”

Then his eyes suddenly rolled back, and his head went limp on his neck.

“No!” Elle cried out, and her pretty face crumpled.

“He’s still alive,” Casey said as she pressed her fingers against his large neck. “Just passed out. But I don’t know if that’s going to change. Nick, he really needs a doctor.”

“I know,” I said gravely. “And I’m sure there are others on the ship that do, too.”

“We need to get rid of the Dax,” Faye said as she reached out and stroked Moses’ thick hair. “He’ll be okay until then. He’s tough. I can tell.”

“Alright,” I said as I glanced around the room. “We need that plan more than ever now.”

“Do you think the others got our message?” Casey asked hopefully.

“It doesn’t matter if they did or not,” Faye said with a shake of her head. “The others are in danger now, we need to act.”

“She’s right.” I bounced the canister of nonlethal gas that Moses had provided us with in my hand as I thought of the possibilities. “We need eyes on the galley. See if our theory is correct.”

“There’s a ventilation system, right?” Faye asked as her eyes searched the ceiling.

“Brilliant,” I said, and I shot a smile at the beautiful blonde woman. “You really are something.”

“It’s all that training,” the cook said as she batted her blue eyes at me.

“There,” Elle said suddenly as she pointed at the corner.

“Where?” Casey asked in a skeptical voice, but she followed Elle’s fingers.

“There,” Elle said more pointedly as she shook her finger. “The vent system, can’t you see it?”

“Oh, I see it now,” Casey said as she squinted into the corner. “It’s tiny, how are we all going to get through there?”

“We’re not,” I said firmly. “Someone needs to stay here with Moses.”

“Oh, of course,” Casey said as she pulled her red hair back into a ponytail. Then she took Moses’ hand and sat on the table next to him. “I’ll stay with him.”

“Here.” I stepped forward and pulled one of Moses’ axes from his vest, and I handed it to Casey. “You won’t be able to use the runes, but the blade is still better than the training weapon.”

“I want to go,” Faye said as she flicked her blonde mane behind her shoulder.

“Okay,” I said, and then I turned to Elle.

“Put me where you need me,” the point clerk said as she spread her fingers.

“I think you should stay with Casey and Moses,” I said. “I’d feel better if they weren’t alone, and someone who knew how to fight was with them.”

“Of course.” Elle nodded before she rushed forward and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “We’ll wait here until we hear from you. Please be careful.”

“We will,” I assured her.

Casey rushed forward to give me a kiss as well, and then we turned toward the vent. Faye quickly pulled off her impressive parkour skills, and within minutes, she’d pulled down the vent opening and wedged herself in.

I had to take a running leap and launch myself off the walls, but I managed to grab onto the vent and hoist myself into the small space. I quickly waved to the women below, and then Faye and I quietly took off down the vents. We had to move very slowly to avoid the sound of my armor scraping against the metal of the vents, and it didn’t help that the ducts were black ahead of us.

We peered into vents as we came across them, but the rooms were dark, and we couldn’t make out anything. We crawled for what seemed like hours, but I knew it hadn’t been nearly that long.

Eventually, I spotted a faint glimmer ahead.

“Is that light?” Faye whispered.

“Looks like it,” I replied. “That’s about where the galley should be, too.”

We continued ahead, and the light got brighter as we approached it. Soon, we heard the murmur of voices below, and my heart pounded in my chest. I slid up to the vent and peered down, and Faye joined my side.

The blonde had to cover her mouth to stop from gasping out loud.

Our theory had been correct. The galley was full of Dax soldiers in their black uniforms, and on the floor, blindfolded and bound, were members of the Stalwart crew. Cooks, cleaners, riflemen, and even Caledonian bigwigs catching a ride with us. The captives were bound to each other and to the heavy kitchen machinery, and some of them wept as the Dax soldiers strolled menacingly through their ranks. The room was illuminated by floating balls of fire, which must’ve been some sort of Dax magic.

“Bastards,” Faye whispered.

A few of the nearby Dax soldiers froze and glanced our way, and Faye’s eyes widened with fear. I pressed a finger over my mouth as I made an executive decision.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the gas canister.

“Get back,” I mouthed to Faye as I positioned my feet over the vent. “And cover your mouth.”

Faye scrambled backward, and I abandoned all sense of discretion as I slammed my armored fist against the ventilator grate. It flew off easily, and I twisted the canister to activate it. Purple smoke gushed out from the center of the metal cylinder as I tossed it into the center of the galley, and the crew and the Dax soldiers below gagged on the potent gas as it filled the room.

I didn’t love the thought of gassing my own crew, but it was the best way to neutralize the Dax without anyone getting killed in the crossfire.

I waited until the coughing and spluttering subsided and the room below was silent. Then I waited a few more minutes for the gas to dissipate before I peeled myself off the vent. I peered down into the galley to see the Dax soldiers were slumped over unconscious, along with the Stalwart crew.

“Come on, we gotta check on them,” I said, and I dropped down from the vent.

I bent my knees as I landed, and then I turned and held my arms up to catch Faye. She leapt gracefully into them, and after I placed her down, we immediately got to work checking on the crew.

“They’re alive,” Faye said as a smile crossed her pretty face. “Thank the gods.”

“And Moses,” I said as I let out a long breath.

“What do we do with them?” Faye asked as she eyed the nearby Dax soldiers. “Kill them?”

“I have a better idea,” I said. “Come on, help me tie them up.”

Faye and I worked quickly and efficiently. First, we untied and pulled the Stalwart crew into the back area of the galley into relative safety. Then we returned and bound all of the Dax up and stripped them of their weapons and armor.

“Are we going to--”

Faye was interrupted by the sound of the door swinging open, and we both turned to see a Dax soldier in the doorway. He paused for a moment and then emitted a loud whistling sound before he raised his hand and hurled a knife directly at Faye.
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Chapter 21

“Look out!” I shouted as I pushed the blonde woman to the side.

The blade nearly nicked my armor as it flew past before it embedded itself into the wall behind us. Faye fell to the ground, but she recovered quickly and rolled behind a nearby trolley.

I pulled my Perfect Ice Scimitar of the Lightning Elementals out just as the Dax soldier launched a second knife in our direction. I could hear a commotion out in the hallway, and I knew we would be joined by more Dax soldiers any moment.

I parried the Dax soldier’s knife with the curved blade of my sword, and the screech of metal rang in my ears. But at least my runes remained intact, and I didn’t hesitate to summon my Lightning Elemental.

The sprite appeared in front of me instantly.

“Kill every Dax bastard you see,” I ordered.

The glowing blue sprite shot me a serrated smile before it somersaulted through the air. The elemental attached itself to the Dax soldier in the room, and within seconds, his head was a bloodied, torn up mess. He soon fell to the ground, dead.

“Get a weapon,” I said to Faye as I crept toward the door.

“Way ahead of you,” the blonde woman said, and I turned to see she was holding a Dax poleaxe in her small hands.

“Good girl.” I grinned, and then I turned back to the door.

Another Dax soldier rushed into the galley, but my elemental attacked it as soon as he stepped inside. I could hear more soldiers approaching fast, and I motioned for Faye to push herself flat against the wall next to the door. Then I did the same thing on the other side, and we waited.

Moments later, another Dax soldier burst into the room, and Faye stabbed the poleaxe into his back. The Dax soldier grunted and fell to the ground, and Faye pulled the poleaxe out of his back with a loud squelching sound. The sprite zoomed over to make sure the soldier was dead, and I shot Faye a smile.

“You’re a natural,” I said.

“Thanks.” Faye grinned back at me before she pressed herself against the wall again. “These aren’t Star Spears, though. Just normal men.”

“No they aren’t, but you are doing good.”

We waited for the next Dax soldier to burst through the door, but none came. They must’ve caught on that sending them into the galley was a death trap, which meant they were gathered outside while they decided what to do.

“They’re not coming in anymore,” Faye whispered.

“I guess that means we have to go to them,” I said, and I lifted my Wolf’s Hour ring up. “Judging by my calculations, there are about nineteen Dax left on the ship. This should take care of most of them.”

I thought about using my Necroscythe of Resurrection on the Dax bodies to create a small army of bone goblins, but I didn’t really want Faye to see my Lich powers at work, so instead, I activated the rune on the Wolf’s Hour ring and my nanorunes at the same time. An improved portal activated in the galley, and a Greater Fenrir emerged from it. I sent the large, shaggy beast out into the hallway with instructions to rip every Dax soldier it encountered limb from limb, and the lupine beast snapped its yellow teeth before it bounded out into the hallway.

Within seconds, the Dax soldiers outside started to scream in terror as my summoned Fenrir did as it was told. The Dax put up a fight, though, I heard my Fenrir yelp in pain after a few minutes.

“I’m going to go check it out, you stay here, just in case,” I said to Faye.

“But I want to come,” she retorted as she held up her poleaxe.

“I’ll call you out if it’s safe,” I said.

I instructed my Lightning Elemental to stay with Faye, and then I sheathed my scimitar and reached for my Summoner’s Silver Longbow of the Xenosmilus instead.

I shot one last nod at Faye before I hurried into the dark hallway.

My Fenrir had left a path of dead Dax soldiers, and I followed it down the corridor, away from the galley. I kicked the Dax weapons away from the bodies as I moved, just in case, and I counted the dead bodies. Nine. That should mean we were down to the last ten Dax soldiers left, and I was more determined than ever to get these rat bastards off my ship.

I’d been so consumed with saving the crew still onboard that I had barely thought about what was going on planetside. I just had to assume Captain Cross had everything under control, and I refocused on the mission in front of me.

I suddenly heard a loud yelp, followed by a thump, and the rune on my Wolf’s Hour ring illuminated. My Fenrir had taken a lethal hit. But, thanks to the Allied Vengeance rune on my necklace, the death of my Fenrir gave me temporary increased strength, speed, and agility, so I activated my speed sequence and sprinted down the hall to kill the Dax bastards that slew my Fenrir.

As I approached a fork in the corridor, I realized it was quiet. Then I heard the undeniable crackling sound of a portal being opened, followed by the sound of dozens and dozens of footsteps.

I pressed myself against the wall and carefully peered around the corner.

The portal was bright purple, and Dax soldiers spilled out of it relentlessly, like blood from an open wound.

“Shit,” I mumbled.

My job had just gotten a lot harder, but there was no time to hesitate.

“Nick!”

I turned around to see Faye hurrying toward me, but she’d abandoned her poleaxe and found a Dax plasma gun instead. Her eyes were wild but determined, and she stepped over the dead Dax bodies like they were nothing more than an inconvenience.

My Lightning Elemental hovered at her shoulder with a bloodthirsty look on its little blue face.

“Faye, you shouldn’t be here. The Dax just opened a portal, and more came on the ship.” I knew the beautiful blonde woman just wanted to help, but I couldn’t really use any of my Lich items while she was watching, and that was going to make this battle even harder.

“I don’t care,” Faye whispered back as she squared her shoulders. “This ship saved me, and I’m willing to die for it.”

“I’m not going to let that happen,” I said as I tightened my grip on my longbow. “You need to go back to the galley and--”

“No!” she hissed. “I’m staying. I need to help you.”

“I’m a knight,” I argued. “I can take care of myself. I just need you to get out of my way so I can--”

“Please,” she begged me as she blinked her blue eyes. “I… I’d rather die with you here than sit alone back there praying that you live through this.”

“Okay,” I sighed, since I knew I couldn’t convince her. “Cover me with that rifle. I’m going to summon some pets to help.”

“Got it,” she whispered, and then I used my nanorunes and activated the runes on my scimitar again to split the portal and summon another Lightning Elemental.

Then I summoned a few Void Serpents. The Wolf’s Hour had an hour cool-down period, so I wouldn’t be able to summon another Fenrir for a while, but I did have the Skull of Godafre knuckles, so if I could get a Dax close enough to touch, I could use them on him.

“Alright,” I said to my summoned beasts. “You know what to do.”

I motioned for my creatures to attack, and I followed them around the corner and right into battle.

This was going to be really, really damn hard without my Lich abilities, but I hadn’t seen any Star Spears in the group of Dax, just regular soldiers, so I didn’t think this fight was going to be impossible.

Just hard.

The Dax let out a shout as they noticed my pets charging around the corner, and I realized there had to be at least a hundred of the black-clad soldiers on my ship. The power was still off, but my Elementals provided a faint glow so I could still see the Dax moving. There was no time to hesitate, so I leaned around the corner and fired off arrow after arrow into the group of men.

I almost didn’t need to aim, and my glowing void arrows ripped into the masses just as my pets plowed into them. Within a few seconds, dozens of Dax warriors were dead, and I started to believe that I could do this without my Lich abilities.

Faye leaned around the corner under me, and she worked the plasma gun as best as she could, and after a few wide shots, she seemed to get the hang of it. Meanwhile, my Lightning Elementals were tearing Dax eyes out while my Void Serpents slithered around the bastards’ necks and squeezed the life right out of them.

A half-dozen Dax soldiers rushed toward where Faye and I shot at them, but we managed to kill half of them before they made it to us. At the last possible second, I hung my bow on my back, pulled out my scimitar, and stepped fully around the corner so that I could block them from getting to Faye.

“Jerarr!” the first Dax warrior screamed at me as he tried to axe my helmet, but I simply reached up with my right hand to catch his wrists where he held his weapon and then rammed my curved blade through his stomach. His guts spilled out at his feet before he collapsed, and then I yanked the blade out and parried the next warrior’s spear strike before it could even get close to my armor.

My movement made the spear tip slam into the wall with a sharp shriek, and I grabbed onto the haft of the weapon with my right hand and yanked the weapon toward me. The Dax warrior was too stubborn to let go, but that was okay with me. He gasped as his body staggered toward me, and then I slammed my helmet down into his and heard his face dent inward like the sound of a breaking tree branch.

My opponent fell back with his face dented in like a smashed rubber ball. If the man wasn’t dead, he’d wish he was when he woke up from his coma, and I couldn’t help but smirk at the third man, who’s boots skidded across the deck as he realized I’d just taken out his two companions in half a second.

I could almost see the gears in his head grind together as he tried to figure out how to fight me, but before he could come up with a plan, I stepped forward with a kick that connected with his stomach. Something in the man snapped with the sound of a breaking carrot, and then I quickly cut the top half of his skull and helmet off from the rest of his head with a quick flick of my scimitar.

Even with my left hand, I was pretty damn good with the sword.

I suddenly went flying backwards from an invisible hit and slammed into the wall at the end of the hallway some three meters behind me. I scrambled to my feet and looked around for the source of the blow, but before I could register what had happened, I was being thrown backward through the air again.

“What the…” I pushed myself to my feet a second time, and I took a quick second to read my prot-belt.

Prot-field: 37%

Shit. That wasn’t good.

I looked around for Faye, and I saw that she had been knocked to the ground as well, and a Dax soldier was fast approaching her.

“No!” I screamed as I grasped my Skull of Godafre knuckles, and dove into the man.

I didn’t really punch him, my knuckles just barely scraped his arm, but then the Mindfire rune worked instantly. The Dax soldier’s body went stiff for a moment, and I backed away quickly. A beat passed, then two, and suddenly the Dax spun around and sprinted at his own men just as they were running down the hallway toward us. The confused Dax stabbed one of his colleagues in the neck and then picked up his dead body and hurled it at another group of Dax soldiers, who went flying into the wall. The afflicted soldier then rushed the fallen soldiers and twisted each of their necks with consecutive popping noises.

His dead friends hadn’t even had a chance to react.

“Shit,” I hissed under my breath. I hadn’t realized that the enemies confused by the Mindfire rune would get increased strength, but there was no other explanation for how crazy this guy had become.

“What the fuck is that?” Faye screamed in disbelief.

“It’s a new item,” I replied as I waved my knuckles at her, and then I turned and slammed my fist-weapon into a Dax who attempted to sneak up on me.

Seconds later, he was attacking his own men, as well.

“That’s so scary,” Faye gasped before she turned and shot an oncoming Dax soldier square between the eyes.

We continued to fight off the Dax soldiers, but they were really bearing down on us. I also noticed a few of them slipping away from the fight, so I knew the other crew members on board were still in danger.

Suddenly, I heard a loud crash in the distance, but I didn’t have even a second to investigate. Three Dax soldiers ran at me in unison, and I had to use every ounce of concentration to fight them off. One of them got a good hit against my chest armor before I slammed my silver knuckles into the side of his head, and soon there was another feral Dax soldier attacking his own.

“Looks like you could use some help!” I heard a voice shout, and I spun to see Olav standing in the middle of the hallway with a wide grin on his face. He had a headlamp on and a halberd in his hand, and behind him, Commander Reynolds held her hooked swords.

They both looked ready to fight.

“About time!” I called out, but I couldn’t stop the smile that came to my face. “Commander! They’re going for the hostages in the galley.”

“On it,” she said and sprinted toward the galley.

“Sorry, we were busy stopping a coup,” Olav said as he sliced the head off a Dax soldier in one fell swoop.

“Well?” I paused to stab a Dax through the stomach. “Did you stop it?”

“It’s a work in progress,” Olav answered as he took out another two Dax soldiers at once. “We figured we’d take a break and come help you lot out.”

“Olav, look out!” Faye screamed, and then she blasted the head off a Dax that was attempting to sneak up behind the large berserker.

Olav wiped the Dax blood off his face before he pointed across the hallway at Faye with a huge, maniacal grin on his face.

“You’re a fucking hero, cook!” he cackled. Then he kicked a Dax soldier so hard, I heard the fucker’s ribs crack from where I was standing.

I felt another surge of energy now that we had Olav and Reynolds fighting with us, but my optimism was short-lived as another portal crackled into existence. Dozens more Dax soldiers poured into our ship, and I curled my free hand into a fist. I could feel that my prot field was almost gone, and I knew the three of us wouldn’t be able to hold off another hundred Dax soldiers. But the fighting continued on, and we ended up backed into a workshop that I’d never been in before. Faye, Olav, and I continued to battle the Dax, but they were relentless.

“Nick…” Faye said in a worried tone and inched closer to me.

“I know,” I replied as I cut down two men who had made it past Olav.

Suddenly, I felt a searing pain on my chest. I looked down to my chestplate and realized that the Overlord’s Heart under the armor was burning my skin. I reached for the amulet, and when I wrapped my fingers around it, I felt every nanorune in my body activate.

Before I could understand what was happening, I was suddenly levitating into the air.

“What…” I inhaled sharply as I rose high above the battle.

The fighting below paused for a moment as every face in the hallway turned toward me. The pause was short lived, and soon the Dax started firing plasma guns and chucking blades my way, but the amulet seemed to give me some sort of shield, because the projectiles all bounced away from me.

Then the obsidian stone in the amulet burned even brighter, and I had to let it go before it seared into my skin. The lich amulet continued to hang, suspended in the air in front of me, and it started to vibrate violently.

Something big was about to happen.

“Faye! Olav! Take cover!” I screamed.

Before I had time to see if they had, the amulet suddenly exploded into hundreds of rays of black laser beams, and each beam shot through every Dax soldier below me. Their bodies fell to the floor almost simultaneously, and the corridor was left eerily quiet while I was still suspended in the air.

Then the Overlord’s Heart was cracked into dozens of pieces, and it fell limply around my neck. As soon as it fell to my chest, my levitating powers disappeared, and I went crashing to the ground.

“Ouch,” I muttered as I pushed myself up.

Olav and Faye came running over to me.

“What in the queen’s underwear was that, Lyons?” Olav asked with a baffled look on his face.

“That was incredible,” Faye whispered, and her eyes were wide with awe. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

“Seriously,” Olav grunted as he tilted his head. “What was that? It looked like something a Lich knight would use.”

“I guess the cat’s out of the bag now,” I sighed as I glanced at my destroyed amulet. “It’s a Lich item. I’m training to be a Lich.”

“You little sneak,” Olav said, and his voice was still full of wonder. “Well, if it helps us out in a tight spot like that, don’t you dare give up your training. Leith will understand.”

“It is safe to use Lich items?” Faye gasped.

Before I could respond, there was a loud crash from the direction of the galley.

“Come on,” I said as I started to run. “Reynolds is alone with gods know how many Dax.”

When we reached the galley, Reynolds was protecting the group of cooks from six Dax soldiers who had their weapons raised. She swung her swords every time any of them got too close, but she couldn’t really advance on them without risking a flank that would endanger the defenseless men and women unconscious behind her.

“Not on my watch,” Olav snarled as he stormed into the galley.

The berserker grabbed two of the Dax by the back of their uniforms and slammed them together. Their heads knocked against each other and rendered them both unconscious, and then Olav dropped them to the ground while Reynolds used the distraction to impale the third Dax soldier on her sword.

I killed one by cutting his head off with my scimitar, but my blade got stuck in the armored piece of his shoulder, so I let go of my weapon, grabbed the Necroscythe of Resurrection from my back, and then sliced the other two men clean in half with one long sweep of the wicked weapon

“Thanks,” Reynolds said breathlessly as she eyed my scythe. “Nice blade.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled as I turned to find Faye. She was standing by the doorway some fifty meters away covering us with her rifle, and probably couldn’t hear what we were saying.

“Did you know he was training to be a Lich?” Olav whispered to Reynolds. “You should really train him.”

“I have been training him, you nitwit,” Reynolds groaned.

“Ohhhhhhh,” Olav laughed. “Well… that makes a lot of sense now.”

Suddenly, the ship whirred back to life as all the lights switched back on, and Faye let out a grateful whoop as she ran up to meet us.

“Nick, you’re bleeding,” Reynolds pointed out.

I looked down to see a stream of blood pouring from my arm.

“Oh, I hadn’t even noticed,” I said.

Olav moved quickly and slapped a medkit under my armor and over the wound. Then he glanced around at the destruction in the galley.

“Looks like you did a pretty good job in here.” His eyes fell on the still unconscious Dax soldiers that were tied up, and his eyes bugged out of his head. “Are they alive?”

“Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “I thought it might be useful to have some hostages.”

“This is perfect,” Reynolds said as her face lit up. “We need to tell the Captain.”

The commander got on her comms straight away, and I turned to Olav.

“What’s happening with the coup?” I asked, and I was suddenly itching to get back into the action, even though my prot-field was dangerously low.

“We managed to stop it before it really started,” Olav replied. “But fighting still broke out.”

“Dax?”

“Yeah, and some rotten Rutheni,” Olav said with a nod. “But we were doing a pretty good job of holding them off.”

“We need to go,” Reynolds said as she joined us again. “We need to bring as many hostages as we can back to the palace.”

“How are we going to…” Olav began, but he stopped when Commander Reynolds pulled out her own amulet. “What’s that?”

Reynolds activated the rune and murmured a command, and suddenly all the unconscious Dax soldiers stood up as one unit.

“Been a while since I’ve seen you use your--”

“We can discuss this later,” Reynolds interrupted the berserker as she threw a quick glance at Faye. “We need to get back to the others.”

“Moses,” I said suddenly. “He’s hurt.”

“We’ll send Natali back when we get there,” Reynolds said, but I caught the flicker of concern on her face.

“I’ll stay with them,” Faye said as she laid a hand on my elbow.

“Forget that, you’re coming with me, cook.” Olav grinned and slapped a hand on the blonde’s shoulder. “I might need you to save my life again.”

“She’s a civilian,” Reynolds said with a shake of her head. “She stays. Now come on, we need to get moving.”

I gave Faye a quick kiss goodbye, which brought a huge smile to her face, and then she bounded off with her plasma gun to find the others while Reynolds’ lich amulet guided the Dax hostages to the skiff bay.

The skiffs were still waiting for us, and we split the twenty-five hostages between them all by instructing the Dax soldiers to pile on top of each other until they fit. Then we each manned a skiff and headed back to the Rutheni palace with Commander Reynolds in the lead.

“It looks dead down there,” I commented into the comms helmet.

“Whole planet is on lockdown,” Reynolds answered in my ear. “King’s last order before he was slain.”

“They killed the king?” I gasped.

“Prince Benediktus did the honors himself,” Olav sneered.

“Sick bastard killed his own father.” I shook my head in disgust. “What about the Princess?”

“Captain got her to safety,” Reynolds said. “She’s okay. We eliminated most of the other corrupt Rutheni, now it’s just a few Dax, Benediktus, and Guntram left.”

“Unless Cap has killed them by now,” Olav pointed out. “Then we can offload these Dax bastards.”

“Follow me,” Reynolds instructed.

We swooped our skiffs down after the commander’s as she led us to the large courtyard in front of the palace. Then we heard her voice echoing loudly outside the skiffs as she used the amplification system.

“Guntram, Benediktus!” Reynolds barked. “We have twenty-five Dax hostages here. Lay down your arms if you want them to live.”

We waited with bated breath until the doors of the palace flung open a minute later, and a slew of Dax soldiers ran out with their weapons pointed at us.

“Fools,” Olav barked before he opened up the cannons on his skiff. All three of us laid down heavy fire until the dozen or so Dax soldiers were lying in bloody piles on the ground.

“That all you got?” Olav shouted in my ear.

“I repeat,” Reynolds said into the amplifier. “We have twenty-five Dax hostages here. Lay down your arms if you want them to live.”

Reynolds repeated the announcement in Rutheni, and then we waited. The palace doors were quiet for a few moments until finally Guntram emerged from the palace with his empty hands held high.

“Please!” he called out in Caledonian. “No more death.”

“That’s rich coming from him,” I said with a snort of laughter.

“Commander, let me take him out,” Olav begged.

Guntram continued to approach the hovering skiffs slowly, but I could tell by the way his eyes darted around that he was planning something.

Sure enough, a moment later, he flicked his wrist down, and suddenly the courtyard was swarming with black-clad Dax soldiers, and all of their guns were pointed at us.

“Fuckers,” Olav muttered into the mic before he opened up the guns on the skiff again.

I locked my eyes on Guntram and aimed the skiff’s canons right at him. Then, suddenly, he disappeared into thin air.

“What the fuck?” I growled. “Commander, did you--”

“I saw,” Reynolds said in my ear, and I could hear the frown in her voice.

We didn’t have much time to ponder the phenomenon because the Dax were firing their plasma guns at us relentlessly. We fired back, but I knew our ammo was going to be running low soon. The skiffs were primarily transport vehicles, they weren’t designed to withstand heavy battle conditions.

“Shit, I’ve been hit!” Olav suddenly yelled out, and I glanced out to the left to see the berserker’s skiff barreling toward the ground.

“Brace yourself, Knight Kjeldsen,” the commander instructed in a calm voice, and it suddenly struck me why the Lich knight was such a great commander.

She could stay calm in the face of anything.

“This is going to hurt… oooft--” Olav’s mic cut off as he crashed into the ground, and his skiff was instantly surrounded by Dax soldiers.

“We need to get down there!” I shouted.

“Follow my lead,” Reynolds said.

The commander suddenly swooped her skiff wide and started to descend. She maneuvered the skiff expertly while continuing to fire at the black-uniformed soldiers below, and I followed in her wake and managed to dodge the plasma blasts while keeping the skiff on course.

“You’re getting pretty good with that skiff, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said in my ear.

“Thanks, Commander.” I grinned as I dove the craft under another plasma blast.

“Now, we’re going to-- oomph-- shit. I’m hit!” Reynolds’ skiff mimicked Olav’s and startled to hurtle toward the ground.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw an unusual movement. I whipped my head around to see two Dax soldiers kneel down to prop up a large cannon-like gun, and a third Dax took up position behind the cannon and aimed it at Reynolds’ spiraling skiff.

“Commander, your three o’clock!” I screamed as I instinctively swerved my skiff toward the trio of soldiers.

My movement caught their attention, and they started to shift the cannon to aim at me instead, but I opened up the throttle and swooped down. I aimed my right skid at the soldiers by adjusting the rudders and punched the skiff down. I heard their screams as the skid sliced through them, and then a stream of blood splattered against the front window.

“Take that, fuckers,” I muttered before I swung the skiff back around.

Reynolds’ skiff had crashed not too far from Olav’s fallen one. My heart pounded in my chest as I scanned the skiffs for any sign of life, but my focus was interrupted by the continued plasma blasts from the Dax below. Then I glanced around at the ground and realized even more Dax had joined the fight.

There were at least three hundred soldiers, and I saw a few heavily armored figures in the mass of troops that could only be Star Spears.

Shit.

Suddenly, I caught a flash of movement in Reynolds’ skiff, and I gritted my teeth in determination. If I was going to die in battle, I was going to go down fighting.

I slammed on the rudders and redirected the skiff toward Reynolds, and as I sliced through the air, a shadow suddenly darkened my vision.

I peered up to see a Caledonian spaceship hovering above the battle. Within moments, the cargo bay doors lowered, and Caledonian knights from the Intrepid poured out of the ship with jetpacks on their backs. My fellow knights dropped directly into the swarm of Dax soldiers below like cannonballs into a pond of algae, and the battle truly kicked off.

“Just in time,” I sighed as I focused my attention back on the stranded skiffs. Then I opened up the throttle as I lowered my craft down.

Reynolds’ feet suddenly came crashing through the front window of her skiff, and I felt a jolt of relief as her face appeared from the freshly kicked hole.

“I’m coming, Commander!” I called out as I pulled back on the cyclic control stick.

I pulled up and hovered above the commander’s skiff as she climbed out of the wreckage. Once she was clear, I lowered down, and Reynolds leapt up and grabbed onto the skid just as a Dax soldier lunged for her. She held onto the skid tightly as she delivered a double kick to the Dax’s chest. Then she expertly swung her legs up to wrap them around the railings, and the dark-haired woman pulled herself up enough to yank the door open and collapse inside.

“Great rescue, Knight Lyons,” she panted as she pulled herself up into the cockpit. “Now, we need to get Knight Kjeldsen.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said as I swung the craft around.

“I need a weapon to shoot down at these assholes,” she muttered as she turned toward the back of the skiff. “Oh, that’ll do.”

Reynolds stood and ducked into the back of the skiff. Then she emerged holding an unconscious Dax soldier across her shoulder. She staggered to the open door and tossed the unconscious body out of the skiff, and we watched as it crashed into the Dax soldiers below.

“Nice.” I smirked as I lowered the skiff toward Olav’s, but I was forced to lurch to the left to avoid being struck by a plasma gun.

Reynolds kept tossing the Dax hostages over the side of the skiff as I circled above Olav’s skiff and fired into the sea of soldiers below. I had to be more careful now to avoid hitting the RTF Intrepid knights, but luckily they were keeping the Dax occupied, so the skiff was taking less fire.

“Unngh,” Reynolds grunted as she hurled another Dax overboard. “That was the last one.”

“I haven’t seen him yet, ma’am,” I said, and I tried to keep the worry from my voice.

“He’s down there, you just keep doing what you’re doing,” the commander said confidently, and she ducked into the back of the skiff again and emerged with a plasma gun.

Then she posted up at the door and braced her legs against the skid as she aimed the gun down.

I continued to circle over the area while the Intrepid knights took on the Dax below. I fired whenever I had a clear shot, but the Dax just seemed to keep coming and coming. Luckily, they seemed contained to the courtyard, but I knew it wouldn’t be long until they started terrorizing the innocent citizens of Rutheni, as well.

“There he is!” Reynolds called out as she pointed at the crumpled skiff down below.

Olav elbowed his way through the cracked window of his fallen skiff, and he pulled his large chest and arms through the hole to reveal a long, bulky plasma gun.

“You fuckers are going to have to try harder if you want to kill me!” Olav bellowed as he opened fire into the Dax soldiers.

“Olav, behind you!” Reynolds screamed.

The mohawked berserker whipped around just in time to see the blade hurtling toward him. He raised his arm just in time, and the knife embedded itself into his forearm instead of his skull.

Olav let out a roar of agony as blood poured from his wound, but the sound turned from pained to panicked as his arm started to turn black.

“Something’s wrong, we need to get him out now, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said sharply.

“Yes, ma’am!”

I strafed another plasma blast as I closed the distance between us and Olav. He reached up with his good arm, and he grabbed onto the skid. I pulled up instantly, and Reynolds reached out the door to help pull him into the skiff.

“Shit, shit, shit!” Olav seethed through clenched teeth as he pulled himself up into a seated position on the skiff. He held his wounded arm close to his chest, and dark blood continued to pour out of it. “My fucking blood is black, what the fuck is that about?”

“Head to the Intrepid, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds instructed as she kneeled down next to Olav.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said as I pulled the skiff high into the air and aimed it at the RTF Intrepid.

“Aaaargh,” Olav grunted as Reynolds pulled the berserker’s arm toward her.

“How does it feel?” she asked.

“Hurts like a bitch.” Olav winced as the commander turned his arm over. “Ma’am.”

“The knife needs to come out,” Reynolds said, and she glanced over her shoulder at me. “It must have some sort of poison rune.”

“We’re almost there,” I said as I headed toward the open cargo bay on the Caledonian ship.

The RTF crew onboard gestured for me to enter the skiff bay, so I navigated the aircraft at their instruction. Then I slid the skiff down and landed smoothly, and fellow Caledonians flooded the vessel immediately.

I turned just in time to see Olav’s eyes roll into the back of his skull, and then his head lolled limply on his neck.

“We need the ship’s doctor!” Commander Reynolds called out. “Now!”

“Get the doctor!” the crew began to echo her command instantly.

“Come on, we’ll get him the med bay,” an Intrepid knight said, and he hopped into the skiff and helped Reynolds hoist the large berserker to his feet.

I jumped out of the pilot’s seat and followed as they led Olav off the skiff.

“Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said over her shoulder. “Excellent work. Now go help the others, I’ll be down as soon as I can.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

“Come on, I’ll get you sorted,” a nearby knight said, and he stuck his hand out. “I’m Knight Keanu Bayett, recently qualified shield knight.”

The man looked like he was a couple years older than me, and he had a shimmer of pride when he spoke of his recent specialty. He seemed genuine and eager, exactly the kind of shield knight I wanted at my side.

I grinned and shook his hand.

“Nice to meet you, I’m Knight Nick Lyons, li-- uh, summoner in training,” I said.

“Summoner? We’ve got one on our ship. She’s down there somewhere in the action. Not many of you around anymore. I’m happy to meet ya.” Keanu grinned as he gestured for me to follow him. “Looks like we got here just in the nick of time, eh?”

“You have no idea,” I said with a grateful smile.

Keanu led us to a wall of equipment and pulled a jetpack off a hook. Then he held it up and grinned.

“Ever used one of these?” he asked.

“Nope,” I said with a shake of my head. “My crew isn’t a big fan of them.”

“They take some getting used to.” Keanu shrugged and gestured for me to turn around. “But I saw you navigating that skiff, I’m sure this will be a piece of cake for you.”

“I’m not sure about that, but I appreciate the vote of confidence,” I chuckled as I slipped my arms through the straps and hoisted the jetpack onto my back.

It was surprisingly light, and it actually felt pretty comfortable as Keanu strapped my arms onto the handles. It also somehow managed to meld around the weapons strapped to my back so I could still carry them into battle.

“Steer with the right hand and shoot with the left” Keanu instructed. “Speed is controlled by your feet. Don’t worry, I’ll be right next to you if you struggle at any point.”

I settled into the jetpack as Keanu quickly shrugged his own on. Then he led us to the open bay doors as other Intrepid knights rushed around and prepared to enter the battle.

“You ready, Knight Lyons?” Keanu met my eyes and smiled.

“Let’s do this, Knight Bayett.” I grinned back.

Keanu stepped forward into the air and pressed down on the pedal next to his foot. I watched him soar through the air and studied his technique for a few moments, and when I felt confident enough, I nodded and followed suit. My stomach lurched as I stepped out onto nothing, but instinct kicked in, and I pumped down on the pedal. Then I felt the jetpack whirr on my back as it kept me afloat.

“I knew you’d be a natural!” Keanu called out to me. “Now, let’s get down there!”

My new friend took off toward the battle, and I followed hot on his heels. I tested out the guns on the jetpack by flicking the control stick in my left hand, and a bright blue laser beam shot out from my left handle and struck a Dax soldier below straight through the chest.

“Great shot!” Keanu shouted before he gestured at the courtyard below. “Where we going?”

I scanned the courtyard where the RTF Intrepid knights were fighting valiantly against the Dax. Then I glanced at the palace, which seemed eerily quiet, and I narrowed my eyes as my heart started to thump in my chest.

“Palace!” I called out in response.

“You got it!” Keanu hollered, and we zoomed toward the Rutheni palace.

When we reached the grand structure, we quickly descended and landed at a run on the large marble steps of the palace. We continued to run toward the open door as we shrugged off our jetpacks, but we stopped when someone emerged from the palace.

Richard.

“Nick!” my friend cried out in relief, and he stumbled toward us.

I noticed blood trickling from his nose, and his face looked swollen.

“You alright, buddy?” I asked as I rushed to my friend.

“The Prince… is getting away,” Richard breathed before he collapsed into my arms.
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Chapter 22

“Richard!” I cried out as I lowered my friend to the ground.

Blood spurted out of a wound on his back, but he was still breathing. I reached for the medkits on my vest, but they weren’t there, and I suddenly remembered using them all to save Moses’ life.

“I’ve got it,” Keanu said quickly as he reached for his own vest. He handed me a medkit, and together we patched Richard up as much as we could. Then Keanu jerked his head toward the palace, where the battle was still raging inside. “You go, I’ll take care of him.”

“Are you sure?” I asked as I looked down at my friend, whose eyes were fluttering behind his eyelids.

“Go, my mom was a nurse her whole life, I’ve got this,” Keanu insisted.

I heard a shrill, pained scream from inside the palace, and I knew I had no choice.

“He’s my friend, and his brother is in there.”

“I won’t let him die,” Keanu assured me. “Now go.”

Keanu and I nodded at each other, and then I pushed myself up from the ground and sprinted straight into the palace. There had already been too many serious injuries during this battle, I wasn’t going to let any more of them happen.

I paused just inside the door to assess the situation. The large foyer had been transformed into a battlefield, and it was littered with the remnants of expensive Rutheni artwork and bloodied bodies. Dax soldiers were everywhere in their black uniforms, and they fought against the Rutheni guards defending the palace. But a few rotten Rutheni knights were fighting alongside the Dax, which made it confusing. Amongst the sea of soldiers, I spotted some of my friends in their RTF uniforms, and they were all still fighting valiantly in the disorienting mix.

I ducked behind a stand that had once housed a marble bust to avoid a plasma blast, and then I peeked out from behind it. Across the room, I spotted Nathan locked in battle with two Dax soldiers at the same time, and I could tell he wasn’t doing well.

I quickly pulled out my longbow and yanked back the string to load up a void arrow. Then I took aim, exhaled, and released. The glowing arrow soared through the air and embedded itself into the neck of one of the Dax soldiers, and Nathan sliced the second one down with his poleaxe. Then my friend looked around, and when he found me, his eyes widened.

“Nick!” Nathan called out from across the room. “Richard… did you…”

“He’s okay!” I called back. “He’s being taken care of.”

“Thank the gods,” Nathan said, and even from across the battle, I could see the relief on his face.

I knew the twins were connected in a way that the rest of us could never be, and I silently hoped Keanu was keeping Richard alive like he promised.

I scanned the battle again, and I spotted Neville and Leith amongst a sea of Dax. I knew that the knights from the Intrepid would get here eventually, and I didn’t want to explain a lot of Lich knight minions around, so I sheathed my bow and pulled out a Knife of Storm and Skull of Godafre brass knuckles, and then I rushed over to help my friends.

“There you are,” Neville said with a grin. “I was worried you were missing all the fun.

“Sorry, I was busy saving the ship from a whole bunch of Dax,” I said as I drove my Knife of Storm into a Dax soldier’s back. Then I punched another soldier in the face and his skull exploded like a can of soda being hit with a four-kilogram sledgehammer.

“Typical,” Leith said with an eye roll as he slammed a Dax against the wall. “Always too busy to spend time with me, your beloved and charming mentor.”

“Just doing my job,” I chuckled before I activated my rune and summoned a Void Serpent into the battle.

I watched as the long, scaly serpent took out two Dax with a wide swipe of its tail, and then it slithered to a nearby fallen Dax, wrapped itself around his throat, and squeezed the last remaining life out of him.

“Nice,” Neville commended before he embedded a blade into the eye of an approaching Dax soldier.

It felt good to fight alongside my friends again, and we worked our way through the Dax bastards. Bodies fell left and right, but the Dax were relentless. I half expected another portal to open, but something told me this coup wasn’t going the way the Dax had planned, and I wouldn’t be entirely surprised if they cut their losses and stopped sending soldiers here to die.

“Have you seen any Dax Star Spears?” I asked.

“Negative,” Neville said. “How about you?”

“I think I spotted a few outside, but the Intrepid knights will probably fight them.”

“Ugh. Why do they get to have all the fun?” Leith sighed.

As we fought on, more Caledonian knights from the RTF Intrepid filed into the palace and joined us in battle.

“Where’s the prince?” I called out as I suddenly remembered Richard’s words.

“I dunno.” Leith frowned, and his eyes darted back and forth.

I glanced over the warring crowd, but all I could see was blood and soaring weapons. Then I spotted a tapestry that was slightly askew, and I squinted at it in suspicion.

“I’m on it!” I called out.

I pulled out my bow and summoned a greater void cat, then I raised my Wolf’s Hour and hoped it had been an hour. A moment later, I breathed a sigh of relief when my Fenrir appeared, and I sent both of the massive void beasts out ahead of me and followed the wake of their path. The Dax cried out in terror when they saw the two beasts begin to tear into the mass of their warriors, and they quickly tried to fall back and build up a defensive line, but I wasn’t really telling my pets to kill everyone, I just wanted them to cut me a path to the tapestry, so I was able to quickly surf through the chaos.

As soon as I got to the tapestry, I pushed it aside to find a door behind it that was still half open. The dark corridor behind the door was a bit too tight for my pets to fit through, so I told them to guard the entrance so that no Dax could come in behind me, and then I ran through the doorway.

“Hurry!” I heard a voice hiss up way ahead in the dark distance, so I moved as silently as I could behind the voices.

Sporadic flame torches lined the walls, and a slick dampness coated everything. After a half a minute or so of following, the air started to become stinky with the smell of sewage, and my helmet’s filtration system kicked in.

“Someone comes from behind!” I heard a voice call out, and I hissed under my breath as I stopped.

The path bent slightly to the right, and I couldn’t quite see around the curve, but I also couldn’t hear anyone approaching or walking away, so I figured the men I chased had stopped.

“Show yourself!” I heard a voice command. “By order of the prince and prime minister!”

I didn’t recognize the voice, so I guessed it was a guard shouting the order. It made sense that they had an escort, but I couldn’t get a good idea of the actual number of warriors until I showed myself to them. I also realized that the longer I spent trying to figure out what to do, the more likely that the guards would wait here to fight me while the prince and prime minister escaped. I had no idea how long this tunnel was, but there could be a skiff waiting for them to escape just a few dozen meters farther down.

I needed to act.

I pulled out my Necroscythe of Resurrection and moved forward until I cleared the slight bend and could see the group ahead of me. I quickly made out two Ruthenian knights, five normal soldiers with plasma pistols and swords, and the prince and prime minister cowering close behind them.

I wasn’t too worried about the soldiers, but the knights immediately drew my eye. Both men wore decorative armor that added probably a full half meter of girth and height to their already massive bodies, and their faces looked grizzled and unfazed by my presence. These weren’t young knights. They were probably the elite guards of the king, and my guess was further confirmed when both men pulled out beautiful, bear-emblazoned tower shields and longswords that began to glow with a golden light.

Fuck.

“Your prince and prime minister have killed the king,” I said to the two knights. I knew it was probably futile to try and convince them that they were supporting the wrong team, especially since they might not even speak my language, but I figured talking my way out of this was going to be easier than fighting.

The two grizzled knights didn’t say anything, but then the knight on my left moved to touch his prot belt, and I knew shit was about to go down.

I might not have been as experienced or have as good a gear as these two knights, but I’d spent hours fucking around with my nanoabilities, so I was quicker than both of them to activate my teleport and appear right behind everyone.

The prime minister tried to shout out in his language, but I smacked him in the face with the haft of my scythe while I activated my Raise Bloodbeast Sigil.

The ground beneath the entire group began to glow with a sickly red color just as I brought the blade of my Lich weapon around to behead the soldier closest to me.

The prince shouted something in his language that was probably “he’s behind us,” but by the time everyone turned around, my scythe had ripped the body of a second soldier in half and I’d kicked the prince and prime minister back away from their guards.

The entire passage was now illuminated with a red glow, and the two corpses began to shake as they morphed into bloodbeasts. It was going to take a few seconds for my minions to form, so I focused on fighting defensively until then.

I blocked a sword thrust from a soldier with the blade of my scythe and then headbutted another hard enough to shatter his helmet and knock him unconscious. The last one tried to step back so he could get some distance from me, but the two big knights were trying to get past him, and the three of them got tangled up long enough for me to twirl my scythe around and rip the man I had knocked on the ground in half.

One more bloodbeast for my cause.

I spun away from the two knights, held my weapon horizontal, and then used the pole of my scythe to knock back the prince and prime minister just as they were trying to stand. Both men cried out as soon as my weapon smacked into their chests, and they tumbled back on their asses like two old women who had tripped on their dresses.

My three bloodbeasts were fully formed now, and they launched themselves at the soldiers since they were still standing in front of the knights. The soldier whose sword I had blocked died as the two malformed abominations tore into him, but the second one got saved by one of the knights, who managed to step in front and slam the creature away with his shield.

My minion wasn’t quite dead and now a fourth was springing up from the glowing rune circle, so I counted it as a small win as I stepped back to the edge of my Raise Bloodbeast Sigil.

One of the knights shouted something to the other two men as he looked down at the red rune circle, but they were in a bit of a pickle since they had to either plow through my minions and then me to step out of it, or retreat back far enough so that I couldn’t hit them, and then they wouldn’t be able to defend their leaders.

I suddenly felt my Allied Vengeance rune surge twice, and I realized that my void cat and wolf had died in battle. That meant that more enemies might be coming after me, but my opponents didn’t know that, so they tried to push into me with sword strikes while they blocked my bloodbeasts with their shields.

I didn’t have a shield, but the long half and curved blade of my scythe allowed me to make sweeping parries while I stepped back. Angry sparks of red, black, and gold appeared when the blades of our weapons collided, and the sound of the screeching metal echoed down the long damp hallways like angry banshees.

I keyed my Greater Might and Agility rune to give me 30% extra strength and some leg speed, but then each knight killed one of my bloodbeasts as they moved forward. This gave me an extra burst of stats from my Pendant of Lesser Vengeance, and I felt an incredible power surge through my body. My helmet display showed that I was at 90% improved strength from the death of all my pets, but then the enemy knights killed one of the bloodbeasts just as it managed to bite into the throat of the last soldier, and my strength jumped up to 100%.

The knight on my left shimmered for half a second, and I threw my body to the side as he instantly dashed forward with his sword out. His strike almost knocked my scythe away, but my enhanced strength kept it in my grip, and I tried to keep my face calm as I spun my weapon around and slammed the blade down over his shield.

I expected him to block it, and he did, but I didn’t expect to hear him grunt with the effort. I guessed he hadn’t expected me to be that strong, so pressed down harder with my weapon to get him to really commit to the block before I stepped forward and kicked out at his shin.

My leg caught right below his knee at just the right angle, and the knight’s entire body twisted sideways as he stumbled. He was fast as fuck though, and I had to jump back to avoid his sword blade twisting around to cut at my feet.

My last bloodbeast was up now, and I commanded it to jump on the downed knight while I faced the one who was still standing. His eyes narrowed as he shuffled forward, but suddenly his blade seemed to turn into three, and it took every gram of my ability to block each rapid strike.

“Nice… trick…” I hissed as I blocked the sixth crazy attack and then dipped my shoulders down to avoid another. I didn’t know how long his weapon effect would last, but if I’d been any slower I’d be dead by now for sure.

Then the knight on the ground killed my bloodbeast, and a surge of improved stats allowed me to counterattack my opponent.

“Liiiich?” the knight growled as he was suddenly stepping back and trying to parry my rapid strikes. “Caldon… No… Lich?”

“I’m special,” I said as I twisted my scythe around and buried the point in his shoulder.

“Arrrghhh!” the knight cried out as the tip of my scythe pierced into him. His armor really did look badass, but my scythe was impressive, and it did some void damage instead of all physical.

The second knight moved to stab me, so I yanked my weapon back and out of the first knight while I pivoted around and blocked. I got lucky and managed to knock aside all of his thrusts, but the man I’d just stabbed raised his sword and shouted. Before I could get to him his body began to glow green, and his face suddenly regained all of its color.

It was probably some sort of healing ability, and now I was back to square one with these two fucks.

And my stat increase from the Pendant of Lesser Vengeance wasn’t going to last forever. I needed to take one of these assholes out soon or they’d kill me.

The one who hadn’t just healed himself glowed white, and I just instinctively dove back as a beam of light shot out of his shield and cut through the air right where I’d been standing. Then the knight who had just healed himself suddenly split into two glowing white figures.

“Fuck,” I sighed as I swept my scythe in front of me again to keep the three figures at bay. I didn’t think I could summon any more sprites or void snakes because I needed to repair the equipment, or at least, I didn’t want to check during the heat of battle since it would waste time. I was going to need another way to even the odds, so I quickly activated my Shadow Self rune to create 5 duplicates of me, and then I activated my Greater Invisibility rune. This was only going to give me a few seconds of cover, but it was enough time to shove my right hand through my brass knuckles, teleport behind the two knights, and then punch one right in the back of the head.

And I prayed to the queen that either his head would explode or the rune would activate.

His head bounced forward, and he spun around quick enough to scrape his sword across my chestplate, but then I saw his eyes began to blink, and his blade and shield began to drift down toward the ground.

For half a moment, I thought I’d gotten him with the rune, but then he let out a growl and raised his armaments again. He still couldn’t see me, and his friend was busy taking out my void clones, so I risked another punch and connected my fist squarely with the chin of his helmet.

His helm actually dented at the bottom, and he stumbled back with his shield up. He covered his face with the thing, so I stepped to his side and gave him a dead arm on that shoulder, and the armor there dented as if I’d smashed it with a hammer.

The knight swiped his sword to where he thought I was standing, but I was quicker and ducked under it. Then I tripped his legs out from under him with my scythe haft, and punched down at his face again with my brass knuckles.

This strike finally seemed to do it, and his eyes seemed to change to a dull color as he let out a frantic growl. My protfield clones disappeared just then, and I knew I only had two more seconds of invisibility, so I teleported back behind the prince and prime minister and took the time to throw them both on the ground for the third time.

Cause fuck these two assholes.

My invisibility ended, and the knight who had been attacking my clones charged toward me, but before he could make it two steps, the one on the ground caught his leg and tripped him.

The tripped knight shouted with surprise as he turned to his friend, but then the crazy one began to attack, and the non-crazy one was forced to defend himself.

I watched the two men battle for a half a dozen seconds, and the crazy one got three good cuts in that broke through the other knight’s armor, but then the man who wasn’t under the effects of the Mindfire rune began to glow green again.

I jumped into the melee and began to attack the knight, but he pivoted and used his shield to stop my attacks while he fended off his former friend with his sword. Then he started to glow blue, and a wide patch of energy twice the size of his shield expanded from the item. My scythe bounced harmlessly off the energy field, and the other knight was able to kind of pivot to his side so he could deal with his friend and ignore me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that the prince and Guntram had gotten up again, and they were trying to sneak away from the fight.

Well, this wasn’t going to work.

I pulled out a Knife of Storm, and flung the blade with all my might at the prince’s leg. The blow landed perfectly, and the prince cried out in pain as the dagger dug through the muscle on the back of his leg. He tumbled to the ground as Guntram skidded to a stop, and the knight with the glowing shield turned toward me.

“Yeah,” I hissed. “I’ll kill your prince if you don’t kill me first.”

The knight might not speak my language, but he figured out what I was saying and began to attack me. This allowed the other knight to get a cut in at his back, and my opponent let out a hiss of anger as he shifted back to take on both of us.

Then the corrupt Prime Minister glanced at me briefly before he continued to sprint away.

“Guntram!” Prince Benediktus screamed, and his voice was thick with the pain of betrayal.

“Don’t worry, I’ll get him for you,” I said as I cut at the knight with my scythe. He managed to block this one, but then I teleported down the corridor right in front of the prime minister

Guntram was busy looking behind as he ran, so he collided with my armored chest like a toddler slamming into a brick wall, and he fell down yet again with what looked like a very broken nose.

“I need you to stick around for a bit,” I said as I stomped down on his ankle, and he screamed as my armored boot snapped the limb like a stalk of celery.

“You broke my leg!” Guntram screamed as he attempted to squirm out from under me.

“Yes,” I grunted as I stepped off of him, and then I turned to see that the last loyal knight was struggling to come toward me while he still fended off the other man.

I was a bit dizzy from teleporting so much, but I figured I had two or three more before I’d have to sit down and rest. I’d barely even scratched these two knights, and I didn’t think I’d be able to beat them if I kept going as I was. If anything, the Mindfire rune would probably fade before long, and I’d have to go back to dealing with both of them.

Time to do something really risky and probably stupid.

I just couldn’t break through this guy’s defense with his shield, and he didn’t even look winded by the battle against his friend. I was going to have to surprise him with something unexpected, so I brought my scythe back over my head as if I was going to chop down on a log. Then I took a deep breath, swung the massive weapon down, and teleported right next to the knight.

The blade of my weapon came down exactly on top of the knight’s head, and the point split down his skull like a toothpick through an olive. His armored body immediately began to quiver and shake, so I ripped the scythe out of his face and then stepped away so that his corpse didn’t fall on me.

“Meererraahh…” The remaining knight was still affected by the Mindfire rune, and he stepped toward me with an insane look on his eyes. I guessed if there was no one else to fight, they’d come after me, and I didn’t really want to waste time on this guy, so I dipped my scythe into the body of the dead knight and summoned some bone goblins.

Three of the bone creatures rose from the corpse of the knight and they raced toward the last knight with angry-monkey fervor. Just as the undead minions reached the knight, he seemed to snap out of his Mindfire craze, and he was able to get his shield up in time to stop the first one.

I swung my scythe to the side and then teleported just at the apex of my power. Just like the knight before, I managed to catch this one off guard, and the void-imbued blade cut the man clean in half with a satisfying sucking sound.

Then I sat down, caught my breath, and waited for my vision to stop spinning.

“He killed our best knights!” I heard the prince whine.

“It doesn’t matter,” the prime minister coughed.

“It matters because you aren’t going to escape now,” I said.

“You… fool,” Guntram wheezed from a dozen meters away. “Don’t you see? It’s too late. The Dax are here, and they’re not going to stop until--”

“Until what? You say so?” I stood up, walked over to him, cocked an armored fist, and then buried it in the bastard’s face. “Yeah, you look super authoritative right now.”

“This is far bigger than me, you simpleton,” Guntram spat out a dozen teeth before he tilted his head back and let out a maniacal laugh. Blood sprayed down his chin as he cackled, and he wiped his mouth before he spoke again. “You can kill me, but it won’t stop the resistance.”

“Resistance?” I frowned. “Against what?”

“You!” Guntram barked. “You and that cunt of a queen of yours, she--”

The corrupt PM didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence because I buried another fist in his face.

“Don’t you dare speak about my queen that way,” I seethed before I grabbed Guntram by the collar and dragged us both to our feet. Then I slammed him against the wall, and his head bounced off the stones with a sickening crack. “You’re lucky I don’t kill you right now.”

“Whyyyy doooon’t you theeeen?” Guntram slurred, and his eyes were wide and wild as blood continued to pour out of his mouth and nose.

“Trust me, when the Captain gets done with you, you’ll wish I had,” I growled as I spun the Prime Minister around and clasped his hands together behind his back. Then I pulled out a pair of cuffs and slapped them on him.

“Ooooh, yeeeeah?” Guntram let out another wry bark of laughter, and I noticed his jaw move in a weird way.

“What was that?” I demanded, and I spun him back around so his back was against the wall again.

“Tell your Queen that we’re coming for her, one way or another,” Guntram said with a broken grin.

Suddenly, the prime minister started to sputter and gag. Then a bloody foam oozed from his mouth as his body started to convulse. Within seconds, his eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he slid down the wall, dead.

“You coward,” I hissed as I glared down at the Prime Minister’s lifeless body. Bloodied foam continued to emerge from his mouth, then a thin stream of black liquid, and I grunted with frustration as I kicked the Prime Minister’s self-poisoned body. “Fuck!”

“Stop!” Benediktus called out.

I turned to see the prince crawling toward us, so I sighed, stepped away from Guntram, and then walked to the prince. I reached down and pulled my knife out of his calf, which warranted another piercing scream from the pathetic asshole.

“Well, you should’ve thought about that before you tried to usurp your father,” I said as I casually flicked the blood off my knife. Then I pointed the blade at his face. “It’s time to surrender.”

“Never,” Prince Benediktus said, and then he spat in my direction as he tried to stem the bleeding from his leg.

“Oh, come on,” I said in a bored tone that was concealing my anger. “Your bitch boy is already dead, you might as well.”

Guntram’s final words still rang in my ears, but I focused on the bleeding prince in front of me.

“I’ll never surrender to the likes of you, you Cali scum,” the prince said, and he spat at me again.

“At least I didn’t betray my whole kingdom,” I scoffed.

“That’s because you never had the power to,” Benediktus attempted to brag, but the fact that he couldn’t even stand up wasn’t a good look for him. “You were never a Prince. In fact, I’ve never even heard of you. You’re nothing more than an Outlander who got lucky.”

“Never heard of me, huh?” I grinned. “But you somehow know I’m an Outlander? That’s quite an esoteric piece of information to know about some knight you’ve ‘never heard of.’”

“I, uh…” the prince stalled before he glared at me again. “Shut up, you bastard Outlander. You don’t even deserve to wear that stupid uniform.”

“Watch it.” I leveled the blade of my knife at his eye.

“Or what?” the prince snorted. “You’re barely a knight. You can’t kill me, I’m too important. The kingdom needs me.”

“They need your sister,” I chuckled, and his eyes went wide as he realized I was correct.

“You wouldn’t dare do anything to--”

“Do you know what this is?” I said as I pulled my scythe out from behind my back and extended the blade. “Did you see what it did to that knight of yours? How it turned him into three bone goblins? Would you like to feel that?”

“N-N-No,” he said as his eyes fixed on the wicked-looking blade. “Please…”

“Then you should consider cooperating.”

“Are… you… a Lich?” he gasped as his face went four shades whiter.

“Nope,” I sighed. “And that’s good for you. Isn’t it?”

I didn’t technically have the authority to kill this bastard, and I wasn’t sure if the Captain had plans for him. Considering Guntram was already dead, I figured it would be best to keep at least one of the traitorous bastards alive, even if Benediktus did deserve a knife to the throat.

I heard the soft shuffling of footsteps, and I whipped around to see Princess Corula approaching us.
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Chapter 23

“Princess, why are you here?” I asked. “Where are your guards?”

“Benny,” the princess ignored my question and the bodies on the ground. Her eyes were fixed on her brother, and they were filled with rage. “How could you do this to us? To Father? To our planet?”

“Our planet! Ha!” The prince’s eyes were wild with fury as he sneered up as his sister. “Don’t you see, you stupid bitch? We never controlled our planet!”

“What in the universe are you talking about?” Corula frowned.

“Guntram explained it all,” the prince insisted frantically. “The Rutheni have never been free. Father knew this, he kept us under the control of foreign enemies.”

“You’ve lost your mind,” Princess Corula said with a bewildered shake of her head. “Guntram, too. Something’s not right with him.”

“Don’t worry, he’s dead,” I said with a shrug of my armored shoulders.

“What?” Princess Corula asked in shock, but then her eyes slid across the hallway and landed on Guntram’s dead body. She let out a small gasp and turned back to her brother. “Benny…”

Benediktus’ face crumpled like he was going to cry, but he recovered quickly and tried to lunge at me. Unfortunately for him, his bleeding leg prevented him from going very far.

“Whoa, now,” I said as I took a step back. “It wasn’t even me, he did it to himself. There’s no need for all that.”

“I’m glad he’s dead,” the princess said, and her voice was suddenly shrill as she glared at her brother. “He poisoned your mind against us. You killed our father!”

Suddenly, Corula launched herself at the prince.

“Hey!” I darted forward in an attempt to break the two siblings apart, but Benediktus suddenly fell on his back with a knife protruding from his chest as Princess Corula took a step backward.

“Ahhh… shit…” I turned to the princess, whose hands were shaking and covered in blood.

“I’m s-s-sorry,” she wailed, and she suddenly threw herself into my arms. “My brother!”

“It’s okay,” I said in a soothing voice, and I crouched down and held the princess while she wept. “You did the right thing.”

I rocked the princess back and forth in my arms while she wailed in pain, and a few minutes later, I heard more footsteps. I turned to see Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds jogging toward us, but they slowed down as they approached and took in the scene. They seemed to understand what happened instantly, and Reynolds crouched down next to the princess and me.

“It’s okay,” she said in the same soothing tone I’d used.

“I killed my brother!” Corula wailed.

“You killed a traitor,” Cross pointed out.

“And you know what that means?” Reynolds said gently. “You’re the Queen now.”

“I’m… what?” Corula raised her tear-stained face and blinked in confusion.

“It’s true,” Cross confirmed with a nod. “The king is dead, along with the prince and the prime minister. You’re it. You’re the ruler of Rutheni now.”

“Oh.” Princess Corula sniffled, but then her face hardened, and it was like she transformed right in front of our eyes.

She wiped the tears from her face with the back of her hand, and she extracted herself from my arms and drew herself up to her full height. Then the pretty young woman extended a bloodied hand to Captain Cross, and he reached out to shake it.

“Congratulations, Queen Corula,” Cross said with a deep nod.

“Thank you, Captain Cross,” the new queen said. “I would like to formally accept the Caledonians’ request to join an alliance in the fight against the Dax.”

“That is most excellent news,” the captain said, and a wide grin stretched across his face. “Our Queen will be most pleased to learn this.”

“Yes, I am eager to meet with your Queen,” Queen Corula said. “I imagine we will have very similar views on how to manage the galaxy.”

“Yes, you will.” Commander Reynolds let out a long sigh of relief, and it felt like a weight had been lifted off my chest.

Our mission had been accomplished.

“Now, we’ve got a lot of work to do,” Reynolds said as she jerked her head back toward where the fighting had been. “Did you kill those two knights?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Impressive.” Reynolds raised an eyebrow.

“Those were Rutheni Royal Defensive Knights,” Captain Cross said as he glanced at Commander Reynolds. “They don’t come much stronger than that.”

“I had to use all my tricks,” I admitted.

“You will tell me more later,” Reynolds said. “They will have some good loot on them. That is for sure.”

“Loot is good, but how’s Olav?” I asked the commander.

“He’ll be okay,” Reynolds said with a passive expression, and I got the feeling she wasn’t telling me something, but all that mattered was that the berserker was alive.

“I heard we have you to thank for saving our Stalwart, Lyons,” Captain Cross said, and he smiled as he extended his hand to me. “I’ll be sure our Queen Catrina hears all about it.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said as I smiled with pride.

“Wait, before you go,” Queen Corula said suddenly. “I have something for you.”

“Oh, that’s not necessary.” Captain Cross shook his head at the young monarch.

“No, I insist,” Corula said as she gestured toward where the prince and prime minister were fleeing

I glanced down at the dead prince, but I figured he wasn’t going anywhere, anyway, so we followed the new queen down the damp corridor until she stopped in front of a large door. It took a solid five minutes for Corula to open the elaborate locks on the door, and once she pulled it open, I could see why.

The room was full of gleaming gold and expensive-looking jewels.

“This is… was… all my brother’s,” she said flatly, and she glanced around the riches with a blank expression.

“Really,” Captain Cross said as he looked down at the queen. “We don’t need anything.”

“I want you to have something particular,” Corula said as she picked her way across the crowded room until she drew to a stop in front of a chest. “My brother was obsessed with making sure that the Caledonian kingdom never ‘got their grubby hands on this’ as he put it.”

Cross frowned as the new queen reached into the chest, and a moment later, she pulled out what I recognized instantly as a Justinian glove. The second in the pair from the one we’d just recovered from Terminus.

Reynolds gasped.

“Where did he get that?” she asked in a voice barely above a whisper.

“I have no idea,” Corula said in a bored tone as she crossed the room again and handed the glove to Captain Cross. “I just knew Benny never wanted you lot to have it. And, well, after I watched him kill our father, I have to say… I don’t give a fuck what he wanted anymore.”

“Thank you,” Captain Cross said, and he immediately tucked the Justinian glove in his cloak so it was hidden from sight. “Truly. You have no idea what this means to us.”

“Like I said.” Queen Corula shrugged. “I don’t care about his wishes anymore. And I’ll never be able to thank you enough for saving my kingdom. I hope the Caledonian Kingdom does not hold the actions of my brother against the rest of us.”

“Never.” Commander Reynolds shook her head. “We’ll make sure the Queen hears of your bravery and loyalty.”

“Thank you,” Corula said with a small smile. Then she sighed heavily. “Now, we have some damage control to do.”

“First things first, let’s go put a stop to this fight,” Cross said.

We filed back out into the hallway, and the captain met my eyes and gestured at Prince Benediktus’ body. I nodded in understanding, made my way over to the prince’s dead body, and hoisted it over my shoulder, and the captain did the same with Guntram’s body. Queen Corula made a strangled noise, but she kept her composure as we carried the dead traitors back toward the battle.

When we emerged from behind the tapestry, the battle was still raging on, but a few nearby soldiers looked our way.

“Your leaders have fallen!” Commander Reynolds announced in a booming, amplified voice.

The whole hall stopped at once, and all eyes turned to us as we dropped the dead prince and prime minister on the ground at our feet. Instantly, dozens of Dax soldiers disappeared into thin air, but the remaining Dax sprinted toward the door, along with the treasonous Rutheni soldiers who’d fought against their own planet.

The Caledonian knights and the loyal Rutheni soldiers jumped into action and rounded up as many of the bastards as they could. I helped my fellow knights drag the prisoners back into the grand entrance of the palace, and we cuffed them and lined them up for the new queen to deal with as she saw fit.

“Nick,” Nathan said as he sidled up to me with a worried look on his face. “I haven’t seen Richard. You said you saw him?”

“Yeah,” I said, and I instantly started to scan the crowd for Keanu. I spotted him as he plopped a corrupt Rutheni soldier down in front of the queen, and I pointed him out to my friend. “That guy was helping him, come on, let’s go find out.”

Nathan and I jogged over to Keanu. The bubbly knight smiled when he saw us approaching, but his expression softened when he saw Nathan’s worried face.

“You must be Richard’s brother,” Keanu said gently. “He was asking about you.”

“So, he’s okay?” Nathan asked as his brow furrowed.

“He’s fine,” Keanu said with a reassuring smile. “I got him back to my ship, he’s safe in our med bay.”

“Oh, thank gods,” Nathan sighed, and he reached for Keanu’s hand and shook it enthusiastically. “And thank you…”

“Keanu,” the soldier supplied for him. “Keanu Bayett.”

“I owe you,” Nathan said gratefully. “Seriously, anything you need.”

“You got first round at the pub, then,” Keanu said with a wink, but then he jerked his head at me. “Although, Nick here was the one that got us to him.”

“Yeah, Nick is always saving the day,” Nathan said with a playful eye roll.

“I kinda got that impression by the way he heroically slid into our cargo bay and saved your fellow knight’s life.” Keanu grinned.

“Which knight?” Nathan asked with raised eyebrows.

“Um, the one with the red mohawk?” Keanu replied.

“Olav?” Nathan looked at me in shock. “What happened? Is he okay? I’m going to need the full story on that one.”

“He’s fine, I’ll tell you the whole story soon,” I said as I glanced at Queen Corula, who had started making her rounds around the double-crossing Rutheni soldiers, with Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds following closely behind her. “I’ll catch up with you guys in a bit.”

I left the two knights to chat while I made my way over to the new queen and my commanding officers. I fell into step behind Commander Reynolds as Corula glared down at the traitors.

“How’s she coping?” I asked the commander and nodded at the new queen.

“Anger has taken over,” Commander Reynolds muttered back.

Queen Corula bent down to study one of the faces of the backstabbing Rutheni soldiers, and it seemed she knew this man well. She muttered something in Rutheni, and the soldier responded, but she cut off his sentence with a harsh slap across the face.

“Oh, damn,” I whispered.

For a split second, the new queen’s face revealed the pain she was feeling, but she quickly hardened her expression and continued down the line. I couldn’t imagine the betrayal she was feeling, from not only her brother and the prime minister, but her friends amongst the ranks of the treasonous soldiers. My heart went out to her, but she carried herself with strength, determination, and grace, and I somehow knew she was going to be okay.

“Did you get your loot from those two knights?” Reynolds asked.

“Not yet,” I said.

“Take this,” she said as she grabbed a large cloth body bag from a table. “Get it now, before she tells us that the armor belongs to her people and she wants to give them a burial or such nonsense.”

“She’d do that?” I asked. “Seems like she was grateful for--”

“No telling what monarchs will do or when their minds will change,” the commander cut me off. “Those two are probably wearing some of the best equipment this kingdom has to offer. You might only be able to use a few pieces, but your friends will be able to use the rest. So go get it, and be discrete.”

I nodded and then casually walked back to the tapestry. Then I made my way back into the tunnels, pulled all the armor and weapons from the two Rutheni Royal Defensive Knights, stuffed it in the body bag, and made my way back out. I didn’t want to be seen walking around with a bag of loot over my shoulder for the rest of the day, so I spotted a Stalwart yeoman who was helping with the cleanup, and I ordered him to take the bag to my equipment locker in the training room. Then I returned to Captain Cross and Commander Reynold’s side as they helped with the cleanup.

The aftermath of the battle was extensive. The loss to Rutheni life was minimal, and luckily, there were no fatalities on the Stalwart side, nor the Intrepid. The Captain announced to the crew that we would be staying on Rutheni for the next couple of days to help with the transition of power and the clean-up from the battle, which we began right away.

Once the day waned, the Captain gathered the crew of the Stalwart together in the Rutheni palace’s dining room, and we all crowded into the room.

“First, thank you,” Captain Cross began. “For another successful battle. I might be biased here, but I can’t help but think I lucked out with the best crew in all of the RTF.”

The Stalwart crew cheered loudly, but there were some notable voices missing, and it was obvious the Captain noticed it, too.

“I’ve just received an update from Dr. Lenkov about the injured knights,” Captain Cross continued, and his eyes flickered to Nathan. “Knights Culbert and Monroe are expected to make a full recovery. But they will need to spend some time in the regeneration chambers, so we ask for only family or close friends to visit for the first few days.”

“Thank gods,” Nathan sighed with relief at the news that his brother and his mentor were going to be okay.

I felt a surge of joy at the news, but then my heart sank as I realized there was another person injured.

“What about Olav?” Leith called out, and I noticed his mustache twitched nervously.

“Knight Kjeldsen’s recovery might take a little longer,” Captain Cross said slowly.

“But he’s alive? He’s okay?” Leith demanded. “Sir?”

“He’s alive, and he’s well,” Commander Reynolds jumped in. “Mostly. He sustained some damage to his left arm, and Dr. Lenkov is still assessing the damage, though it doesn’t appear to be life-threatening.”

A collective sigh echoed around the room, and Leith looked like he was about to collapse with relief.

“On another more positive note, I’ve spoken to Queen Catrina, and she is thrilled with our work,” Captain Cross continued. He had to pause while the room erupted into cheers, and he graced us with a proud smile before he spoke again. “Like I said before, we will remain on Rutheni for the next three days to help with the aftermath of the battle and to repair the damage sustained to our ship.”

“Whoa, what happened to our ship?” Flanagan asked.

“Ah, yes, apologies, some of you may not have heard yet,” Captain Cross said as he held up a hand. “A group of Dax soldiers attempted to commandeer the Stalwart and take the crew hostage.”

The crew started to rumble with anger, but Commander Reynolds held her hands up.

“Relax,” she said loudly. “You may have noticed that the captain said ‘attempted to.’”

“That’s right,” Cross said with a nod, and then his eyes slid to me. “We have our own Knight Lyons to thank for that attempt not coming to fruition.”

Another round of cheers and applause from the crew, but this time they were directed at me. Nathan and Flanagan even grabbed me by the legs and hoisted me into the air so I could fully enjoy the praise from the rest of the crew.

I had a huge smile on my face by the time they lowered me back to the ground.

“So, in conclusion,” Captain Cross said as the noise died down. “I’m going to need a few more days of good, hard work out of you all. Starting tomorrow. Until then, I think you’ve earned this.”

The Captain gestured to a door behind him, and the room was suddenly flooded with Rutheni servants carrying trays and trays of food and drink.

“Let the celebrations begin!” Cross called out.

And the celebrations began. The beer flowed freely, and my friends gathered around as we traded battle stories. The absence of our wounded friends was noticeable, but we pushed past it and enjoyed the victory as much as we could. As the night went on, more and more of the Stalwart crew joined us as they evacuated the damaged ship, including all of my girlfriends.

“Nick!” Casey called out as she ran through the crowd and flung her arms around me.

“Hey,” I said softly as I breathed in her lavender scent.

“I was so worried,” Casey whispered into my neck.

“Me, too,” Elle said as she edged Casey out of the way and wrapped me in an embrace.

“I know, but I’m fine,” I said in a reassuring tone. “And Moses…”

“He was looking well when Natali took him to the med bay,” Elle said with a nod.

“Good,” I said, and I turned to Faye and opened my arms to her.

“Yeeeee,” Faye giggled as she ran into my arms.

“You were amazing today,” I said as I hugged her tight. “You saved Olav’s life.”

“Thanks,” Faye said, but then she pulled back and frowned up at me. “But I heard he got hurt after?”

“Yes, but he’ll be just fine,” I said with a reassuring smile, even though it sounded like he’d have some lasting damage from the battle.

But he was alive, and that was what mattered the most.

“Knight Lyons!”

I turned to see a few members of the kitchen crew who had been taken captive, and they were rushing toward me with full flagons of beer.

“We can’t thank you enough,” one of them said as he shoved the beer at me.

“It was no problem, really,” I began, but another one shoved a beer at me while a third tucked a flask into my pocket. “Okay, okay, thank you.”

“How do you manage to be the hero every time?” Neville complained as a pretty cook reached up on her tiptoes to give me a kiss on the cheek before she scurried away giggling.

“Just lucky, I guess,” I said with a grin.

“It’s not luck,” Faye said as she batted her eyes up at me. “It’s talent. And it’s amazing to watch.”

“Faye!” Leith called out from across the room. “Get over here! I heard you saved Olav’s life, I want to hear all about it so I can make fun of him at a later date.”

“Oh, I’m being summoned,” Faye said, and she stood up and leaned over to give me a quick kiss before she bounded over to Leith.

“You got another one?” Nathan groaned as he watched the beautiful blonde woman cross the room.

“Like I said, just lucky, I guess.” My grin widened.

“I’ll be lucky, too, once we count up all that loot,” Neville said as he got a wistful look in his eyes. “I know the Dax weapons are pretty useless on their own, but we can still get some Arcane Dust out of them, I’m sure.”

“I’m not so lucky,” Nathan said as he held up a battered knife. “I’m going to need a few repairs done.”

“Oh, yeah, I’m going to be super busy once we’re back on board,” Casey sighed. “Sorry, boys, it’s probably going to take some time.”

“You take your time,” I reassured her.

“Yeah, we’ve got celebrating to do anyway,” Elle said, and then she chugged her beer down in one go while we cheered her on.

“Yeah, but still, think of all that loot,” Nathan sighed happily.

“How much loot is it going to take until you have enough KPs to get a girlfriend?” Neville asked our friend.

“I could have ten million KPs, and Nick is still going to get all the women,” Nathan moaned before he turned to Casey and Elle. “Care to explain that phenomenon?”

“I mean, what’s there to explain?” Elle reached over and pinched my cheek. “Look how cute he is!”

“Plus, he has a huuuuuge co--” Casey began, but Nathan stuck his fingers in his ears.

“La, la, laaaaa,” he chanted loudly. “I don’t need to hear that, la, la la.”

“You guys asked,” Casey said with a devilish grin.

“Okay, okay,” I said as I raised my beer diplomatically. “Are we celebrating or what?”

There was another round of cheers, and we all laughed and drank, but then Casey sidled up to me and leaned into my ear.

“Don’t you forget, you still owe me a date,” she whispered seductively.

“Trust me, I haven’t forgotten anything,” I said with a liberal glance down her dress, and I breathed in her tantalizing lavender scent.

“Good,” Casey murmured. Her cleavage rose and fell with her breath, and I had to resist the urge to shove my face right between her beautiful, creamy tits, right then and there. “Because I can’t wait for it.”

“Me, neither,” I said.

We kissed long and hard, right in front of everyone, which of course led to some more playful ribbing, and then Elle insisted on her own kiss, which brought on even more teasing.

I didn’t care, though, I was just happy to be done with the battle and here with everyone safe and sound. I knew most of my weapons needed to be repaired, and some of them needed to be sold and traded at this point. I felt a brief jolt of sadness that my Overlord’s Heart was basically destroyed, but I still had the pieces in a pouch under my pillow, just in case. I also knew I had to call my mom and fill her in on everything, but right now, the only thing to do was enjoy the celebrations with my crew.

We had earned it.

Treyin joined us shortly after, and I pulled her in for a big hug.

“Where have you been hiding?” I asked the beautiful Ecomese woman.

“Sorry, I had some interrogating to do for Queen Corula,” Treyin said, and the gills on her cheeks fluttered with exhaustion. “She doesn’t know who she can trust anymore.”

“Yeah, that must be tough,” I said with a sympathetic sigh, and I looked the empath up and down. “But you’re okay, though? No injuries?”

“I’m all good, handsome,” Treyin said with a reassuring smile. “I heard you were quite the hero today.”

“Just doing my job.” I shrugged.

“Always humble.” Treyin winked at me.

The party continued on, and even Commander Reynolds and Captain Cross joined in on the drinks. A while later, there was a commotion as a few knights started chanting ‘speech, speech, speech’ at the Captain.

“Alright, alright,” he said as he pulled himself up to stand on a table, and he raised his beer high in the air. “To the Stalwart!”

“Woohooooo!” The crew cheered, and we all drank to the toast.

“Aren’t you all sick of hearing me talk yet?” Captain Cross asked, and his mustache twitched happily.

The crew cheered to indicate that we’d never be sick of our brave captain, and he soaked in the applause with a gentle smile on his face.

“Okay, I just have one question for you all…”

Cross glanced over at the crowd until it was silent. We all stared up at the Captain, and I was impressed a bunch of drunk knights could be that quiet.

“Are you ready to take out those Dax fuckers once and for all?” Cross roared.

“Wooooooooooooo!” The crew clapped and cheered wildly, and the chaos continued as a few of the knights attempted to get the captain to crowd surf.

He batted away their attempts and joined us back on the ground, and the crew partied until we couldn’t stand anymore.

The next day, we woke up and worked through our hangovers while we helped clean up Rutheni, like we’d promised the new queen. As I was dragging Dax weapons into a pile in the courtyard outside, I felt a tug on my uniform, and I turned to see Natali looking up at me.

“Oh, hey you,” I said in a pleasantly surprised tone, but then I frowned when I noticed the somber expression on her face. “What’s wrong? Is someone hurt?”

“No, no.” Natali shook her head. “Nothing like that. Everyone is fine.”

“Then what’s the matter?” I asked as I took her hand, and my heart suddenly fluttered with worry.

If everyone was okay, that meant this was personal.

“I need to talk to you…” Natali started slowly. “Come with me?”

I followed Natali away from the battlefield, and she led us back into the palace and through the hallways to a meeting room, where I was surprised to see Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds waiting for us.

“Oh,” I said in a surprised voice as I entered the room. “Uhh…”

“Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble,” Commander Reynolds said quickly. “But please, take a seat.”

We made our way over to the table, and Natali and I sat across from my commanding officers.

“Knight Lyons, I would like to commend you once again for your exemplary work,” Captain Cross began. “You truly did save our ship, and you should be proud of yourself.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said as a warm, fuzzy feeling filled my chest.

“As a result, we felt it was only fair that you knew…” the captain’s voice trailed off as he glanced at Natali and Reynolds.

“Knew… what, sir?” I asked.

Natali took a deep breath and reached for my hand.

“You know how Elle was pressuring me to tell you… something?” she started.

“I told you,” I said as I covered her hand with mine. “You only have to tell me when you can.”

“But it’s bigger than just me,” Natali said as she glanced at Commander Reynolds.

“And it’s time you knew,” the commander said with an encouraging nod.

“It’s something we all should have told you earlier,” Captain Cross said.

“Uhhh… okay?” I cleared my throat.

“Elle wanted me to tell you about a certain medical record that she’d uncovered,” Natali said as she tossed her dark hair behind her shoulder. “It was… your father’s.”

“W-What?” I stammered, and the blood in my veins ran cold.

“It was right after I’d graduated from the academy,” the doctor spoke quickly like she was trying to get it over with. “I only treated him once in an emergency situation, shortly before he, uh, disappeared.”

“You knew my father?” I asked as my brain tried to process the information.

“I only met him the once,” Natali said firmly. “And I didn’t even make the connection until Elle pointed it out to me.”

“Okay…” I said.

“And that’s not all,” Natali said as her blue eyes met mine. “I knew your mother, too.”

“That’s not possible.” I shook my head.

Natali turned to the officers, and Captain Cross leaned forward.

“Knight Lyons, your mother was a knight with the RTF,” he said slowly. “She might still be.”

“No, she isn’t,” I said, and I couldn’t stop the bark of laughter that emerged from my throat. “She is a house cleaner.”

“Look,” Natali said.

She pulled her hand away from mine and reached into her pocket, and then she slid a folded piece of paper my way.

I opened it up and read it over quickly. It was a medical release form with my mother’s name on it. The form explained that my mother was released from active duty due to a recent pregnancy, and the bottom of the medical form was signed by a doctor I didn’t recognize.

“Is this some sort of joke?” I asked with a frown.

“Nick,” Commander Reynolds said in a tone that caused me to meet her eyes. “It’s real.”

I stared into the dark-haired woman’s eyes, and I knew this wasn’t something she’d joke about. Which meant, no matter how impossible it felt, they were telling me the truth.

“I can’t believe it,” I said as I slumped back in my chair and continued to study the medical form. “I had no idea.”

“I did some digging, and, well… there is no information on her in the systems at all,” Natali said. “Besides she graduated the academy.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, and Reynolds turned to the captain as she raised an eyebrow.

“You should tell him,” he sighed.

“Special operations,” Commander Reynolds said as she glanced at the others in the room. “Just… like… we all are.”

“But… She’s a housekeeper…” I cleared my throat. “How…?”

“That might be what she told you,” Reynolds said. “But think about it… when you were growing up, did you ever see her clean houses?”

“Well… no,” I said, “but we lived in such a shitty home with--”

“But you had food, water, and clothes?” Natali asked.

“Well… yeah,” I said. “And…”

Memories started coming back to me rapid-fire. Yeah, I thought we’d grown up poor in the slums, but I remembered our neighbors were always clean and washed, and everyone was extremely nice to me in the building.

“This RTF release came right after she found out she was pregnant,” Natali continued. “Is it a possibility that she knew you’d have your mutations?”

“I… I… Don’t know,” I said.

“It would explain things,” Captain Cross said.

“But… Okay…” I cleared my throat and glanced around at my friends. “If this is some sort of conspiracy, and my mom left the RTF to raise me on some backwater planet. Wouldn’t the queen know?”

“This would have come from the king,” Captain Cross said. “The queen is a year younger than you.”

“Maybe she does know,” Reynolds said with a shrug.

A dozen emotions coursed through my body at the same time, and all I could do was stare at the medical record.

“Captain Cross.” I took a deep breath and stared at the man’s eyes. “Did you know my father? Did you know my mother? Can you please tell me the truth?”

The big man stared at me for a few moments, and then he nodded his head. “A long time ago we crossed paths. It was many years before you were born.”

“What did they do? How did you meet them?” I asked.

Captain Cross closed his eyes, and then he took a long breath. “They… were the King’s private guards, but that was just a fraction of what they did for him and the kingdom.”

“And… my father disappeared with the king?” I asked the obvious question.

“Yes.” He nodded. “We… We had an agreement that I would take care of you if things ever happened to them, but they begged me not to talk about you. I don’t have all the answers--”

“Has she talked to you?” I asked him. “Since I joined your crew.”

“No,” he said. “I do not know what she does or what her place in the kingdom now is. All I guess is that they left when you were born to keep you safe.”

I sat back in my chair and closed my eyes.

“I’m sorry I kept this from you.” Captain Cross said.

“We all are,” Reynolds said.

“You knew them, too?” I asked.

“Yes,” Reynolds sighed. “Leith, Olav, Flanagan, Matthias, and Natali … we are all… well… This is our ship, and we serve the royal family. We’ve been around for a long time.”

“Longer than you might think,” Natali whispered.

“What do you mean?” I sighed. “My mom has been lying to me this entire time, and you guys keep speaking in riddle--”

“No,” Cross said as he laid his hand on my shoulder. “If I know your mother, I know she has a good reason for doing this.”

“Your mom was always smarter than everyone else on the planet,” Reynolds said. “She’s one of the most powerful women I’ve ever met, and she wouldn’t have gone to such extremes of hiding you from the rest of the kingdom if she didn’t think it was for the best outcome.”

“She’s one of the most powerful women you’ve ever met?” I asked Reynolds as I raised my eyebrows.

And the pieces of the puzzle came together in my mind, and I opened my eyes wide with surprise.

“Yes…” the commander sighed.

“Is she--”

“Yes,” Reynolds cut me off. “She’s my mentor, Nick. Your mom is one of the most powerful Lich knights to ever live. I’ve seen her do things that come close to brushing the abilities of the gods, so believe us when we say that she must have had a good reason for raising you in Dobuni when she could kill our entire kingdom with a snap of her fingers.”

“She… could… do that?” I asked.

Both Cross and Reynolds nodded.

“Well…” I said as I met their eyes with a sudden determination. “Can we take a trip to Dobuni? I have a couple of questions for my mother, and I think it’s about fucking time that I got some answers.”

“Done.” Captain Cross reached out and shook my hand. “After we meet with the queen in Caledonia, we’ll pay a visit to Dobuni. You have my word.”
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End Notes

Thanks for reading Space Knight Book 7! Hope you loved it. Leave a review and tell your pals to read it. FOR THE QUEEN! If you want to see NSFW artwork for this series and other series, check out my Patreon.
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