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Chapter 1

“Heads-up!”

I looked up just in time to see a decapitated, helmeted head hurtling through the air toward me. Instinctively, I reached out my arms and caught the morbid projectile effortlessly. It belonged to a slain Dax soldier, but luckily the blood had dried up already. Though at this point in the day, I was already covered in intestines and sticky red blood that still hadn’t dried, so it wouldn’t have made much of a difference. I tossed it aside, and it landed with a heavy thud on top of the other eviscerated bodies of our Dax enemies and the traitorous Rutheni soldiers who had turned on their kingdom.

Luckily, the RTF Stalwart had come to the rescue. We had a habit of doing that. And we were damned good at it.

“Good catch, Knight Lyons!”

I looked over to see Knight Keanu Bayett waving at me. The recently qualified Shield knight was a crew member of the RTF Intrepid, a Caledonian ship that fought side by side with the Stalwart during the blow-up battle on Rutheni.

Keanu was a good guy. He’d even saved Richard’s life during the battle. Currently, he was covered from head to toe in our enemy’s blood as we cleared their dead bodies, but his friendly smile remained in place despite the gore that clung to both of us.

“Cheers.” I shot him a thumbs up. Then we both returned to the grueling job. I was knee deep in Dax guts, and I could hear them squishing beneath my worn-out boots as I worked my way through the limbs and intestines that littered the floor.

I loved the fighting part, but the clean-up part kinda sucked.

I sighed and bent down to scoop up a dismembered Dax torso. I gave it a once-over, but when I couldn’t spot anything valuable or useful on the ruined armor, I tossed it onto the discard pile.

Several masked yeomen were hauling the body parts away in wheelbarrows, and I knew they’d be taking them to the burn pile.

I shuddered at the thought of that smell and suddenly felt weirdly grateful for my clean-up assignment in the dining hall, even if the heat from the day had started to warm up everything.

I glanced around the long dining room. Only a few nights ago, the old King of Rutheni had hosted the Stalwart crew here for a welcoming meal. It had been clear even then that something was amiss in the capital city of Rutheni, but the infirm king had been too weak to fight against his usurping bastard of a son.

It wasn’t long after that first meeting that the battle had broken out. As a result, the dining room looked a bit different now. The luxurious tapestries that hung on the walls were soaked in so much blood that they could’ve been sewn on the long-ago battlefields that they depicted, and a team of Rutheni cleaners worked together to cut them down. The dining table no longer existed, it was splintered into a million tiny pieces, some of which crunched underneath my boots. Or maybe that was bone. Probably both. Either way, it was best not to think about it for too long.

As my eyes swept the battered dining hall, across the dozens of Rutheni, Caledonian, and even Aquitanian soldiers assigned to clean-up detail, I spotted my friends, Neville and Nathan, across the room.

Neville had a bright smile plastered on his face, and I could see his lips moving as he spoke to Nathan. Nathan, on the other hand, wore a half-hearted smile and had worried creases on his face.

We’d all been trying to keep Nathan’s spirits up since the battle. His twin brother Richard was on assigned sick leave after his injury, along with his mentor Olav, who was still in the regeneration chamber. I had witnessed both injuries firsthand, and all I could say was they were both lucky to be alive.

Neville caught my eye from across the room, and he shot me a ‘help me’ look with his eyes.

I nodded and climbed down from my pile of gore. I wiped my blood-soaked hands on the coveralls a Caledonian yeoman had handed me this morning when I arrived for our assignment. It didn’t do much more than smear the crimson blood around on my hands since the fabric was already soaked through to capacity. When I reached my friends on the other side of the room, Neville’s pale face flashed a look of relief.

“Nick,” Neville said in an overly friendly voice. “Nathan and I were just talking about our cool tricks during battle.”

“Yeah?” I glanced at Nathan, who shrugged. Then I bent down and grabbed a chestplate that had been blasted through. I tossed it into one of the nearby wheelbarrows and gave Nathan an encouraging nod. “Well, don’t hold out on me. I want to hear them, too.”

“Nah, you don’t,” Nathan said as he flung a piece of plasma gun metal into the wheelbarrow. “Your battle tricks are way cooler, mine sound lame in comparison.”

“Don’t be stupid.” I snorted. “You already told us the other night that you were doing some pretty impressive stuff with that poleaxe.”

“I guess,” Nathan replied and swept his shaggy blond, bloodstained hair out of his face. “But the beer loosened my tongue.”

“Maybe this will help.” I reached a hand into my inner pocket and pulled out a sizable silver flask. I jostled it so Nathan could hear the booze inside, then I tossed it to him.

“Oh, man,” Nathan said, and his face relaxed as he quickly twisted the cap open. The aspiring Shield knight took a deep swig from the flask and then let out a contented sigh. None of us had been particularly good drinkers when we first joined the crew, but the senior knights had quickly taught us the ropes, and it admittedly helped to take the edge off when I thought about all the allies we’d lost. That and the dark sense of humor I’d developed since starting on the Stalwart.

“That’s what I thought,” I said in a satisfied tone. I picked up another piece for the scrap pile and tossed it aside. “Now, let’s hear some battle stories to make this clean up worth it.”

Nathan grinned and passed the flask to Neville, who took a swig before he passed it to me. I joined my friends and took a relaxing shot of whiskey, then I motioned to Nathan, who immediately launched into an excited recounting of a fight with a couple of Dax soldiers. Neville shot me a grateful look, and we listened to our newly invigorated friend as we continued the cleanup.

The cleanup and lost lives were hard to deal with, but we’d managed to save the rest of the planet from the traitorous bastards that had worked with the Dax to try and take over, and I knew the fallen knights would be proud to know this.

“And then a third Dax rushed me, but I was too fast for him,” Nathan proclaimed as he swung his collapsible shovel around like it was his beloved weapon.

“Then what happened?” Neville asked encouragingly.

“I might need another swig to jog my memory,” Nathan said as he eyed my pocket.

“Greedy bastard,” I teased, but I fished out the flask and tossed it to him.

“Thirsty bastard,” Nathan corrected. There was another round of shots before Nathan continued his battle stories, and Neville jumped in with added details here and there.

I tried to listen to my friends, but it was like there was a tiny jackhammer in my mind, and it was running at full speed. The little jackhammer was desperate for my attention, but I chose to ignore it. If I focused on the constant clang, I just might lose my mind.

I shook my head, but the jackhammer kept buzzing, so I focused on Nathan’s voice and followed his words as he described his encounter with a Rutheni traitor.

My toe connected with a giant piece of stone that seemed to have fallen from the ceiling above, so I grabbed a sledgehammer from the row of tools next to the wheelbarrows and went to town on it.

The sound of the heavy tool connecting to the stone drowned out Nathan’s voice, and suddenly the jackhammer was even louder.

I couldn’t ignore it anymore.

It all came rushing back to me vividly. I was no longer swinging a sledgehammer, I was sitting in a meeting room in the Stalwart, surrounded by Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, and Natali, the ship’s doctor and one of my lovers.

And they had just changed my life.

I shook the memory out of my head and tightened my grip on the sledgehammer. I felt the rough wood against my callused skin and took a deep breath. Then I swung. The strain in my tired muscles helped to drown the memory.

The stone let out a satisfying crack, and I swung again. And again. And again until I fell into a relaxing rhythm.

Without warning, Commander Reynold’s face came crashing into my mind again. I relived the moment where she had altered everything I knew about my life.

The moment she’d told me that my own mother was the most powerful Lich in the galaxy.

My sledgehammer collided with the stone one last time before it crumbled into smaller, more manageable pieces. I flung the tool aside and let out a long sigh as I lowered myself onto one of the pieces.

“You good, Nick?” Neville called out.

“All good.” I turned and gave him a thumbs up and a reassuring smile. “Just catching my breath.”

Neville nodded and returned his attention to Nathan, who was still recounting battle stories to keep his mind off of his injured twin brother. I couldn’t blame him, I wish I could distract myself, too.

Commander Reynolds’ face in my mind was quickly replaced with my mother. My poor, hardworking mother who had fled to the outskirts of the galaxy to protect me after the tragic death of my father. My beautiful, humble mother who had broken her back cleaning apartments for years to put food on the table for us. My sweet, delicate mother who flinched at the mere suggestion of me seeing combat.

I knew now that was all a lie.

My mother wasn’t some helpless, heartbroken widow who fled to protect me. My mother was a cunning, vindictive, and apparently insanely powerful Lich knight who had camped out in the asscrack of the galaxy to avoid detection.

According to Commander Reynolds, my mother’s powers rivaled those of gods, and she could kill us all with the snap of a finger if she wanted to.

How kind of her not to, I thought to myself sarcastically.

A white-hot anger swept through me, but I pushed it away with a long sigh. I knew I had every right to be angry, and I was. But I also understood that a power like hers was… Well, I understood why she wanted to be far away from everyone else. Plus, at the end of the day, she was still my mother. I loved her, and that love had won out over my anger.

So far. But that might change when I was finally face to face with her.

I felt something whizz past my head, followed by a hasty apology from Nathan. I waved a hand to indicate that I was fine before I immersed myself in my thoughts again.

My friends didn’t know about the life-changing news I’d received, but they would find out soon enough. Captain Cross had agreed to take me to Dobuni to see my mother, and I knew I would have to answer some questions when the rest of the crew realized where we were. The Stalwart wasn’t exactly in the habit of making personal pit stops for its crew, after all.

We still had another day on Rutheni, so I still had some time to decide what to tell my friends and my girlfriends.

Natali already knew, of course. The doctor had been the one to insist I be brought into the loop. I was grateful for that, of course, but damn if my life hadn’t been simpler before.

As for my other girlfriends, I knew that they all deserved the truth. We’d been through so much together that I couldn’t imagine keeping something so huge from them. I was definitely going to tell them. It was just a matter of when.

Besides, it wasn’t entirely up to me anyway. There had been a reason this information was kept from me, and the captain had asked for my discretion on it. Which was fine by me since I was still processing it all myself.

How was I supposed to tell my girlfriends about my mother when I wasn’t even sure about it all myself?

“You just gonna sit around all day, Mr. Playboy?” Neville’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts.

“Too busy thinking about your girlfriends?” Nathan rolled his eyes dramatically. “I feel sorry for you, really. How many is it now? Four? Five?”

“Five,” Neville answered before I could.

I grinned and pushed myself to my feet.

“Five, pfft.” Nathan scoffed as he shoveled a pile of guts into a wheelbarrow. “That’s too many. No way you remember all of those birthdays. I’m totally not jealous at all.”

“Yeah, I can tell.” I shook my head with mock sadness. “You’re a good friend, just calling it how it is.”

“Exactly.” Nathan nodded. “Just looking out for you. I recommend you drop one or two of them.”

“Best not to divide your attention too much,” Neville chimed in.

“Neville, you’re an engaged man,” I announced as I reached for my own shovel again and got back to work. “You shouldn’t be conspiring with Nathan to steal my girlfriends.”

“Why, I would never.” Nathan covered his chest with his hand in a display of feigned shock. “Like we established, I’m just looking out for my good friend. If that means taking one of his many gorgeous girlfriends off of his hands, well, that’s just the price to pay for friendship sometimes.”

“I’m really glad to have someone looking out for me like you do.” I chuckled at the banter because I knew that’s all it was. My friends were jealous, but they would never actually try anything like that, and not just because they knew I could kick all of their asses. They just wouldn’t, they were good guys and my fellow knights.

“And me,” Neville added.

“Again.” I shook my head at my wiry friend. “What would Miss Bennett think?”

“Don’t bring Marigold into this,” Neville said, and his face turned bright pink as he hastily busied himself with some Dax weapon parts.

Neville came from a noble family, so his marriage was already arranged to a fellow flaxen-haired, silver-spooned mistress by the name of Marigold Bennett. Neville had warmed up to the idea of the arranged marriage more since I’d known him, and he was a good, loyal son, so I knew he’d follow through with it. He just got a little jealous that the rest of us had more freedom in that department.

“Ohh, boohoo, I have a guaranteed wife to come home to in my guaranteed big, noble mansion.” Nathan balled his fists and made a crying gesture in Neville’s direction. “Life must be so hard as a noble.”

“Um, yeah, have you seen the taxes on those mansions these days?” Neville grinned.

“Here, maybe you can sell this for some KPs to cover your future property taxes,” Nathan said, and he tossed something over to Neville, who caught it easily.

“What is th– ohhh, gross.” Neville’s face twisted in disgust as he tossed the item toward the body part wheelbarrow. “I don’t think a Dax dick would get me very much.”

“How do you know it’s a Dax one?” I asked as I wiggled my eyebrows at Neville.

“Another perk of being a noble,” Nathan answered. “Top notch education in dick identification.”

We all laughed, and Neville opened his mouth to retort, but a murmur suddenly rippled through the room, and when I swiveled my head to the door, I instantly saw why.

The newly crowned queen of Rutheni, Queen Corula, had just entered the blood-soaked hall.

Even though she had only been in power for a day and a half, she was already a different woman from the sweet, quiet princess I’d first met in this very dining room. The new monarch kept her spine straight and her face stony, and she let her long, blue empire dress drag through the blood on the ground as she crossed the room. In proper Rutheni fashion, she wore a large animal pelt, dire wolf by the looks of it, across her right shoulder, and a flock of stoic-looking guards flanked her on both sides.

They glanced at all of us and rested their hands on their sword hilts. Considering what had happened in their kingdom lately, I understood their jumpiness.

Everyone slowly went back to work, but our eyes were still glued to the beautiful Queen as she crossed the dining hall. Her brown eyes met mine for a moment, and I detected a slight nod of her head.

I had witnessed one of the most painful moments of her life when she confronted her traitorous twin brother after he killed their father, and that kind of thing created a certain visceral bond that neither of us would forget any time soon.

But Corula was queen now, so she didn’t have much time for visceral bonds. She had a kingdom to run.

Once the Rutheni queen reached the end of the room, she turned to face us, and we stilled again. Her eyes flickered across the room as she quickly took in the destruction.

It looked a lot better than when we’d started, but it was still obvious the amount of suffering that had taken place in the dining room where she’d once had dinners with her brother and father.

I could just make out the barely concealed pain in the queen’s eyes, but she recovered quickly. The monarch softly cleared her throat. Then she spoke louder than I thought such a delicate woman could. She made an announcement in Rutheni, and I felt a nudge at my elbow.

“What’s she saying?” Neville murmured.

“I don’t know,” I scoffed under my breath. “You think I learned Rutheni overnight or something?”

“Doesn’t your girlfriend speak it?” Neville retorted.

“Her mouth is usually busy doing other things,” I whispered.

Neville snickered, and Queen Corula looked our way. We quickly straightened up like we were back in grade school and the teacher had caught us goofing off. The corner of Corula’s mouth twitched at the sight of me, and she switched to Caledonian.

“Thank you for your work today,” the queen said in her accented Caledonian. “You are all dismissed for the evening.”

Then she repeated the announcement in Aquitaine for the benefit of our other allies. When she finished speaking, nobody moved, and Queen Corula raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow.

“Now!” she barked and motioned to the door.

Everyone understood that, and there was a sudden flurry of movement as everyone scurried toward the door. I shot the Queen one last glance, but she was already conversing with her guards. I assumed she had a secret tunnel to visit, and I knew the luxurious Rutheni palace was filled with them.

“Finally,” Nathan declared as he and Neville fell into step next to me. “I’m going to get cleaned up and then head up to the ship to see Richard. You two wanna come?”

“Yeah, of course,” Neville said. “Nick?”

“Definitely,” I replied. Then I held up my blood-stained hands. “I’ve got a bone to pick with your brother, anyway. I bet he’s faking to avoid this mess.”

“Probably.” Nathan shook his head, and a strand of his blood and sweat-soaked hair stuck against his face. He clawed it aside. “Wouldn’t be the first time he participated in a little malingering.”

“Richard? Malingering? I’m shocked,” I joked, but I was glad my friend was in good enough spirits to joke about his brother now.

We made our way through the tall palace corridors until we reached the row of rooms we were staying in while our ship was undergoing some necessary repairs from the attempted Dax takeover– some of which were admittedly my fault. It had been necessary though, and it was better that I damaged the ship a little bit rather than let those Dax bastards take her over.

“Be ready in about half an hour?” Nathan called out as we made our way to our own doors.

“Sounds good,” Neville answered.

“Yup.” I shot Nathan a thumbs up before I entered my temporary room and shut the door behind me.

I kicked off my gut-soaked boots first. I cringed at the sight of the peeling leather. I really needed new ones, and soon. Then I stripped the rest of my bloodied clothes off until I was standing naked by the door. I crossed the room to the en suite bathroom that was as big as my whole knight’s chamber on the ship, and I made a beeline for the huge, walk-in shower that was encased in shimmering glass.

I pulled open the shower door and stepped inside. The ground was made of natural stone that cooled my feet to a comfortable temperature. The three panes of shimmering glass surrounded a gorgeous mosaic mural that depicted a Rutheni coat of arms on intricately painted tiles. In between the tiles, natural and uncut gemstones jutted out, begging to be caressed.

Above me hung a showerhead as large as my shield, and even that was decorated in expensive-looking tiles and stones. I took a second to appreciate the beauty of it. It was only a shower, but the Rutheni were known for their flagrant displays of wealth.

I turned to the screen embedded into one of the shimmering glass panes and selected my desired temperature. The shower also gave me some other options, so I added some extra steam and a dash of night orchid perfume to said steam. I also turned on some soothing music and selected the scented soap I wanted to use.

Then I let the hot water cascade over me. The first deluge sent a shiver down my spine, but then I relaxed into the welcoming waterfall and washed off the day’s work. It took a while for the water to run clear, and I required two scrubbings of everything, but once I was finished, I felt like a new man.

“New man,” I scoffed.

That was an interesting concept when I wasn’t even sure of who the old man was. The son of the most powerful Lich ever, apparently, which would have been nice to know at any previous point in my life. I knew my mother had a reason, but still.

What the fuck.

I shook my head and then tapped the screen to turn everything off. I didn’t want to sully the memories of that luxurious shower with my existential thoughts, so I stepped out of the shimmering enclosure.

I pushed away the dark cloud of thoughts about my mother and focused on the stuff around me. Luckily for me, the Rutheni had provided me with the softest, fluffiest towel I’d ever encountered in my life, which provided a welcome distraction.

I took my time drying off before I wrapped the towel around my waist and returned to the temperature-controlled bedroom. The carpet beneath my feet was heated and also strangely cloud-like. I crossed the room and rooted around my bag for a fresh uniform. I knew I’d spent a while in the shower, and I didn’t want the guys waiting on me to visit our injured friend.

Just as I finished pulling on my dark blue RTF uniform, there was a knock on my door.

“I’ll just be a second!” I called out to who I presumed were my friends.

I clicked on my prot-belt and then quickly tidied up and tossed my damp towel toward the bathroom before I headed to the door. I spotted my bloodied boots by the door and cringed. Maybe one of the guys had a spare pair I could borrow.

“Hey, do either of you–” I began as I swung the door open, but I stopped short as I quickly realized it wasn’t Nathan and Neville in the hall.

Instead, it was my stunningly gorgeous girlfriend, Casey, the Stalwart’s incredibly talented enchantress. Her long, red hair hung pin-straight over her shoulders, and she wore just the right amount of makeup to enhance her delicate features.

I soaked in the sight of Casey wearing the hell out of a slinky green dress that hugged all of her womanly curves perfectly and ended just above her freckled knees. On her feet, she wore gold, ankle-length boots that shimmered with every movement. Her hands were behind her back, and she grinned up at me with a twinkle in her blue eyes.

“Hey, babe,” the enchantress said. Then she scrunched her nose up adorably, which highlighted the pale freckles on her face.

Damn. She was a perfect blend of cute and beautiful.

“Hey, gorgeous,” I said as a huge smile spread across my face. “You look incredible, wow. What are you doing here?”

“Well.” Casey swayed her shoulders and blinked coyly up at me. “I figured it was finally time for our date.”

“Really?” I perked up at the suggestion, but then my excitement faded. “Ahh, but the guys and I are supposed to go check in on Richard…”

“I ran into Nathan and Neville on the way in.” Casey smirked. “Once they saw me dressed like this, they knew not to expect you.”

“Smart knights,” I said with a nod.

“That’s what I said.” Casey flipped her hair over her shoulder. “And I sent our regards to Richard along with them. I also checked in on him earlier, he’s doing just fine.”

“That’s a relief,” I said, then eyed Casey’s curve-hugging dress again. “Now I won’t feel bad about spending the evening with you instead.”

“You better not,” Casey said, and she subtly pushed her shoulders together to enhance her already abundant cleavage.

“Definitely not,” I said as I resisted the urge to bury my face in there. Instead, I met the enchantress’ blue eyes and winked at her.

“Good.” Casey scrunched up her face again. “Because I have a whole night planned for us.”

“Can’t wait,” I said. Then I gestured inside my room. “I just need a minute to finish getting ready. I need to scrub my boots, they’re in no condition for a date with a beautiful woman.”

“No need.” Casey shot me a sly grin and then pulled her arms out from behind her back. In each hand she held a solid black boot, and she thrust them toward me. “I got you a new pair.”

“I… what…?” I took the pair of boots from Casey and stared down at them.

The boots were brand new, I could smell the fresh leather scent clearly. They were taller than my current ones, but I could probably use the extra ankle support when I was darting all over the place in battle.

I ran my fingers across the tough, thick black leather and noticed it was mottled with dark blue spots. I wondered what animal had sacrificed its life to give me these kick-ass boots. Something in the amphibious family, if I had to guess.

When my hand grazed across the coarse leather laces, they curled away from my fingers.

“They’re self-tying,” Casey explained.

“These are incredible,” I murmured.

My eyes fell to the intricate runes engraved all around the thick rubber soles. I could tell Casey had spent a lot of time on these, so they were bound to be good. They also weighed about two kilograms each, so I knew they’d survive their share of battles.

I met Casey’s eyes. “How did you know I needed new boots?”

“Are you kidding?” Casey tilted her head back and let out a throaty laugh. “You’ve been talking about it for ages now.”

“I have?”

“Every time you get a couple drinks in you,” Casey teased.

“I didn’t even realize,” I said with a shake of my head. I held up the boots and smiled. “But these are exactly what I need. Thank you so much.”

I bent down and gave my redheaded girlfriend a long kiss. When I finally pulled away, she was smiling from ear to ear.

“Scan them,” she said excitedly as she gestured at the boots. “I tried to make them as useful for you as possible.”

“Let’s see what magic you’ve worked,” I said as I held the boots out and scanned them with my prot belt to pull up the stats.

Armor type: Night Walker Boots

Absorption rating: Improved

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: Toxic secretions released when the wearer throws a kick that produce immediate hallucinogenic effects on enemy. Wearer must input at least two (2) but no more than eight (8) kicks in order to activate.

Runes inscribed: Speed (+5) Stealth (+5) Weightlessness (+2)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Increases movement speed. First-tier rune (effectiveness increased by 50%). Increases stealth by muffling wearer’s movements by 50%. Decreases gravity resistance by 20% to allow increased jump range.

Warning: Made from teenaged hybrid goblin-frog leather. May have an aphrodisiac effect around certain amphibious creatures.



“Wow.” I let out a long whistle and appraised the boots again with new appreciation. These babies were going to do some damage, and I couldn’t wait to test them out. “I’ve never seen anything like these.”

“I had to do some pretty crafty trading to get my hands on them,” Casey said with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “But as soon as I saw them, I knew you had to have them. And I know you need your speed rune, so I upgraded that and added a couple extras for you.”

The enchantress winked up at me, and I couldn’t help but kiss the gorgeous woman again.

“These must have taken you ages,” I said when I finally stopped kissing her. “Thank you so much. They’re amazing. You’re amazing.”

“So, you like them?” Casey’s face shined up at me with anticipation.

“I love them,” I confirmed. “It’s like the perfect complement to my Skull of Godafre knuckles. The Mindfire spell is super helpful in battle, so if the toxic secretions are anything like that, these will be perfect.”

“That’s what I thought, too,” Casey said excitedly. She reached out and ran a finger along the nearest boot. “The goblin-frog leather is regenerative, as well. The skin keeps producing all of its normal chemicals and hormones for up to a hundred years after the creature’s death, so these boots will probably outlive us.”

“Ahh, that explains the warning,” I chuckled. “Just remind me to stay away from any swampy areas. The last thing I need is a bunch of horny frogs on my trail.”

“No swamps involved in tonight’s date,” Casey declared. Then she gestured at my socked feet and the boots in my hand. “And now that we’re done admiring my amazing gift giving skills, let’s get a move on.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I chuckled. Then I backtracked into the room and plopped down on the chair next to the door to pull on my new boots. When I reached for the laces, they darted away from my touch and laced themselves tightly around my ankles, and I chuckled again. “Nice.”

Casey stepped into the doorway and smiled down at me.

“How do they fit?”

“Perfectly.” I stretched my ankles a few times to get used to the feel of them, then I stood and strode a few paces back and forth. “How do they look?”

“Everything looks amazing on you,” Casey purred, then she focused on the boots. “They do look really cool, though.”

“And they’re surprisingly comfortable.” I bounced on the balls of my feet against the soft interior. A good pair of well-fitted boots was such an underrated luxury, and the fact that they were a gift from my sexy girlfriend made them even better.

“I may have lined them with some Kyhun sheep’s wool,” Casey said with a proud grin. “Softest in the galaxy. Also super cooling and ventilating for all your sweaty battles.”

“God, you’re so sexy,” I said as I smiled at the thoughtful enchantress.

“And it looks like they came at the perfect time,” Casey said as she peered down at my bloody boots and wrinkled her nose. “Those aren’t looking so hot.”

“I know.” I cringed at the gory boots that looked extra out of place next to my stunning, dolled-up girlfriend. I grabbed her hand and pulled her back into the hallway. Then I shut the door behind us. “I’ll worry about those later. Right now, I’m all yours.”

“Finally.” Casey’s eyes darkened as she slid her body up against mine.

I wrapped my hands around her slender waist and pulled her in tight, and we kissed again. Our kisses became more urgent, and my grip tightened on Casey’s waist as the redhead pushed her body harder against mine. I slid a hand up her back, then her neck, then curled my fingers through her hair as I kissed her harder.

Casey moaned against my mouth, and her body melted even further into mine, but only for a second. Her eyes widened, and she laid her hands against my chest and gently pushed me away.

“Awww,” I chuckled as I held her by the waist and tried to gently pull her against me again.

“Not yet.” Casey traced a finger across my jawline. Then she grinned up at me and rubbed her nose against mine before she spun out of my grip and grabbed my hand. “But if you keep kissing me like that, I’m going to change my mind, so let’s get going.”

“Would that be so bad?” I reached out and grabbed a handful of Casey’s tight ass with my free hand.

The enchantress giggled and pulled me against her. I wrapped my arm across her chest, and she nuzzled her cheek into mine as she rubbed her ass into my crotch but then continued to pull us along the corridor.

“Trust me, it’ll be worth the wait,” Casey purred. Then she disentangled herself from me and started pulling me along faster with a sense of determination. “Plus, we’ve got a time limit on our reservation. We’re in a hurry, Knight Lyons.”

“Say no more.”

I quickened my pace to match my eager girlfriend’s, but I stole plenty of glances at her tight ass and bouncy cleavage as she led us through the underground tunnels of the expansive Rutheni palace. We started out in the nice, decorated tunnels where guests were hosted. Then Casey took a left and led us down a series of humble, stone tunnels, and she really seemed to know where she was going. After a few more twists and turns, I was certain we were further into the palace than I’d ever been.

“How do you know the Rutheni palace so well?” I asked curiously.

“My granddad knows someone in the Royal Guard,” Casey explained as we came to yet another fork in the tunnel. The redhead followed the left fork without hesitation. “They used to play bowls together.”

“Bowls?” I frowned.

“Ancient game from the Old World.” Casey waved a hand dismissively. “Sounds boring as hell, but the way granddad drones on about it, you’d think it was more intense than combat.”

“So, Joseph used to play bowls down here?” I asked in a confused tone.

“No.” Casey laughed as she came to a stop in front of a nondescript metal door in the tunnel that had no handles or hinges. “He’s never been down here. But his friend owed him a favor, or more accurately, he owed grandpa money from the last game night, so he got us this for the night.”

Casey held up a palm-sized device with a flickering holo screen in the center of it.

“I’m still lost,” I admitted.

“It’s a one-time holo key,” Casey said. Then she looked around the empty tunnel before she leaned in close and lowered her voice to a whisper. “But we’re not supposed to have it, so don’t tell anyone.”

“It’ll be our little secret,” I whispered back with a chuckle.

“Wait ‘til you see where it leads,” Casey said with a sly grin as she waved the holo key in front of her. Then she pressed the key against the door, and the metal slid down from the top and opened up to a small, circular antechamber made of gleaming, silvery metal.

“Almost there,” Casey said with an adorable little bounce.

Then the sexy enchantress grabbed my hand and pulled me into the circular room. The metal door slid up behind us, and as soon as it sealed, another door on the other side of the room slid down, but it seemed to open into thin air.

“Umm…” I said as I took a step toward the newly-opened door.

Casey didn’t share my hesitation. She darted toward the open door and peered down.

“This is it.” The redhead gestured me forward excitedly.

I joined my girlfriend at the door and gasped at the sight below me.

The door didn’t open into thin air. It led to a large slide. And that slide led to a giant room about five hundred feet below that was filled with a thousand ways to have fun.

The center of the room was dominated by a swimming pool in the shape of a Rutheni roaring bear that was lit from the bottom with dark blue lights, giving the water a mysterious allure.

To the left of the pool there was a meticulously clean arcade. The nostalgic childhood games flickered and chimed and practically begged to be played. The arcade opened up into a padded area that centered around what looked like a hyper-realistic mechanical bear that was waiting patiently for its next victim.

On the other side of the pool, a fully-stocked bar stretched the length of the wall, and even from here, I could tell it was full of exotic, expensive alcohols I could only dream of being able to afford.

The back of the room was covered in strange nodules of all colors. Then I noticed the ropes system and realized it was a climbing wall, and the nodules were foot and handholds. The climbing wall stretched all the way up the wall and right onto the ceiling, where a narrow path led the ambitious climber to a mound above the inky blue pool, into which he could take a triumphant plunge.

It was amazing.

“Well?” Casey purred.

I turned to see the enchantress already had her dress hiked above her knee and one leg over the slide’s edge.

She grinned at me. “You coming or what?”

“Gods, yes,” I said as a childlike sense of excitement took over my body.

I hurried to the slide as Casey mounted it fully. She held onto the sides, then tilted her head back at me.

“See you down there.” She made a couple kissy sounds at me, so I lowered my head and gave her a kiss.

“Count on it,” I replied, then I gave her a friendly push off the tall slide.

“Eeeeee!” Casey squealed in delight as she catapulted down the smooth surface.

I waited until I was certain we wouldn’t crash into each other before I launched myself off the unconventional method of transportation.

“Woooooo!” I threw my hands into the air.

I hadn’t been on a slide since gods knew when, and I felt like a kid all over again. I couldn’t stop grinning as the wind whipped through my hair, and all my worries were pushed to the back of my mind. When I finally landed at the bottom, Casey was waiting for me with a flushed face and wide smile.

“I can’t believe I forgot how much fun slides are,” the redhead giggled and clasped her hands together.

“We should definitely make it a point to find more slides,” I said. My smile stayed in place as I quickly straightened my uniform.

“Ooooh, yes.” Casey gazed at me, and my uniform, with eyes that practically had hearts floating in them.

I smiled at my gorgeous girlfriend and gently kissed the top of her nose, which elicited another giggle. Then I turned to take in the sight of the large rec room.

It was even more impressive from this angle.

“And look at all this, just… Wow.” I turned back to Casey and held her gaze. “This is beyond anything I expected. You’re amazing.”

“Oh, stop it,” Casey scoffed, and she slapped me on the shoulder gently, but her whole face turned pink again. “All I did was call in my granddad’s favor. And I only managed to finagle us three hours in here, so…”

The redhead pointed at her wrist even though she wasn’t wearing a watch, but I nodded in understanding.

“I guess that means we better start having some fun,” I said as that childlike excitement bubbled up again.

“Exactly.” Casey rubbed her hands together and shot me a sly look. “So, what do you want me to beat you at first?”

“Oh, is that how it is?”

“Absolutely,” Casey replied. She gestured at her body and even gave her hips a little shake. “I dressed like this specifically to kick your ass at these arcade games.”

“Oh, it’s so on. Race you there!” I suddenly sprinted away from Casey, who let out a surprised yelp.

“Hey, that’s not fair!” She shouted after me, and I heard her ankle boots clopping against the ground. “I’m in heels!”

“Okay, fair point,” I said, and I slowed to a stop as Casey continued to shuffle toward me. Then I crouched down and held my arms out to my side. “I’ll give you a piggyback instead.”

“Aww, what a gentleman.” Casey giggled and flung herself onto my back.

In one quick motion, I stood up and shifted her weight comfortably on my back. She was light as a feather, and she wrapped her long, lean legs around my waist and held on tight.

“The faster we get there, the faster I can beat you,” I said, and then I took off at another sprint.

“Ohh, you… ahhhh!” Casey laughed loudly as I raced her across the rec room.

When we came to a stop at the arcade area, she hopped off my back and ran to the nearest game, which happened to be a two-shooter game.

“Get over here so I can get you back for that,” Casey picked up the bright red gun and aimed it at the screen.

“I’d love to see you try.” I joined her at the game and picked up the equally bright blue gun while Casey initiated our first match. The theme music blasted out as the holographic characters on the screen laid out our objective to kill as many mutated spiders as possible.

“Just remember, I grew up in sketchy pubs and shady old men hangouts my whole childhood,” Casey said as she nestled the gun into her shoulder. “I had a lot of time to practice while my granddad carried out his business.”

“Oh, I know you’re a good shot,” I said as the game counted down the final three seconds to action. “I’ve seen it. I’m just saying. I’m a knight. A pretty good one, in case you hadn’t heard.”

The mutant spiders started to flood the screen, and our trash talking was put on pause as we sprayed them with ice daggers from our fake guns that froze and shattered the spiders. We cried out excitedly as we fought off the holographic bastards. Once we got into the swing of the game, our banter started up again, but I was leading the scoreboard by the end of the second round.

“One more round,” Casey said, and she squared her feet while the final level loaded.

“You can just give up now if you want, I’d understand,” I teased gently.

“It ain’t over yet, Knight Lyons.” Casey shot me a grin before she flicked her red hair behind her shoulder. “You’ll see.”

Another flood of mutant spiders hurled themselves at us, and we blasted them away one icicle at the time. I kept an eye on the corner of the screen. There were fifteen seconds left, and Casey was trailing me by a mere two hundred points.

“Ohh, it’s close, Roman,” I said as I blasted away another spider and added another hundred points to my score, lengthening the gap even more. “But looks like you got a little big for your space boots.”

“You know what else is big?”

Suddenly, I felt a pressure on my crotch, and I looked down to see Casey’s hand pressing against my dick.

“What the–”

I looked up but Casey’s eyes were glued to the screen, and she aimed her gun at the top right and pulled her plastic trigger. The shot caused a holographic chandelier to snap and crush a cluster of spiders, which shot Casey’s score up by two thousand points right before the game ended.

“Wooooo!” Casey removed her hand from my crotch and shot it triumphantly in the air instead.

“Noooooo,” I groaned as I dropped my toy gun and held my hands to my head in exaggerated disappointment.

But I was still smiling from ear to ear. Losing arcade games to my gorgeous girlfriend was the most fun I’d had in days.

“Told you I’d win,” Casey said smugly as she replaced the guns in their holders.

“I think you cheated a little bit.”

“Show me a rulebook that says I can’t do that,” Casey fired back playfully.

“There must be a sign that says ‘no crotch-grabbing to distract your opponents’ around here somewhere,” I said, and I held a hand over my eyes as I made a display about searching the walls for it.

Casey let out another one of her sexy, throaty laughs. Then her blue eyes darkened, and she stepped right in front of me. The sexy enchantress bit her lower lip, and then she rested her hand on my crotch again.

“Ungh,” I moaned instinctively as my cock stirred beneath her warm touch.

“I guess I could make it up to you…” Casey murmured as she drew her lips closer to mine.

“That sounds fair.” I smiled and closed the distance between us.
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Chapter 2

Our bodies melted together as we kissed with an animalistic urgency. I ran my hands down Casey’s sexy body and grasped the slinky fabric of her dress in my hands as she grinded her hips against mine.

“Oh, Nick,” Casey breathed. She dragged her lips from my face down to my neck and started kissing and biting it all over.

I let out a guttural growl, then grabbed her hips and lifted her into the air. She kept her lips locked on my neck as she wrapped her legs around my waist, and I held her up by her round ass as my erection threatened to burst through my RTF uniform.

“Gods above,” I muttered as a shiver of pleasure crawled down my spine.

As Casey continued to tease me, I navigated the gorgeous enchantress to the nearest surface, which happened to be an old-school pinball machine. With an actual metal pinball, not just a holographic projection.

I placed the enchantress gently on the edge of the gleaming surface of the awesome game, and as soon as her ass touched the machine, she hooked her ankles around my thighs and pulled me tight against her. Then her lips found mine, and she kissed me eagerly. I matched her enthusiasm, and as we kissed, I slid my hands up her milky, freckle-dusted thighs.

“Unnnnhhh,” Casey whimpered as my hands skated across her smooth skin.

“You’re so beautiful,” I murmured against her lips as my fingertips brushed against the thin, lacy fabric of her panties.

“I’ve been thinking about you all day,” Casey whispered. Then she tilted her head back and pulled me against her neck.

I grinned and took my cue. I gently trapped the delicate skin of her neck between my teeth and bit softly. Casey cried out in pleasure and pushed her hips toward me. I kissed and bit the redhead’s neck as I grabbed the thin strings of her panties and pulled them down.

Casey lifted her ass so I could slide the panties off, but she held my head against her neck so I couldn’t stop kissing and biting it. Once her panties were tossed to the side, I repositioned myself in front of her. I slid one hand between her thighs until I reached her smooth, silky pussy, which was already dripping wet.

“Someone’s excited,” I murmured against Casey’s neck.

Then I plunged a finger into her eager hole.

“Ye—ooohh!” Casey gasped as her pussy released another flood of excited juices.

I nibbled her neck gently as I worked a finger in and out of her. Then I slipped another finger inside and gradually increased my speed. The gorgeous enchantress writhed against me and wailed in pleasure as she enjoyed me finger fucking her for a few minutes. Her wetness dripped over my hands, and I figured she was getting close to release.

Suddenly, I felt a pressure on my crotch. Then Casey’s slender hands started to undo my uniform. I leaned back and tugged off my shirt, and within seconds, my pants were around my ankles and my erection was in Casey’s grip.

“Heavens, you’re hard as a diamond,” Casey remarked with a hint of glee in her voice.

“Because of you,” I muttered, and I gave her neck another nibble.

“Unnngh.” The redhead stroked my cock and wiggled closer to the edge of the pinball machine. “I want to feel that hard cock inside me.”

“As you wish.”

In one swift movement, I pulled Casey’s slender waist forward and plunged deep into her silky tunnel.

“Aaaahhhh!” The enchantress cried out as I rocked her hips in rhythm with my thrusting cock.

The pinball machine let out a small ring with each pump, and I could hear the little silver ball rolling around inside the machine as I fucked my girlfriend against it.

“You feel sooo good,” I growled through gritted teeth. And she did. Her silky pussy caressed my rock hard erection like a cloud caressed the sky, and the slinky green fabric of her dress against my bare skin only amplified the sensation.

“S-S-So do y-y-you.” Casey pushed her hips harder against mine as she leaned back at the waist until she was lying on her back on the pinball machine. Each thrust caused her perky tits to bounce, and it only took four thrusts until they were released from their fabric prison.

“Fucking gorgeous,” I growled, and I reached up to trap a pink, pert nipple between my fingers as I pumped into her even harder.

Casey spluttered, but judging by the way her eyes rolled back in her head, she had temporarily lost the ability to speak. The enchantress’ throat made guttural noises, and a river started to flow between her legs and down my balls.

“C-C-Cummmming-g,” Casey managed, before her body started to convulse.

That didn’t stop me. I held onto her bucking hips harder as I pulled her twitching pussy down over my dick again and again and again. Casey released a primal scream, and her whole body flailed against the pinball machine as her orgasm took over.

I stopped thrusting, but I held her hips tight against me and kept my cock inside of her while she came. Her tight pussy squeezed my dick in rhythm with the shockwaves that rocked the beautiful redhead’s body. Casey’s face was lifted to the ceiling with a look of pure ecstasy, and it was the most beautiful I’d ever seen her, even as her body continued to flail around her.

Suddenly, I heard a crack, and the redhead’s serene face snapped back to reality.

“Oh my gods, I think I just broke it!”

Casey flew up to a sitting position, and I had to wrap my arms around her waist to keep her from throwing us both off balance. My erection remained inside of her as she spun around and groaned. I peered down at the pinball machine to see a giant crack across the glass.

“Oh, shit!” I couldn’t help but laugh. “You came so hard, you broke the glass.”

“That’s not good,” Casey gasped.

The redhead lifted her leg and swung it over my head as she spun around to face the pinball machine. She pushed her ass against my hips as she lowered her feet to the ground, but she had somehow managed to keep my dick inside her the whole time.

And now I had this incredible view of her milky ass against my dick, and her silky green dress bunched around her slender waist.

Casey flung her curtain of red hair over her shoulder, then turned her head to peer at me. She fluttered her long lashes and wriggled her ass against my hips before she sprawled out across the broken glass.

“Well, it’s already broken,” the enchantress said with a coy smile. “We might as well finish.”

“As you wish.”

I grinned and gave Casey’s exposed ass a little spank. The redhead giggled and wiggled some more, so I got back to work.

My grip around Casey’s waist tightened as I picked up right where I’d left off. Her wet tunnel was still warm and tight around me, and I could still feel phantom convulsions from her orgasm around my shaft.

I plunged into my stunning girlfriend over and over again, and she yelped with joy each time. I couldn’t help but notice that the pinball machine pinged each time too, and I kinda liked the encouragement.

“Fuuuck.” Casey suddenly pulled herself up from the waist and grabbed one of my hands. She wrapped it around her body and shoved it over her breast, so I did as she wanted and squeezed her nipple while I fucked her hard from behind. “Yes, yes, yes, yes, Nick, please fill me with your seeeeed, yes, gods!”

“Oh, fuck, Casey.”

“Oh, Nick, I’m cumming again.” Casey started to shudder as another orgasm rocked her body. “Fill me! I want your seed in my woooomb!”

“Unngh.” Out of nowhere, my orgasm exploded from my balls and all the way to the tip of my cock. My vision dimmed as my legs tensed, and my seed pumped into her endlessly as waves of pleasure rolled across my body.

My climax seemed to last a good five minutes, and Casey’s incredible pussy squeezed and milked me every second as she pushed back into me.

“Fuuuuck,” I growled after my balls finally emptied, and then I collapsed against Casey’s glistening back.

Hearing my gorgeous girlfriend beg for my seed had caught me off guard, but I wasn’t mad about it. That was one of the best orgasms of my life, and judging by Casey’s reaction, I was pretty sure I’d just topped her list, too. My heart pounded against my ribcage, and I could feel it reverberating against Casey’s pale, slender back.

“I’ve never been fucked so good,” Casey breathed as she wiggled her body underneath mine. “Damn, I could do that all day.”

“I might need a minute,” I chuckled as I slowly pulled myself off of her.

“Me too, actually.” Casey slowly hobbled to her feet, and I reached out to steady her. She turned her twinkling blue eyes toward mine and giggled. “I can barely stand, but it was worth it, and I can hardly wait to do it again.”

“Well, look at you.” I slowly appraised her perfect body before I pulled her against me. Then I pushed her hair over her shoulder and leaned down to her ear and whispered. “All I ever want to do is bend you over and fuck you.”

“Oh, Nick.” Casey’s body shuddered, and I saw goosebumps form all over her milky skin. Then she giggled and buried her head in my shoulder. “Stop that, you’ll get us both excited again, and if we go again, I’ll need a wheelchair to get back to the ship.”

“Alright, let’s get you somewhere to sit.”

I crouched down and scooped up my slender girlfriend. Then I carried her in my arms toward the pool, where a row of lounge chairs were situated, each with two fluffy towels laid across them.

I strode toward the large ones that could fit two people and laid Casey down on the nearest one. She immediately scooted over and reached for me, and moments later, we were cuddled up on the cozy lounge chairs in front of the inky pool.

“So, how are you liking our date?” Casey asked before she let out a giggle.

“Best date ever,” I said as I pulled her tight against me.

“Good.” Casey melted into my chest and sighed happily. “But we still have some time if you want me to kick your ass at other games.”

“I let you win,” I lied.

“You wish,” Casey snorted, then snuggled up even more. “But a quick cuddle before I beat you some more.”

“Yes, please.” I closed my eyes as we held each other close.

“We can’t fall asleep,” Casey murmured sleepily. “We have a time limit.”

“We won’t,” I assured the redhead as my body slowly sank into the chair.

“Mmm.”

Sometime later, Casey jolted awake, which pulled me out of my light slumber.

“Shit, shit, shit,” the enchantress muttered as she scrambled up from the lounge chair. “What time is it?”

“Check my prot-belt.” I motioned toward my crumpled RTF uniform on the floor in front of the pinball machine as I pulled myself to my feet.

Casey fell to her knees in front of my uniform and scrambled for the prot-belt. She found it quickly and turned the display screen toward her as it illuminated her face. Then her shoulders sagged in relief when she read the display.

“Yes! We were only sleeping for like twenty minutes.” She laughed as she stood up and wiggled her way into her discarded panties. Then she picked up my uniform from the ground as I approached her.

“That was lucky.” I took the uniform from her, then gave her a kiss before I started to get dressed. “How much time do we have left in here, then?”

“A good hour or so,” Casey replied as her eyes scanned the large rec room. “So, still time to kick your ass. I’m thinking the mechanical bear?”

“You’re on.” I finished buttoning up my shirt and then took off at a sprint toward the bear.

“Cheater!” Casey cried out, but she was hot on my heels.

When I pulled to a stop at the mechanical bear, Casey didn’t. Instead, the enchantress barreled right into me, causing us both to collapse onto the thick, cushy crash pads surrounding the bear. We laughed deliriously as we rolled around on the mats together, hugging and kissing each other as we went.

I felt a surge of warm love for my beautiful, thoughtful girlfriend. I hadn’t realized how much I’d needed this until now.

“Hey,” I murmured as we finally rolled to a stop. I pushed Casey’s long, red hair out of her eyes and peered into her freckled face. “Thank you for tonight. This has been incredible. Really. You have no idea how much I needed this.”

“You’re more than welcome, babe,” Casey replied warmly, and she gave me a soft, gentle kiss that was brimming with love. Then she pulled back, and her blue eyes searched mine. “To be honest, I could tell you needed it. The past couple of days, you’ve seemed a little… off, and, well, I guess I wanted to get you alone and see if you wanted to talk about it.”

“That’s very sweet of you, Casey.” I felt another wave of affection as I pulled the enchantress in for another kiss. Then I held her forehead against mine and nodded. “And you’re not wrong. I’ve been having… some… issues.”

“You can talk to me about anything,” the redhead said as she grasped my forearms. “I’m always here for you, Nick. I love you.”

“I know.” I gave her one last kiss before I sighed and leaned back against the mats. “It’s just… really hard to talk about.”

“Whenever you’re ready,” Casey said gently.

“Well, it’s about, um, my mother,” I said.

“Your mother? Is she alright?”

I was touched by the concern in my girlfriend’s voice, so I squeezed her hand tightly.

“She’s fine,” I snorted. “More than fine, in fact.”

“Oh?” Casey tilted her head curiously.

“Well, I recently found out a couple of things,” I began. I hadn’t opened up to anyone about my mother yet, but Casey’s blue eyes shone up at me, and I knew I could trust her. “My mother is, well, she’s a Lich knight.”

“She’s… a- really?” Casey’s ginger eyebrows shot up her forehead in shock, then furrowed in confusion. “I thought she was a cleaner?”

“So did I.” I let out a bark of laughter. I hesitated but then decided to let Casey in a little bit. I couldn’t reveal everything, but I had to admit, it felt nice to finally talk about it. “But that was just a cover for her real identity. Apparently she’s a pretty big deal.”

“Wow,” Casey said softly. She rubbed her thumb along mine. “How do you feel about that?”

“Good question,” I laughed again. “I have a lot of conflicting feelings, I guess. I think I’ll feel better after I talk to her.”

“When is that?” the enchantress asked as she continued to gently rub my hands.

“Soon,” I said. “Once we wrap up here on Rutheni, Cap is taking us to Dobuni so I can talk to her.”

“Damn.” Casey’s eyebrows shot up in surprise again. “Sounds like a pretty big deal if even the Captain is getting involved.”

“Yeah.” I nodded, but the Captain and Commander had asked for discretion surrounding the details of their relationship with my mother, so I shrugged it off. “I think he feels sorry for me or something.”

“I don’t think anyone pities you,” Casey snorted. “You’re one of the most kick-ass knights to ever come out of the academy, and you haven’t even qualified in your specialty yet.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said as I felt my cheeks heat up.

“Everyone knows it,” Casey said with an encouraging nod. “I even heard a group of knights talking about you in town today. Rutheni and Aquitaine. I’m telling you, Nick, people know about you. And Captain Cross will know that, too. That’s probably why he’s taking you to see your mother. He needs to keep the kingdom’s rising star happy.”

“I doubt that,” I said with a shake of my head, but I grinned at Casey’s enthusiasm. “He has business in the area, it’s really just a pit stop.”

“Mhmm,” the enchantress hummed, and she was clearly unconvinced. But then her face relaxed into a smile, and she stroked my chin with her thumb. “I’d love to meet her. Your mom. She must be pretty incredible to have raised someone as amazing as you.”

“Thanks,” I said, and I gave her a quick kiss on the tip of her nose. “I’m not sure we’ll have time for an introduction this visit. Definitely next time, though.”

“To be fair, it might be a little overwhelming for her if you showed up with your harem of sassy girlfriends,” Casey giggled.

“Totally,” I said, though now that I knew the truth about my mother, I couldn’t imagine her being overwhelmed about anything.

Although it would be fun to try.

But I had some things to straighten out with my mother before I introduced her to anyone else. She had some explaining to do first.

“So, that’s what’s been on your mind lately?” Casey asked. “Or was there anything else?”

My mind flashed back to that meeting with Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, and Natali when they told me the truth about my mother. They had also hinted at some deeper truths about the Stalwart’s crew, something about being around for a lot longer than I realized, but my head was already spinning from the news about my mother, and I wasn’t sure I could handle much more right now.

One thing at a time, Knight Lyons.

“Yeah, I’m just not sure what I’ll say to her,” I said to Casey with a sigh. “She lied to me my whole life, you know? What does anyone say to that?”

“I’m sure she had her reasons,” the enchantress said softly.

“That’s the thing, I know she did.” I let out a long sigh. “So even though I can understand it, I still feel betrayed, you know?”

“I understand. You’re justified in all of these feelings,” Casey said in a soothing tone. “I think you just need to get some answers from her, then you’ll feel better.”

“I agree.” Then I groaned loudly before I pulled Casey on top of me. “Anyway, enough about all of that. We’re on a tight schedule, let’s enjoy the rest of our time here.”

“Gladly.” Casey wiggled her hips against mine before she hopped to her feet. “Dibs on the mechanical bear.”

“Fine, but I’m not taking it easy on you,” I said as I rolled to my feet.

“You better not,” Casey said with a grin as she hiked up her dress and swung a leg over the mechanical bear.

“But for the record,” I said as I posted up in front of the controls. “I’m okay coming second place in this particular challenge. I know exactly how well you can ride, after all.”

I wiggled my eyebrows at Casey, and the enchantress jutted her chin in the air proudly.

“Get those excuses in early, I see how it is,” Casey fired back as she adjusted her butt on the fake bear. “At least now you can’t claim that you let me win.”

“We’ll see about that,” I snorted. I focused on the controls, which consisted of a plasma screen and a short joystick. The instructions were projected clearly next to the joystick, and the device seemed pretty idiot proof anyway.

I started off slowly, and Casey yelped gleefully as I swung the mechanical bear back and forth.

“Kick it up a notch, Knight Lyons!” the redhead called out after a few minutes.

“Careful what you ask for!” I replied.

I chuckled and flicked the joystick hard, which almost caused the beautiful enchantress to go flying off the bear, but she clamped her strong thighs around the machine and squealed in delight. I had to admit, it was pretty impressive watching the gorgeous redhead buck her hips in time with the mechanical bear. She made it look easy, the way she shifted her weight and remained steady.

I was suddenly less certain about my own mechanical bear riding abilities.

“Come on, give me a challenge!” Casey cried out.

“Oh, it’s on!”

I went to town on the joystick, and Casey put up a valiant effort, but after a couple of minutes, she was tossed from the mechanical bear and fell to the mats mid-laugh.

“That was so fun,” Casey said as she scrambled to her feet. She bounced across the mat toward the controls and shooed me away. “Now it’s your turn. Get up there, space cowboy. Let’s see what you got.”

“Let’s do this,” I said with a false sense of confidence as I headed to the furry fake bear. I glanced back at the enchantress and grinned. “Take it easy on me, I just fought a big battle the other day in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Enough of the excuses, Knight Lyons,” Casey said, and she spread her feet wide as she postured up in front of the controls. “Get your cute little butt up there so I can throw it off.”

“Alright, alright, let’s get this over with.”

I chuckled, and without any grace, I flung myself onto the mechanical bear. I clutched onto the fur as I hoisted myself up onto the device and quickly realized that the mechanical bear was not actually fake. This bear had been alive once, and now it was mounted on a mechanical device for entertainment purposes.

“I feel ya, bear,” I muttered to the machine as I adjusted myself on the bear’s back while Casey giggled uncontrollably.

“You ready?” the redhead called out.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied.

I wrapped my dominant hand around the small rope at the nape of the bear’s neck. Then I clamped my legs around the bear and braced myself. I felt very unsteady, but I was a knight with the RTF, and a pretty damn good one, so I took a deep breath and prepared for my battle.

“Three… two… one!”

Casey took it easy on me at first. The bear started to move in a slow circle with a couple up and down movements here and there. I got used to the feeling of the bear underneath me, and I learned how to move my hips in rhythm with the machine.

“Looking great!” Casey called out.

“I know you’re being nice, but I’m going to take that compliment graciously,” I said.

“Want me to kick it up a notch?” she asked.

“Just one,” I replied.

“Get ready.”

Casey increased the speed of the bear and then slowly added more jerking movements. I adjusted to the increased speed, and my confidence grew. I finally relaxed my shoulders and started enjoying the game. Casey picked up on my mental shift, and she gave me more of a challenge, rocking the bear back and forth faster than before.

“Woooo!” I cried out as I managed to stay atop the bear after a particularly violent swing.

“You’re a natural!” Casey hollered.

“You’re being nice again, but I don’t care!” I laughed as Casey swung me around on the bear again.

“We’re almost out of time…”

“Alright, kick it up another notch or two,” I told the redhead. “I won’t last long.”

“Alright, here we go.”

The bear jerked and jived like it was desperate to fling me off of it, but I held on tight. I caught a glimpse of Casey’s wicked smile as I spun around in circles and clung to the bear for dear life.

Finally, one particularly steep swoop of the bear sent me flying off the machine and onto the mats.

“Ahhhh!” I landed on the soft mats with a gentle bounce and laughed with joy. My inner thighs still vibrated from the pressure of clamping them around the bear, but the adrenaline coursed through my veins, and I couldn’t stop laughing.

“You were so good,” Casey said as she scrambled onto the mats. She bounced her way over and then fell to her knees next to me.

“Not as good as you.” I grabbed her narrow waist and pulled her down on top of me. She straddled my hips, and we kissed and laughed for a few glorious moments before she pulled away. I held onto her waist as she stayed sitting on my lap.

“I have a confession,” Casey said with a sigh. “My grandfather was also pretty big into barrel racing whenever he got the chance. Like real racing with real four-legged horses.”

“Oh, you little sneak,” I teased. “You should’ve warned me you were an experienced rider.”

“It’s been years, I wasn’t sure I still had it in me,” Casey said with a shrug, but the sly smile on her face told me she knew exactly how much she had in her.

“This date night has taught me a lot about you,” I said as I bounced Casey’s hips gently on mine.

“Oh, yeah?” Casey’s blue eyes lit up.

“Yeah, it taught me that you’re a big cheater!” In one quick motion, I swept Casey to the side and laid her on her back while I spun out from under her and pinned her down.

“Nooo!” she shrieked as she playfully fought me off.

We spent a while laughing, play-fighting, kissing, and generally forgetting the weight of everything waiting for us outside this room until Casey finally sighed and gestured toward the slide.

“Our time is almost up.”

“Well, before we go,” I said and pulled Casey in for one more long, passionate kiss. Then I pulled back and gazed into her pretty blue eyes. “Thank you again for tonight. You have no idea how much I needed it.”

“I had some idea,” Casey giggled and gave me another quick kiss. “But again, you’re welcome. Making you happy makes me happy.”

“Gods above, I love you,” I said.

“And I love you.”

After one more kiss, I helped Casey to her feet, and we headed back toward the exit. We stopped at the pinball machine, and Casey cringed at the large crack across the machine while I chuckled.

“Don’t, I feel so bad,” Casey said as she slapped a hand to her forehead.

“I don’t, I feel like a rockstar,” I said as I stood up straighter. “That’s some pretty impressive orgasming.”

“But I broke it!” Casey countered.

“Ummm.” I gestured around at the decked-out rec room. “I think the Rutheni royalty can afford a new one.”

“That’s true,” the redhead said, and her body visibly relaxed before she chuckled. “To be fair, they should probably replace that even if I hadn’t broken it. I dripped all over the thing.”

“Agreed.”

We laughed together and made sure we had everything we came with before we headed back to the slide. We stopped at the bottom of it, and I looked up.

“I didn’t think about how we were going to get back up,” I said.

“Don’t worry, I know what to do,” Casey replied.

The enchantress pulled out the holo key and waved it over the screen at the base of the slide. I suddenly heard and felt a rush of cool air that I quickly realized was coming from the slide.

“Is that…”

“It goes up!” Casey exclaimed. She held her hand out above the slide, and her eyes lit up. “Feel it.”

I waved my hand over the slide and felt the rush of air.

“That’s pretty cool,” I said. “You want to go first?”

“Ohh, yes, please.” Casey grabbed the edges of the slide and slid her feet up it. “You have to go feet first, and then it lands you on your feet up there.”

“Awesome.” I smiled at my gorgeous girlfriend. “I’ll see you at the top.”

Casey closed her eyes and pursed her lips. I chuckled and bent down to give her a kiss. Then I stepped back, and she released her grip from the slide. I watched as she was sucked upward, and her hair blew wildly behind her as she let out a pleased yelp.

I waited until I heard her land up top, then I did exactly what she had done. When I released the slide, I felt the air pull me upward and couldn’t help but let out my own delighted cry as I was pulled against gravity up the slide. It was fun, but it was also a strange sensation as the blood rushed to my head, and I was kinda glad when my feet landed on solid ground again.

Casey led us back out into the hallway and waved the holo card in front of the door. It snapped shut with a loud click. Then she tried the holo key again, but the door didn’t budge.

“Well, that’s it,” she said with a sigh. “Our fun night is over.”

“It was the best,” I said, and I took her hand as we started down the underground hallways again.

“Walk me back to the ship?” Casey asked.

“Of course,” I said.

“I wish you could stay,” she sighed wistfully. “But I know you have early clean-up detail tomorrow.”

“Too early,” I said with a shake of my head.

“But at least it’s the last one,” Casey said brightly. “Then the Stalwart launches tomorrow evening, and I get more time on the ship with you.”

“That’s right,” I said, and I pulled her in for a side hug as we walked.

“Oh, that reminds me!” The enchantress’ pretty face lit up. “I was going to go through that bag of loot of yours first thing in the morning.”

“The… ohhhh, I’d forgotten about that,” I whispered as I glanced around to make sure no one was within ear shot. “The stuff from the Rutheni Royal Defensive Knights.”

The elite knights had attacked me while I’d tried to capture the corrupt former prince of Rutheni, but I managed to take them down, even if it had been by the skin of my teeth. They’d been incredible fighters, so I was looking forward to seeing what special effects their weapons and armor had.

“Yeah, that stuff.” Casey nodded. “I wanted to get to it sooner, but there are sooo many repairs to get through.”

“Don’t worry, there’s no rush,” I assured the enchantress. “Focus on your real work first.”

“You’re the best,” she sighed.

Half an hour later, I gave Casey a goodnight kiss in front of her room. Even at this late hour, the ship was still buzzing with activity. I stopped by a couple of the damaged areas of the ship like the galley and the loading dock, and I was impressed with how well they’d been patched up.

I knew I needed to return to the palace and get to bed for my early morning mission, but I couldn’t help but make a quick stop in my knight’s quarters.

The corridor was quiet considering all of my friends were back at the palace by now, except Richard, who was still in the med bay. I wanted to stop in to say hi, but I didn’t want to wake him, so I continued on to my room.

I breathed a happy sigh when I stepped into my chambers. The full-length window displayed the twinkling lights of Rutheni, and it was quiet apart from the electrical humming from the walls around me. I felt at home in here, and I was looking forward to spending some more time here when we were space bound again.

I checked the time display on my prot-belt and knew I should really be getting back to the palace, but my weapons locker was beckoning me forward.

“Alright, just a quick peek,” I said to myself as I crossed my room to the gleaming locker.

After the battle, our armor and weapons had been transported back to the ship where yeomen had cleaned them and sent any weapons that needed repairs to Casey’s workshop. I opened my locker and grinned at the sight of my clean gear. My armor was hung up neatly on the left side of the locker while my weapons were on the right-hand side.

I’d spent too many hours on cleanup detail lately, and I was itching for my gear again.

“My babies,” I sighed as I glanced over it all. “You’ve been good to me.”

I focused on my armor first. It was all accounted for, but I decided to give them all a quick scan to make sure. I went through them one by one.

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.

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.

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%.

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.

Armor type: Knight Rerebraces of Strength

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Greater Might

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Enhances wearer’s musculature capabilities by 30%. Can only remain active for thirty minutes due to the risk of muscle fatigue.

Armor type: Mercury’s Leggings

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: None

Runes inscribed: Agility (+3)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Increases limberness in wearer’s legs. Second-tier rune (effectiveness increased by 30%).

Armor Type: 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.

Everything looked in good order, and I replaced each piece as I scanned it. Then for good measure, I scanned my awesome new boots that Casey had just gifted me.

Armor type: Night Walker Boots

Absorption rating: Improved

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: Toxic secretions released when the wearer throws a kick that produce immediate hallucinogenic effects on enemy. Wearer must input at least two (2) but no more than eight (8) kick variations in order to activate.

Runes inscribed: Speed (+5) Stealth (+5) Weightlessness (+2)

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Increases movement speed. First-tier rune (effectiveness increased by 50%). Increases stealth by muffling wearer’s movements by 50%. Decreases gravity resistance by 20% to allow increased jump range.

Warning: Made from teenaged hybrid goblin-frog leather. May have an aphrodisiac effect around certain amphibious creatures.

I grinned and nodded in satisfaction. I was currently happy with all of my armor, and it had just gotten me through one of the most intense battles yet, so unless I came across something super awesome, I’d be keeping all of that for now.

Then I moved on to the weapons. I reached for the nearest one and scanned it to pull up the 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.

This scimitar had saved my ass on more than one occasion, and I felt like I hadn’t seen the best of it yet. My lightning elementals really knew how to raise hell, and I wouldn’t be tempering them anytime soon. I gave the weapon a once-over and noticed a few new nicks on the curved blade, but that was the price of battle. I didn’t mind, it added character. Besides, they were nothing I couldn’t buff out the next time I sharpened it.

I placed the blade back on its hooks, then reached for the next weapon and scanned it.

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 grinned at the memory of my Greater Void Cat tearing Dax soldiers limb from limb. That memory triggered another one, and I placed the longbow back on its hook while I looked at my 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.

My Fenrir beasts were one of my greatest weapons in battles, and I knew I hadn’t unlocked their full potential yet. I smiled fondly at the Wolf’s Hour before I returned it to the locker and pulled out a knife to scan.

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.

These knives had served me well in my knighthood, but they weren’t the most powerful weapons in my arsenal. They were great for now, but I knew I’d probably trade these up eventually, maybe to something from the Lich class, though Leith might be able to help me find a better set of paralyzing blades since the Slayer always had enough strapped to him to take down an army of Grendel Elites all on his own. Next, I grabbed my brass knuckles.

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.

These babies had been a hidden gem. The Mindfire rune had worked wonders in battle, it was super helpful when your enemy lost their mind and attacked their fellow soldiers. Plus, the knuckles didn’t take up much space. Next up was another Lich item.

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.

I held the scythe in my hand and weighed it. I was looking forward to using this baby more often. Now that the word was out about my Lich specialty, I could experiment and explore the specialty more, especially the kick-ass weapons and items that came with it.

I returned the scythe to its hook and scanned the last couple of items, including the one strapped around my waist.

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.

Another invaluable item that I didn’t see myself parting with anytime soon. My void serpents and I worked well together, they were staying put.

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.

I felt lucky that I hadn’t been able to use this one in battle for my friends, but the effect worked for all my summoned creatures, and this single item was the secret to my success as a knight who used both summoning and Lich equipment.

I finally pulled open a drawer and held the last piece of equipment I owned.

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 could feel the power of the amulet radiating from my palm even if it had deep cracks along the surface. It needed to get back to Casey sooner rather than later so the enchantress could fix it for me, because there was no way I’d leave it broken for long. I knew exactly what this item could do, and I shuddered at the memories of the hyper-realistic visions the mysterious item had cursed me with. Sure, they had come in handy in defeating our enemies, but they were creepy as hell. Still, the rune was pretty freaking handy. And it needed repairing. I returned it to its location and made a mental note to take it to Casey when we were back in the air.

Just as I was about to close my locker, something caught my eye.

The bottom floor of the locker looked slightly askew.

I frowned and crouched down to take a closer look, and I realized the locker had a false bottom. I ran my fingers along the edge of it until I found a catch. Then I tugged until the panel released to reveal a small storage chamber with a long weapons bag laid at the bottom.

“What the voids?” I murmured as I reached for the bag.

I pulled it out, peeled the bag open, and then let out a gasp of shock.

“Oh, my…”

Inside the bag were three items I’d completely forgotten about. Loot from previous battles that I’d meant to come back to, but the life of a knight was pretty hectic, and I figured they’d just been shoved to the back after all this time without me noticing.

I pulled them out one by one and scanned them.

Item type: Zolonix’s Clay Finger

Runes inscribed: Zolonix’s Body

Rune class: Bloodspear (Unidentified Knight Specialty)

Rune effects: Upon activation, wearer feels 10% of the pain associated with injury caused by energy and melee attacks for one minute. Once five minutes have ended, user recovers from all injuries sustained. Can only be used once every twenty-four hours.

Set bonus:

2 - User heals all non-fatal damage during use and feels 0% of the pain associated with injury.

3- User can no longer be killed during use.

4- Use of Zolonix’s Body resets every four hours.

5- Use of Zolonix’s Body resets every hour.

6- Zolonix’s Body can be used continuously.

Warning: Identification and registration are required before the runes on this armor piece can be used.

I remembered this. I’d pulled it off a Dax soldier back in Aquitaine. It wasn’t super useful to me since it wasn’t a summoner or Lich item, and I recalled that I wanted to give it to Nathan or Richard. Given Richard’s current state, I figured it would be a good get-well gift for him. I’d make sure to give it to him the next time I saw him, but for now I laid it on the top shelf of my locker so I wouldn’t forget about it.

Then I turned to the next two items and shook my head in wonder. I remembered coming into possession of these two items back when I was still a squire, and my friends had thought I was insane for keeping them. I scanned them and instantly remembered why.

Armor type: Wraith Collector

Absorption rating: Advanced

Power class: Knight ([unknown])

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

Runes inscribed: Greater Might’s Aura

Rune class: Knight ([unknown])

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

Weapon type: Animator’s Scepter

Additional damage: None

Power class: Knight ([unknown])

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Soul Drain

Rune class: Knight ([unknown])

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

Runes inscribed: Animate Void Minion

Rune class: Knight ([unknown])

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

I guessed these were Lich items. Which was great for me now, but back when we were baby squires, they had been intimidating to say the least. I was actually meant to surrender these to Elle ages ago, but something had told me to keep them, and I was glad I had.

But how had I forgotten about them all of this time? And why were they tucked away out of sight in a hidden compartment of my new room? I frowned as I considered the possibilities. Then it suddenly dawned on me.

Commander Reynolds.

Once we had passed our knights’ exam and returned to the ship, all of our gear and weapons had already been moved into our new knight’s quarters. I’d assumed it was some random yeoman who had been assigned the menial task, but Commander Reynolds had been the one to escort us to our new quarters. And a yeoman wouldn’t know to hide the Lich items.

But Reynolds, a Lich herself, would know to keep the items hidden.

I smiled as I realized that meant Reynolds had already seen the potential of my Lich powers, even before I’d become a full-fledged knight. On any other ship, I probably would’ve been busted back to squire for being caught with such powerful Lich items, but not on the Stalwart.

We did things differently here.

I regarded the Lich items again. The synergy between the scepter and the breastplate was palpable, and I couldn’t wait to start training with them. I had wielded them both in battle already, but that was when I was a fresh knight. I knew they’d be a lot more powerful now that I was specifically training my Lich class. And now that I was allowed to, I could get them registered and cataloged with Elle.

I felt a new surge of excitement at my old items, and I suddenly couldn’t wait for my next training session. Switching out the breastplate would mean I couldn’t use my duplicates anymore, but the new Lich armor would allow me to revive the dead if I used it in conjunction with the scepter, and the permanent strength boost would be invaluable.

But that trade-off was still a while away.

I sighed and returned everything to my locker as I was painfully aware of how much time had already passed since I entered my knight’s quarters. I needed to get back to the palace soon.

I closed my locker and then eyed my cozy-looking bed. It wouldn’t hurt to take a quick power nap before I made the trek back to the palace in the cold night. I wouldn’t even take my boots off, just a quick snooze.

I laid down on the bed and let my eyelids flutter shut.

“Just a catnap,” I muttered to myself.

But I was abruptly woken a while later by a blaring alarm and flashing red lights.

An automated voice filled the room.

“Warning. Emergency. Report to the cargo bay ASAP.”
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Chapter 3

The alarm blared relentlessly as I shot to my feet and looked around as if the Dax would materialize in the middle of my quarters.

“Warning. Emergency. Report to the cargo bay ASAP.”

“What is going on?” I muttered to myself as I reached for my prot-belt.

A message flashed across my screen in large red letters.

EMERGENCY. REPORT TO CARGO BAY ASAP.

So helpful. It could be anything, from another enemy attack to something in the repairs going wrong.

I rushed to my weapons locker and grabbed my scimitar, just in case. Then I turned and sprinted out of my room toward the cargo bay as the alarm continued to sound.

My mind raced with possibilities. Most of the core crew was still in the Rutheni palace, and it would take them a few minutes to get back to the ship. But most of my girlfriends were still on board, and I lengthened my strides with that information in my head.

We couldn’t be under attack again… could we? Had the Dax come back already to exact their revenge for the unexpected loss? That would make more sense than another Rutheni uprising, but these days, there was a lot that didn’t make sense.

Suddenly, the alarm overhead stopped blaring, and the red lights stopped flashing. My ears rang in the proceeding silence as my eyes adjusted to the dim light, but my body relaxed now that it knew it wasn’t in imminent danger.

“Okay, what the voids is going on?” I muttered.

I briefly debated turning around and heading back to my room, but my feet continued toward the cargo bay, and I figured I should check it out anyway. It was probably just something in the electrical system going haywire while it was being fixed, but my time as a knight had already taught me that it was better to be safe than sorry when it came to alarms.

A few confused yeomen wandered out into the hallways as I continued, but I assured them everything was fine, and they retreated to their rooms with wary faces. It’s not like any of them could help much if we were under attack, and it was better to have them safe and out of the way.

By the time I reached the cargo bay, the ship was quiet and calm again, but my heart was still pounding in my chest. I rounded the corner into the cargo bay and glanced around, but it was empty apart from the skiffs and piles of loot and damaged weapons that were destined for Elle and Casey.

“Anyone here?” I called out.

“Just me,” a voice answered.

“Matthias?” My eyebrows rose in surprise as I recognized the machina’s voice.

“That’s my name, young knight.” Matthias appeared from behind a stack of cargo boxes, and his bronze alloy face flickered into an expression of amusement.

The jump mage had been in cryosleep for a while and recovering from a particularly grueling jump, and he looked all the better for it. Matthias used to be a human at some point, but he’d been spliced and diced into a hybrid and mostly mechanical machina. Due to his lack of organic matter, he was a powerful and durable jump mage, but his inability to sustain human injuries also made him a smug bastard.

“Was it you who sounded the alarm?” I asked and tried to clear my mind of anything I didn’t want Matthias prying about.

Which, of course, meant my mind went straight to my mother. The machina was usually pretty good at staying out of my head, but his curiosity sometimes got the better of him, and he’d left basic human courtesies like not reading crewmates’ minds behind a long, long time ago.

“There appeared to be some crossed wires, literally,” Matthias said as he gestured his bionic arm toward a control panel at the back of the cargo bay. “That alarm was meant only for the captain, not the entire ship. Whomever was responsible for the repairs here was not performing at their best.”

“Oh.” My scimitar fell to my side limply. “So, there’s no emergency?”

“On the contrary, there is,” Matthias said as his face whirred into a serious expression. “The Stalwart is being summoned to planet Uadrai to provide aid. We must leave as soon as the rest of the crew arrives, which should be any minute now.”

“What’s going on at planet Uadrai?” I asked as my adrenaline started flowing again. Maybe there was a fight to be had after all.

“Grendel portal,” Matthias replied as his golden eyes expanded and retracted.

“Oh, shit! We better get going.”

“As I said, Captain Cross and the others will arrive momentarily,” Matthias said in a neutral tone. His eyes whirred again, and I got the impression his focus was somewhere else. Like inside my mind.

“Great, well, um, I guess I should go wait for them,” I said as I started to shuffle back toward the door.

“Do I make you uncomfortable, Knight Lyons?” Matthias asked as his innards buzzed and whirred.

“No,” I answered, “you know we are pals.”

“Ahh, yes we are,” he said as he blinked at me again. “But… something is… ahh, there it is.”

“You know you shouldn’t poke around in your friends’ heads.” I couldn’t help but sigh.

“It has been a while since we have seen each other, and your behavior seems strange.”

“I mean …” I shrugged. “I know you’re not a fan of Lich knights, but it is what it is, isn’t it? I didn’t want to disappoint you.”

“You are not a disappointment to me, my friend.” He set his hand on my shoulder.

“I just know… well. I’d be mad if someone lied to me.”

“Is that how you feel about your mother?” Matthias asked. “Are you mad at the life she made you believe was true?”

“Yeah.” Anger instantly flared in my chest, but a clattering noise interrupted the conversation, thank the gods.

I spun around to see Leith looking wild-eyed and ready for a fight with a small dagger in each hand. The Slayer-turned-navigator was wearing loose-fitting pants and no shirt, and he looked like he’d just woken up from a drunken stupor. There was even a line of dried drool on his chin that he hadn’t bothered to wipe away in his hurry to join whatever fight might be waiting for him in the cargo bay.

“Where’s the emergency?” he asked, and then his eyes narrowed at me. “Did you already kill them, Lyons?”

“False alarm. They are on another planet.” I took the opportunity to put some distance between Matthias and myself before the machina asked any more prying questions.

“So, what are we waiting for?” Leith asked as he blinked his red-rimmed eyes rapidly.

“The rest of the crew,” I said as I joined the Slayer’s side, where I could smell the stale booze on his breath. I eyed the Slayer up and down and grinned. “You gonna be fit for a fight?”

“Please.” Leith rolled his eyes, then spun his daggers around in his hands, which would have been impressive if he didn’t immediately drop them. He shot me a look as the daggers clattered to the floor. “That means nothing.”

“We must prepare for the journey,” Matthias said as he ambled toward the cargo bay exit. “Would the navigator care to navigate?”

“Yes, obviously,” Leith said as he bent down to scoop up his daggers. “Come on, you little light-up freak. We got jumping to do.”

“I resent that,” Matthias said as he followed Leith toward the door.

“Would it help if I told you that you were my favorite light-up freak?”

“A bit. Yes.” Matthias nodded.

“Then you are my favorite light-up freak.” The wiry navigator was focused on trying to spin a dagger without dropping it.

I’d seen him do some pretty impressive feats even after a night of heavy drinking, but I could understand why he was struggling a bit with this one. His best friend was still in the regeneration tank. Not that Leith would ever tell Olav he was worried about him, but his drinking had definitely picked up over the last few days. I watched as he finally got the blade flip right and then nodded at his hands in approval as if they’d finally woken up with the rest of his body.

“I’ll just wait here,” I called out to them.

“Oh, yeah.” Leith turned to look at me over his shoulder. “Why don’t you go see what’s taking the Captain and the others so long?”

“Got it,” I said.

Leith and Matthias took a left out of the cargo bay toward the cockpit, and I turned around to lower the boarding ramp for the others. By the time the ramp hit the ground, I could see Captain Cross and the others hurrying toward the ship.

“Knight Lyons,” Captain Cross said in a surprised tone when he spotted me. The captain’s thick mustache glimmered with sweat as he led the crew up the ramp, and his full salt-and-pepper beard was even wilder than usual.

“You got here fast,” Commander Reynolds said as she eyed me suspiciously.

“I might have already been here, ma’am,” I said sheepishly. Then I raised my eyebrows as I glanced around at everyone. “Wait, none of you noticed I wasn’t with you?”

“Knight Culbert assured us everyone was accounted for,” the commander said as she turned to stare at Nathan.

“Oh, um, I knew Nick, I mean, Knight L-Lyons was aboard the ship,” Nathan stammered as his face turned pink.

“Yeah, he had a date,” Neville added quickly. His eyes slid to me, then back to Commander Reynolds, and he took a big gulp. “Ma’am.”

“Mmmhmm,” Reynolds intoned as she eyed the pair of knights.

“Glad you joined us anyway,” Captain Cross said as he brushed past me. “Posts, everyone. The distress call went out almost thirty minutes ago, we need to depart.”

Everyone moved at once. Cross and Reynolds headed toward the cockpit while the rest of us knights sprinted to our quarters to gear up. The rest of the ship stirred with activity as we all prepared for a battle with the lizard bastards.

As I was strapping my armor to myself, Commander Reynolds’ voice announced to the entire ship to brace ourselves for the jump. I did as I was instructed, and I felt the ship hurdle through the portals that Matthias conjured from the cockpit. Once the jump was complete, I finished gearing up and ran to the hallway, where my friends emerged from their quarters at the same time.

“Ready to kill some fucking Grendels?” Nathan asked as he spun his halberd into the air.

“Just another day living the best job ever,” Neville replied as he flexed his arms and shoulders.

“Fuck yeah!” I smiled at my friends’ enthusiasm, then we ran en masse toward the cargo bay.

A crowd of crew was already waiting for us. Commander Reynolds, Moses, Flanagan, and Treyin already had their weapons drawn as the ship lowered to the planet below us.

“Captain Cross will join us with Knight Manzo shortly,” Commander Reynolds called out over the roar of the engine as she lowered the boarding ramp onto Uadrai ground.

“What are we looking at, ma’am?” I asked as I flexed my Skull of Godafre knuckles over my fist.

“Grendel portal, so far it’s only a Level Three. Nothing we can’t handle, but the residents on Uadrai are traders and farmers. And there hasn’t been a Grendel portal in years, so they’re woefully unprepared,” the attractive commander explained as she pushed an escaped lock of dark hair back under her helmet. Then she turned her blue eyes to me. “That being said… I’d prefer it if we didn’t upgrade it ourselves.”

“Understood, ma’am,” I said with a slight grimace. The nanorunes in my blood had a habit of upgrading portals of all kinds, but I was getting better at controlling them.

“Good.” The commander nodded at everyone. “Ready?”

The boarding ramp landed with a soft thud on the planet below us. I could already hear the terrified screams of the Uadrai locals, and I could see the deadly plasma blasts from the Grendel weapons as they lit up the sky above the nearby city.

“We’re always ready for a fight,” Flanagan said, and his long blond hair bounced up and down as he hopped from foot to foot with excitement. The Herald knight wielded his usual axe-harp that was engraved with all sorts of runes. In his hands the string instrument was a deadly weapon, and it could boost our moods and fighting prowess even if we were overwhelmed.

“Let’s go,” Reynolds said, and she raised her twin hook swords in the air before she pointed them toward the battle.

Commander Reynolds led the charge as we sprinted toward the fight. Even in the dark, I could tell this was a small, poorer planet, and I knew the locals wouldn’t be able to fight off even a Level One Grendel portal on their own, nonetheless a Level Three. I grimaced at the loss of life they were sure to have already suffered, and a sense of determination took over me.

I wouldn’t let anyone else die.

I pulled out my Perfect Ice Scimitar of the Lightning Elementals as I ran, but I didn’t summon my elementals yet, since I wanted to see what we were up against first.

It didn’t take us long to reach the edge of the city, which was already crawling with Grendel grunts. The insect-like lizard soldiers were dressed in the armor that looked comical on their Greyhound-sized bodies, especially with their ten arms, and these were the lowest on the totem pole of Grendel soldiers, which meant they weren’t the brightest.

Still, their sheer numbers alone were enough to make my blood run cold. I’d killed plenty of them since the training exercise that had gone wrong when I was still in the academy, but it still always boggled my mind how many of the little bastards could swarm over a town like ants.

We were practically on top of them before they even noticed us.

The grunts scrambled for their weapons as Flanagan started to softly pluck his harp strings. Then his deep voice started to sing a slow, melodic runesong. The tune caused the Grendels to pause, and I noticed a few of them stumbling on their feet.

The runesong even started to make me a little sleepy, so I gripped my scimitar tighter as we advanced on the confused Grendels. I didn’t need to summon my elementals yet, these bastards weren’t worth the effort.

“Now!” Commander Reynolds called out.

We attacked at once.

I darted forward to the nearest grunt and sliced his face wide open with the curved blade of my scimitar.

The Grendel squealed in pain and fired off a plasma blast that landed nowhere near me. I sliced my blade across his face again, and he fell to the ground as his green-tinged blood spilled across my boots.

“Hey, these are new!” I flicked the Grendel blood off my shiny new boots, then I let out a disappointed sigh. I hadn’t had time to input my kick variations yet, so I couldn’t use the cool effects of the boots just yet. But I could still use the runes.

I activated the speed, stealth, and weightlessness runes on my boots and went to town on the nearest Grendel grunts. I sprinted at the next grunt so fast, I was actually worried I wouldn’t be able to stop. So, at the last minute, I catapulted myself into the air, and the boots lifted me higher than I thought possible. It was like gravity had temporarily been suspended, but then I was plummeting back down to the ground.

I directed my feet at the grunt’s head, and I came slamming down on top of him with all my weight.

The Grendel’s skull was wedged between my Night Walker Boots and the ground, and I heard a loud, satisfying crunch as it let out a death screech that joined the chorus of its fallen comrades.

Another Grendel grunt rushed me, and I threw myself to the ground as I raised my scimitar. The blade buried itself into the Grendel’s long neck, and the grunt fell forward as it released one last shot from its plasma rifle, but I managed to extract my scimitar and roll to the side just in time.

“Close one, Nick!” Neville called out as he pulled one of his leaf-shaped knives out of a Grendel’s eye. “He almost made Arcane dust out of you!”

“That’s how I like it!” I hollered back as I pushed myself to my feet.

I raised my scimitar and glanced around for my next fight, but I realized pretty quickly that the guard grunts had all been taken care of. There had been hundreds of the little insect-lizard bastards, but that was nothing for the Stalwart’s knights, and we still had a city to save.

“Onward!” Reynolds yelled.

I spotted the blood-covered Commander as she advanced into the city. Flanagan continued to pluck his harp as we all followed the Commander toward the battle.

The screams of the locals got louder and louder, and I spotted more grunts crawling through the streets. Then Reynolds turned her face toward the portal in the sky with a frown.

I made my way over to the commander and sidled up next to her.

“What’s up?” I asked. She’d mentored me long enough now that I felt comfortable addressing her casually and asking what was wrong. At least, I did as long as none of my friends were around.

“This portal should have upgraded by now,” Reynolds said, and her frown deepened. “There are still plenty of Grendels around, and it took us long enough to get here that they should’ve advanced their attack. Something’s not right.”

I heard a woman let out a guttural scream somewhere nearby, and I cringed.

“Maybe we should take care of these Grendels before we hope for more,” I said.

“Good point,” Reynolds said. Then she shot me a quick grin. “Good time to practice some of your new techniques.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said as I returned her smile.

We emerged from a small alley to see the town square overrun with Grendel grunts. I had to admit, Reynolds was right. This portal had been open for at least an hour now, it was unusual that it hadn’t been upgraded. Not that Uadrai was putting up a great resistance that required stronger Grendel soldiers, but the Grendels usually sent in the bigger guns to seal the deal by now.

But there were locals that needed saving, so that was a problem for later.

I raised my scimitar and summoned my sprites. Two lightning elementals emerged from the portal, and the blue-skinned creatures gave me serrated smiles before they hurtled through the air toward the nearest grunts.

Suddenly, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end like an early warning sign, and I spun around just as a grunt leaped from a nearby building and aimed his plasma gun at me. I jumped to the side and landed two meters farther than I expected to.

These boots were going to take some getting used to.

The grunt landed on a couple of its bastard friends instead of me, and as it spun around in confusion, I quickly pulled a Knife of the Storm from my chest armor and flung it at the Grendel. The blade embedded itself into the Grendel’s cheek, and it let out a shrill cry of pain but kept hold of its plasma gun.

“Oh, you want more?” I sneered. I pulled out another knife and flung it with better aim. This time, it landed in the grunt’s eye, and it fell to the ground with a thud.

I ran toward the fallen Grendel to retrieve my knives. As I ran, I caught sight of my elementals tearing a grunt to shreds. Behind them, I spotted Nathan swinging his halberd at two attacking Grendels, but the halberd threw him off balance as he slipped on the gore that covered the streets. Not all of it from Grendels.

“Sprites! Go help Nathan!” I screamed.

My elementals looked toward me, then Nathan, then they chattered excitedly as they sped through the air toward my friend. Once I was sure Nathan was safe, I bent down to pull my knives from the Grendel’s thick, scaly skin.

Once I stood again, I spotted Captain Cross and Leith joining the fight. Then they disappeared into the sea of Grendels, and I got back to work. I took out another three Grendels with my scimitar, but my arm got tired, so I pulled out my Summoner’s Silver Longbow of the Xenosmilus.

I quickly summoned a Greater Void Cat, and the large, black cat turned its smoky-gray eyes to me and waited for instructions.

“Go cause some mayhem,” I growled.

The void cat frantically pawed at the ground with its long gray claws before it let out a high-pitched roar and bounded into battle. I followed in its wake and fired off two arrows, toppling two more Grendels as a result.

Then I heard a terrified scream that sounded like it came from a child. I looked around and searched for the source, but the chaos of the battle made it impossible to make out specifics. The scream came again, then again and again, and I was finally able to track it to a nearby alley.

I turned the corner into the alley, and my stomach turned at the sight in front of me. A large Grendel grunt held a small boy in the air, pinned against the wall, and the grunt was dragging a long, black talon down the boy’s legs like it was playing with a new toy and couldn’t be bothered with anything else.

The boy’s legs were already in bloody ribbons, and pure rage swelled in my chest as the dog-sized lizard started to use two more of its ten-taloned legs to shred the kid.

“Oi!” I screamed. “You ugly fuck!”

The grunt turned to me and hissed, then raised his talon to shred the boy some more, but I already had an arrow in the air.

The silver arrow pierced the Grendel’s short arm, and he dropped the boy. The child let out another pained scream, and I sprinted toward them. I threw myself between the boy and the grunt and landed an uppercut on the Grendel’s chin.

I watched as the Mindfire rune took over the Grendel. His small beady eyes became frantic, and he snapped his long snout to the left, toward the battle. As soon as he spotted a fellow Grendel grunt, he scurried after him, and I knew he’d soon be tearing his fellow soldiers limb from limb, thanks to the confounding rune.

I spun around and scooped up the bleeding child. He wrapped his arms around my neck and wailed as I jogged away from the battle.

I’d never seen an Uadraian person before. The kid looked mostly human, but there was a strange, scaly quality to his skin, and his nose area was longer than usual. It was almost lizard-like, and I felt sick at the thought of the Grendels torturing the Uadrai locals, who looked similar to themselves.

I came across a small doorway in the alley, and I dipped into it. I peered through the dark windows of what appeared to be a flower shop. I slammed my shoulder into the door, and it flew open. Then I hurled myself and the kid inside.

I sat the kid on a nearby stool and lowered myself down to his level.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

The kid’s gray eyes widened, and he started to wail at the top of his lungs.

“Shhhhhhh.” I clamped a hand over the kid’s mouth and put a finger to my own lips. He obviously didn’t speak Caledonian, and I knew he’d be in shock and pain from that sick Grendel bastard. Then I pointed at the door and gave the kid a serious look.

He seemed to understand, and he gave me a slow nod. I could feel him bite down on his bottom lip to quiet his sniffles.

The shock would help him soon enough, and then the pain wouldn’t be nearly as bad, though he’d bleed out sooner rather than later if I didn’t staunch the flow from his legs.

I looked down at his bleeding legs and forced myself not to cringe at the sight. He’d be lucky if he walked on these again.

“Ouch,” I said with a forced smile.

I slowly pulled my hand away from the kid’s mouth, and he sniffled, but he didn’t cry out again. Then I pulled out several med kits, and I patched them over his legs while he quietly wept. Once I finished, I gave him another smile.

“You’re so brave,” I said. Even though I knew he couldn’t understand me, I made sure my tone and facial expression were comforting to him, despite the fact that my face was hidden a little beneath my helmet.

It must’ve worked because he shot me a watery smile.

“I have to go now,” I said. I pointed at the door and slowly stood up, and the kid’s face twisted into an expression of fear as tears silently fell from his eyes. “You’ll be safe here.”

I stepped toward the door, and the kid whimpered. I felt awful leaving him, but I would feel equally awful if one of my friends got injured while I was in here playing doctor.

Suddenly, a pointy-faced woman appeared at the doorway, and she was shouting in a language I assumed was the local one. She took one look at the boy, then me, and she started screaming and pounding me with her fists.

The boy quickly shouted something that must’ve been in my defense because the woman immediately stopped hitting me and ran to him instead. They started frantically communicating in their language, and I took the opportunity to slowly back away toward the door.

“I’ll just leave you two to it then” I said.

They didn’t pay me any attention as they hugged and held onto each other, so I turned and sprinted out the door and back toward the battle. But when I emerged from the alley and into the town square, I noticed the fighting had stopped already. I spotted a few grunts retreating toward the portal, and several thrashed around on the ground in their last moments of life. Then I heard a pair of footsteps approaching me fast.

I turned to see Commander Reynolds jogging toward me with a frown.

“What happened?” I asked.

“The portal’s closing,” Reynolds explained.

“Already?” I matched her frown.

“I knew something wasn’t right.” The commander shook her head and sighed. “And, as usual, I was correct.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” I said slowly.

“This,” Reynolds gestured behind her. “Was all a decoy.”

“A decoy?”

“A decoy,” Reynolds confirmed with a nod. “Someone wanted the Stalwart out of the way.”
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Chapter 4

“It doesn’t feel like a fucking decoy,” I seethed as I spun around to assess the damage.

Sure, it had only been a Level Three portal, but for a poor planet like Uadrai, it was enough to cause years’ worth of damage. That little boy I’d rescued would bear those scars for the rest of his life, and all for what? A distraction?

“Tell me about it,” Reynolds spat, and I could tell she was as angry about the situation as I was. “A Level Four portal opened up twenty minutes ago on a Rutheni supply planet. The whole thing was torched, all lives lost.”

“What the fuck?” Anger coursed through my blood. “How… why…”

“We’re working on it,” Reynolds said. Then she pointed a hooked sword behind her. “It’ll be a quick cleanup, then we’re back in the air.”

“Back to Rutheni?” I asked as I returned my bow to its allocated spot.

“No, Captain Cross spoke to Queen Corula, she politely relieved us of the rest of our cleanup commitments,” Reynolds replied. Then she sheathed her own hook swords and met my eyes. “Straight to Caledonia. Then onward to Dobuni.”

“Oh,” I said, and my palms started to sweat.

Uniformed yeomen from the Stalwart started to flood the streets, and they began their practiced routine of gathering dead bodies and washing away spilled blood. I watched them as my mind flashed through images of my mother and tenements where I grew up.

“How are you feeling about that?” Reynolds’ eyes searched my face.

She was my commanding officer, so it was strange to get so personal with her, but she was also my mentor, and that was a unique relationship on its own. And the icing on this messed-up cake was that my mother had been Reynolds’ mentor. The cherry on top, of course, was the super powerful Lich powers my mother had hid from me my whole life.

So, I had a lot of feelings about it.

Luckily, I was saved from answering when an Uadrai woman came running up to us. The pointy-faced woman had tears in her eyes as she clutched my arm and started speaking excitedly in her native language.

“Umm, I’m sorry, I don’t speak Uadraian,” I said to the woman apologetically.

“She’s saying thank you,” Reynolds said.

“What?” I raised my eyebrows at my mentor. “How many languages do you speak?”

“A few here or there. I’ve, uh, been around for a while.” The attractive woman shrugged. “Uadraian isn’t one of them, but it sounds pretty similar to Wrinan, and she’s definitely grateful for something.”

I turned back to the woman who had her hand held out to the side, like she was indicating height, and her eyes seemed desperate for me to understand.

“Shikan,” she said urgently. “Shikan.”

I glanced at Reynolds, who had a pensive look on her face.

“Sounds like the Wrinan word for ‘child,’” the commander said.

“Oh, maybe she’s that kid’s mother,” I said as I turned back to the woman. “Umm… your son?”

I made a slicing motion across my legs, and the woman’s eyes lit up. Tears spilled down her face as she nodded, then she threw her arms around my neck and hugged me tight as she repeated something in Uadraian.

“You’re welcome,” I said as I patted her on the back. “I hope he’s okay.”

I pulled away, but the woman continued to cry in my arms until Reynolds flagged down some passing yeomen, and they gently pried the woman away from me. I watched as they led the woman toward a triage tent that had already been set up. I could see the boy I saved sitting on a gurney with his bandaged legs stretched out in front of him and the other Uadraian woman next to him. His face was puffy from crying, but he didn’t seem to be in pain as he sucked down a juice box.

Behind the boy, I spotted Natali working quickly to patch up locals who were injured from the battle. The gorgeous doctor caught my eye and shot me a quick smile before she got back to work, and I made a mental note to thank her later for helping the kid and his mother.

When I turned back to Commander Reynolds, she had an amused look on her slender face.

“I take it you were out being a hero again,” she said.

“Just doing my job,” I said with a sheepish smile. If it were my friends, I’d have played up the big hero schtick, but I didn’t want Reynolds to think I was actually arrogant.

“Above and beyond, as usual.” My mentor turned to survey the town square, and it was already looking a lot better than when we first arrived. “Hopefully our next encounter with those lizard fuckers is more of a challenge. I want to see your training in action.”

“Yeah.” I grinned as I flexed my silver skull knuckles on my fist. Fighting was a great stress reliever, and if I could fight and impress my mentor at the same time, even better. “I’ve got some new… weapons to try out, too. Found them in my closet.”

“Good,” Reynolds said with a knowing smile that confirmed my earlier suspicions. Then her demeanor changed. The commander squared her shoulders and tightened her jaw. “Now, get to work, Knight Lyons. I want us wheels up within the hour.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I jumped into action straight away, although most of the work was finished. So, I took the opportunity to grab some loot while I could. Grendel weapons and armor were pretty useless to me, but Grendel ears could be ground down to produce Arcane Dust, which was vital to keeping my nanorunes in check. I scrounged together a few sackfuls of ears, then joined my friends in the final police call of the area.

Just about an hour later, we loaded up the Stalwart, and we were wheels up.

“Great job, crew,” Captain Cross announced to the tired knights in the cargo bay. “Get yourselves cleaned up and rested. We’ve got two days until we land in Caledonia. Dismissed.”

“What a night,” Neville said as we peeled off from the rest of the crowd with Nathan at our side. Together, we headed to our wing of the knight’s quarters. “I’m a little sad that there weren’t too many Grendel Elites. Mostly just those little grunts.”

“I will always be okay without more of those invisible armor-wearing bastards,” Nathan grumbled and rolled his shoulders. “But they do usually have better loot than the grunts.”

“Not that we need the money,” I chuckled. “And it’s been a while since we had some good exercise.”

“Totally.” Nathan yawned loudly. “Interrupted my beauty sleep, though.”

“Beauty sleep?” Neville grimaced. “It’s not working, bud.”

“Hardy-har,” Nathan said around another yawn.

“Stop that,” I said as a yawn escaped my mouth. “You’re making me yawn.”

“Don’t blame me, blame the battle,” Nathan said.

“Bed now, but we gotta take advantage of these two days,” Neville said. “Galley before some training tomorrow morning?”

“I’m in,” I said as we rounded the corner to our hallway. “See you guys tomorrow.”

We went our separate ways, and when I got to my room, I tacked up all my gear, took a long shower, and then fell into a deep, restful sleep.

The next day, my friends and I stuck to our word and met at the galley, where Nathan already had beers lined up and waiting for us, along with a big smile on his face.

“What’s got you so happy this morning?” I asked as I grabbed a beer and slid into the seat across from him.

It was still strange to me to have beer first thing in the morning, but the Stalwart’s knights were nothing if not consistent, and even Moses had a beer in his hand as he ate his eggs. I figured it was better to get used to a slight buzz at all times, especially after so many calls right after a heavy night of trying to drink Olav under the table. It was an impossible task, really, but one day I’d be able to outdrink the berserker.

“Richard gets out of the med bay today,” Nathan said excitedly and brought me back from my personal mission to outdrink the best drinker in Caledonia. Maybe the galaxy.

“Any minute now,” Neville added.

“That’s excellent,” I said with a wide grin. “He’ll be jealous of all the fighting he’s missed out on.”

“Damn right I am.”

We turned to see Richard striding toward us with his arms spread out wide and a smile on his face. He looked great, and we all jumped to our feet to greet him.

“There he is!” Neville said.

“About time,” I added.

Nathan didn’t say anything, he just gave his twin brother a bear hug. Then he thrust a beer into his hand.

Richard swung a leg over a chair and sat down before he raised his glass.

“To me!”

“To you!” We all laughed and clinked our glasses over the middle of the table.

“Now, go on,” Richard said with a roll of his eyes. “Tell me everything I missed out on while I was pulling myself back from the brink of death.”

“Oh my gods, you weren’t even close to death,” Elle said as she suddenly appeared behind Richard.

“Hey, you,” I said, and a wide smile spread across my face as I drank in the sight of the sexy point clerk.

Her hazel eyes sparkled as she met my gaze, and she quickly positioned herself on my lap and helped herself to my beer. Then she pointed the flagon at Richard.

“We all took turns checking up on you, you can’t fool us,” she said in that haughty tone of hers. “You were fine, you spent the whole time sleeping.”

“Stop ruining my tough guy image,” Richard pouted, which looked funny considering his large size.

“There is no image to ruin, don’t worry, buddy,” I teased.

“Seriously. Not even a cool scar or anything?” Neville eyed Richard up and down, then shook his head. “We knew you were faking it.”

“Milking it to get out of cleanup duty,” Nathan joined in.

We all laughed and continued to tease Richard, but then we filled him in on everything he’d missed while he was laid up in the sickbay. It felt good to be laughing with my friends with one of my beautiful girlfriends on my knee. We threw back beers as thoughts of the training room gave way to much-needed relaxation and jokes, and throughout the day, the senior knights and my other girlfriends joined us in our R&R. The day stretched into night, then into the next day and even the next night.

It was the kind of party Olav would be pissed he missed, and I drank an extra share for him.

Our celebrations came to an end as the Stalwart docked on Caledonia, and Captain Cross called a meeting.

“Good morning, crew,” Cross said to the sea of hungover faces. He grinned and raised his voice. “How are we all feeling?”

There was a groan throughout the crowd, which only served to amuse our captain even more.

“Glad to see you enjoyed your time off,” he said. “We’re only on Caledonia for a day, we’ll be departing first thing in the morning. So, use your time wisely. And behave yourselves. We may still be considered the worst ship in the fleet, but we’re representing the Queen, and I expect you to represent her well. That means no drunken brawls.”

After a grumble of agreement, Captain Cross’ eyes swept across the room.

“Knights Manzo and Lyons, you’re with us,” he said. “Everyone else, you’re dismissed.”

Leith and I stayed behind as the rest of the tired crew filed out of the room. Then it was just Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, Leith, and me.

“Small crew today, sir,” Leith said as he stuck his hands in his pockets and rocked back and forth.

“Queen Catrina asked me to keep it that way,” Cross replied. Then he eyed Leith and me. “Get yourselves changed into your dress blues and be back here in fifteen. They’ll be waiting for us.”

“Yes, sir,” Leith and I chorused.

We did as we were told, and fifteen minutes later, we were on our way to Castle Stirling in the Caledonian capital via skiff. I was strapped into the back seat of the skiff while Captain Cross piloted, and I took the opportunity to soak in the sights.

The beautiful capital city sprawled out below us, and I smiled at how familiar the view was becoming. When I was a young boy growing up on an Outlander planet, I had dreamed of visiting Caledonia, and now I was heading toward the Inner Sanctum for a face-to-face meeting with the Queen herself.

Dreams really did come true.

Though given who my mother apparently was, maybe I could’ve lived this life a lot earlier. I shook my head to push the thoughts out of the way for the moment. My mother could explain herself later, and I wanted to enjoy the view.

I gazed across the towering buildings and the walled-off sections of the city that separated the neighborhoods. The noble neighborhoods were obvious from their sparkling buildings and large Caledonian crests displayed proudly from high flying flags.

The less fortunate neighborhoods weren’t as colorful, and the tall buildings needed a refresh, but even those neighborhoods were a lot better off than most of the Outlander planets I’d been on.

As the skiff continued, I spotted the hill where Castle Stirling was nestled, and my excitement grew.

And then I spotted the impressive Inner Sanctum.

The dazzling white structure shimmered with magical energy in a kaleidoscope of colors. Nestled in the center of the castle, the Inner Sanctum was our ultimate destination, home to the Queen’s throne, where she ruled fairly over the kingdom. I’d been there before, but each time was as magical as the previous time. I felt another surge of excitement as we grew closer to the Queen’s home.

“Best behavior, knights,” Commander Reynolds said into our earpieces.

“When are we not?” Leith replied with a sly grin.

“You don’t want me to answer that,” Reynolds said.

Captain Cross lowered the skiff onto a landing pad while uniformed RTF knights directed him where to go. It wasn’t long until we were being escorted through the impressive castle. The gleaming walls were decorated with portraits of past monarchs, and armed guards were stationed at every single doorway we passed.

Security at Castle Stirling had always been tight, but this was more than I’d ever seen before. I figured it had something to do with what had happened on Rutheni. No one had seen that uprising coming, not even Queen Catrina, and she wasn’t going to take any chances of that happening to her. The guards eyed us as we passed, but Captain Cross commanded respect wherever he went.

I noticed some eyes lingered on me, and I felt a mixture of pride and uncertainty. I knew I was already making a name for myself as a competent and powerful knight in the RTF, but would people’s opinion of me change when they learned the truth about where I came from? And who my mother was?

And my chosen specialty?

I pushed those thoughts to the side as we were led into a large, high-ceilinged room. A huge square table dominated the center of the room, and several people were already seated around the table. It was instantly obvious that Queen Catrina wasn’t one of them, but there were several Caledonian officers dressed in formal blues clustered around one corner of the table.

I spotted King Kevin, ruler of Aquitaine, and he gave me a friendly wave when our eyes met. The king had several Aquitanian advisors around him, all dressed in the telltale red uniforms.

Across from King Kevin, set in one of the tall-backed seats, was a flickering holo screen. I guessed by the Rutheni advisors that sat around the screen that Queen Corula would be joining the meeting virtually. The Rutheni wore their blue-and-red pinstriped uniforms and glared at the Aquitanians across the table.

Even though alliances had been agreed upon, there was still tension in the Triumvirate, like there had always been. When I was a naive squire, I hadn’t understood the tension, but now that I’d dealt with the nobles and royals in all three of them, I knew exactly how sneaky, self-serving, and underhanded intergalactic politics was. Even my dear Queen Catrina, whom I genuinely believed had the best interests of the Caledonian people at heart, wasn’t innocent of some strategic skullduggery if needed.

Captain Cross led us to the Caledonian corner, where the nobles and officers nodded at us as we took our seats. No sooner had my ass touched the chair then a door across the room flew open, and Queen Catrina made her grand entrance.

Everyone flew to their feet as the formidable monarch strode to the head of the table.

I watched our amazing queen as she walked. Her golden hair was twisted into a complicated bun that rested on top of her head, and her ivory skin practically glowed against her royal-blue dress. Her signature sapphire-encrusted crown was resting on her head. She had a soft, angelic face and stunning azure eyes that flickered to meet mine for just a split second before she stopped at the head of the table.

“Thank you, be seated,” the queen said breathlessly. It was obvious she was in a hurry. I could only imagine her plate was full to the brim these days.

Everyone took their seats, but all eyes stayed on the queen. Her face remained neutral as she took her own seat and peered out at us.

“I appreciate your presence,” the queen began. Then her eyes flickered to the holo screen. “Ah, Queen Corula is not here yet.”

“She will be momentarily, Your Majesty,” a Rutheni officer said in a thick accent.

Sure enough, Queen Corula’s face appeared a moment later. The young queen looked tired, but there was a determination in her eyes that had only grown since she became a monarch.

“Apologies, Queen Catrina,” Queen Corula said quickly. “And everyone else. Today has been…”

“No need to explain, Queen Corula. We understand,” Catrina said sympathetically. Then the flaxen-haired queen was straight back to business. She squared her shoulders and hardened her expression. “Now, I’m afraid I don’t have much time, so we must proceed. We have intercepted information about an upcoming Grendel operation. I have deployed a fleet of RTF ships to the area–”

“Without consulting us?” Queen Corula interrupted as her eyebrows knitted into a frown.

Queen Catrina’s lips pursed at the interruption, but she seemed to allow the young queen some grace as she turned to the screen with a tight-lipped smile.

“Time was of the essence,” Catrina answered. “And the planet in question is a Caledonian territory. I do not believe I require anyone’s permission to protect my own… Do I?”

Queen Catrina arched an eyebrow, and the air became tense as Queen Corula faltered.

“N-No, of course not,” Corula answered, and her voice cracked. She cleared her throat and sat up straighter. “I just mean, um, now that we’ve all agreed to work together, these things should be discussed.”

“Hence this meeting,” Catrina answered smoothly. “As we all know, we are under attack from not one, but two foreign enemies. The Dax and the Grendels. These attacks are both escalating, and we fear they may have joined forces in some capacity.”

“This Grendel operation you spoke of,” King Kevin said as he stroked his short gray beard. “Are the Dax involved?”

“It’s possible,” the queen replied. She drew in a deep breath, and her blue gown tightened around her chest. “All we know at the moment is that the Grendels are particularly interested in the small Caledonian planet of Polmachar, which is where we’ve deployed our fleet. We currently have no information on the next Dax movement, but we will, of course, keep you all updated if we do.”

“Where are you getting this information from?” King Kevin asked, but his tone was more curious than accusatory.

“Reliable sources,” Queen Catrina said, and the firmness in her voice was a pretty good distraction from her vagueness.

And she had good reason to be vague. The truth was, Queen Catrina was a powerful diviner, a fact that most people were not privy to. The Queen used the armor that once belonged to King Justinian, her late father, in order to predict Seraphic portals, which Grendels used to enter our universe. So, she knew what she was talking about, even if she couldn’t tell the Triumvirate why.

“I suppose we’ll have to take your word for it,” King Kevin said with a patient smile. “Do we know what the Grendels want from Polmachar?”

“This is where it gets complicated,” Queen Catrina said with a tight-lipped smile. “While there is no obvious appeal to the Grendels, Polmachar is home to a unique mineral called chardalyn, which is highly sought after by the Dax.”

“For what?” Queen Corula blurted.

“We’re not sure,” Queen Catrina answered. “Probably weapons.”

“So, the Grendels are in cahoots with the Dax,” King Kevin said with more beard stroking.

“Or they could be paying them,” Queen Corula added.

There was a quiet snicker from the Aquitanians. The Rutheni glared at them, and Captain Cross suddenly cleared his throat.

“If I may,” Captain Cross interjected with a polite hand raise.

“Captain?” Queen Catrina nodded.

“I have seen that before,” Cross said with a nod at Queen Corula’s screen. “Many years ago, the Dax paid the Grendels to retrieve a rare stone from an outlier planet. It is not outside the realm of possibility.”

I noticed the Rutheni queen shot Captain Cross a thankful nod, and he returned it before he sat back in his seat.

“I suppose I’d rather that be the case than the alternative,” King Kevin said with a thoughtful nod. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like us to send reinforcements to Polmachar?”

“Thank you, but that won’t be necessary at this time,” Queen Catrina said. I could tell by her serene expression that she knew from her divining that backup wouldn’t be necessary. “More importantly, we have reason to believe the Dax are planning simultaneous attacks across all three of our kingdoms.”

The table erupted in quiet murmurs and Queen Catrina lifted her hand to silence it.

“They know by now that we’ve formed an alliance, and they are planning accordingly,” she continued.

“Wonder who told them that,” an Aquitanian officer sneered as he shot a look at the Rutheni side of the table.

“I can assure you the Rutheni are not responsible,” Queen Corula said in a sharp tone. “Our ranks are solid, no traitors remain.”

“That you know of,” the red-clad officer mumbled.

I clenched my fist in anger. I’d seen the destruction in the Rutheni capital firsthand, and I had seen Queen Corula lose her whole family, so I knew she would do whatever it took to secure her kingdom against traitors and enemies. She would never betray her people. She wasn’t her brother.

But the Aquitanians had a point, too. After such a mass-attempted coup, no one could be trusted. Even if the queen was pure, her apples could still have worms in them.

And that was true for every kingdom.

I looked around the group of high-ranking officers and nobles from three of the most powerful kingdoms in the galaxy. There could be a traitor among us right now. I shuddered at the thought, but it only strengthened my resolve and my loyalty to my queen.

If anyone tried to cross Queen Catrina, I’d rip them limb from limb.

“Forgive my Lieutenant,” King Kevin said as he glared at the mouthy officer. “I am in full agreement with you, Queen Catrina. We need to organize against the Dax before things escalate even further. I would like to offer up my planet, Salus, as a forward operating base for the Triumvirate. It is conveniently located and fully stocked with provisions and ammo, though of course, more supplies would be appreciated.”

“Done and done,” Queen Catrina replied. “Thank you, King Kevin. We will deploy a fleet of ships to Salus posthaste, along with supplies.”

Queen Catrina nodded at one of her officers, who quickly rushed out of the room to carry out her orders.

“Perhaps in return, you can share with us your source on Dax intel?” King Kevin suggested.

“The intel we receive will be shared with you, of course,” Queen Catrina answered, once again gracefully sidestepping the actual question. “Queen Corula, does this suit you?”

“Yes, I’ve instructed my officers to deploy a fleet and supplies also,” the young queen answered as people scurried behind her on the screen.

“Excellent,” Queen Catrina said. Then an officer leaned into her ear and whispered something. The queen’s face hardened, and she nodded before she addressed the room again. “Apologies, I have an urgent matter to tend to.”

“But–” King Kevin began.

“I would like to arrange another meeting once our operations on Salus are in place,” Catrina continued. “We still have much to discuss. Now, if you’ll all excuse me.”

Queen Catrina stared out at the table, and there was a moment of silence until everyone jumped up from their seats. Everyone made their way to the door, the Stalwart crew included, but Queen Catrina’s voice rang out again.

“Captain Cross, a word?” She called out. Then her eyes flickered to me, and she grinned. “Bring your protege, too.”
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Chapter 5

“I think she means you,” Leith said with a sly grin as he elbowed me.

Captain Cross and I stayed behind as everyone else filed out of the room. Then we were left with the Queen and one of her specially trained guards.

The guard stood behind her silently, and his eyes were invisible behind his mirrored visor, but I knew the elite knight was taking in every movement. His sole purpose was to protect the queen, and he would happily give his life doing it.

“I do apologize, I wish I had more time,” Queen Catrina began.

“Please, Your Majesty.” Cross bowed his head respectfully. “Any time spent with you is a privilege.”

“Tell that to the Rutheni,” Catrina scoffed. Then she leaned in closer to Captain Cross. “You should have a dossier waiting for you when you return to your ship.”

“Understood, Your Highness,” Captain Cross said with another nod.

Then Queen Catrina turned her beautiful, serene face to me and smiled.

“And you, Knight Lyons,” she said, and she raised her eyebrows as she appraised me. “I’ve been hearing some impressive stories about you since we last met.”

“Oh, um, th-thank you, Your Highness,” I said, and I felt my face flush. “I serve at the pleasure of the crown, of course.”

“Keep up the good work,” she said. “I expect we’ll be seeing each other again very soon.”

Queen Catrina winked at me, and the action sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine. Then the queen turned on her heel and strode toward the door with her guard right behind her.

“Seems like you’re making a good impression on the kingdom,” Cross said with an amused smile.

“I-I guess so,” I said, but my head was still spinning from that wink. “Sir.”

“You should be proud,” Cross said as he turned toward the door. “It’s not often such a young knight is recognized by the Queen herself. Let it motivate you.”

“Of course, sir,” I said as I followed him out of the room.

Commander Reynolds and Leith were waiting for us in the hallway, everyone else had already cleared the area.

“Everything okay?” Reynolds asked Cross.

“For now,” Cross said. “We have something waiting for us on the ship, though.”

“Ah,” Reynolds said with a knowing nod.

“Anything I can help with?” I asked with a hint of hope in my voice.

I knew the file in question was about another one of King Justinian’s missing articles. Of course, the Queen needed her late father’s armor to enhance her divining abilities, and I wanted nothing more than to fulfill my amazing queen’s orders to the best of my ability.

But I had a new reason to be interested in the armor.

I had recently learned that my father had been a member of the elite King’s guards, and he had been traveling with King Justinian when they both disappeared.

I had always been fascinated by the King’s armor. Every piece I’d come across was impressively beautiful and palpably powerful. I was always proud to be involved in the retrievals and honored to serve my queen. But now that I knew my father was connected to the situation of their disappearance, I was more eager than ever.

“Not yet,” Reynolds said as she shot me a kind smile. “But once we have all the details, we will.”

“Got it,” I said with a nod.

“Why don’t you two find the others?” Cross suggested. “The Commander and I–”

“Have business to attend to. You got it, boss,” Leith said, and he nudged me with an elbow. “Come on, I reckon I know which watering hole they’re posted up at already.”

“Sure,” I said, but my heart wasn’t really in it.

Leith led us through the palace and into the bustling streets of Caledonia. People openly stared at us in our dress blue uniforms, but I barely paid attention to anything. Even when I sat down at the crowded bar with my friends and threw back beers, my mind was still racing. About my father and King Justinian, about my mother and her Lich powers, and about my upcoming confrontation with her.

I was glad when we wrapped up at the bar and headed back to the ship. I went straight to my quarters to bed, but I spent most of the night tossing and turning with all of my thoughts between bouts of restless sleep.

When I woke up, I could tell by the soft hum around me that the Stalwart was already off planet.

That meant we were on our way to Dobuni to see my mother.

My head started spinning again, but there was a sudden knock on my door, and I welcomed the distraction from my own thoughts. I opened the door to see a smiling Elle on the other side.

“Hey,” the beautiful point clerk said. She was dressed in her golden point clerk coat, with tight black pants and a tight black top underneath. The bionic implants on her skull lit up when she saw me, but then Elle’s hazel eyes met mine, and her face faltered. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, just didn’t sleep well,” I said as I forced a smile.

“Aww.” Elle stepped forward and rested her slender hand against my face before she pressed up onto her tiptoes and kissed me softly.

“Mmm,” I said when she pulled away. “That definitely helps.”

“Good,” Elle said, and she grinned as she lowered herself down. “I have something else that might help you, too.”

“Oh, yeah?” I grinned as I grabbed her hands and started to pull her into my room.

“Not that.” She laughed and pressed her body against mine. “But that’s happening soon, don’t you worry.”

“Good.”

We kissed again, then Elle pulled back and jerked her head toward the hallway.

“But we have to go now, I have some meetings later, so I’m on a tight schedule,” she said. She slid her hand into mine and tugged me out of my room.

“Where are we going?” I asked as I locked the door behind us and followed her down the hall.

“To my office.” Elle grinned. “I have a surprise for you.”

“I think I’ve had enough surprises for a lifetime,” I chuckled.

“Oh, well, it’s not really a surprise,” Elle explained quickly as she caught my expression. “Casey dropped off those Rutheni pieces you looted. She said they didn’t need any repairs, and they’re good to be registered or sold. She wanted to tell you herself, but she’s still snowed under with repairs.”

“Oh,” I said, and I squeezed Elle’s hand and smiled. “That does help me feel better. Anything good?”

“You just wait and see,” Elle said with a wink. Then she walked even closer to me and spoke in a low tone. “I also want you to know that Casey told me you’ve had some big news. I’m here if you want to talk about anything at all.”

“Thanks, darling,” I said and I squeezed her hand again. “I’ll tell you about it when we’re alone.”

Two yeomen passed us and nodded, and we nodded politely back.

“Well, I think you’re going to like this Rutheni gear, anyway,” Elle said brightly, and I appreciated her attempt to cheer me up.

We headed to Deck 1, where Elle’s office was situated at the back of the cargo bay. The cramped square space was situated between four large tanks. It smelled of must, and it was victim to the constant noise of its surroundings, so there was never total quiet, but the point clerk made it work.

The back wall of the office was lined with several computer screens on the bulkhead, which I knew the point clerk spent hours in front of every day either for work or her own personal research.

In front of the screens was a long desk, and leaning against the desk were two longswords and two bear-emblazoned tower shields that I had recovered from the corrupt Rutheni’s king’s guards. Underneath the desk was the rest of their shiny red armor. It was all pristine and sparkling clean, and the detail on the items was clearer than before.

I let out a long whistle at the sight.

“That does look pretty impressive,” I said.

“It was elite gear for elite guards,” Elle said with a knowing nod.

“I remember these,” I said as I approached the longswords. “They kept glowing, and I’m pretty sure I saw one of them split into three swords at one point.”

“Scan it and you’ll see why,” Elle said as she gestured at the swords.

I scanned the nearest sword with my prot-belt and read out the stats.

Weapon Type: Ursus Dens Glowing Longsword

Additional damage: Bleeding (70%) Piercing (70%)

Power class: Knight (Marksman)

Weapon effect: Blade triplicates when parrying an enemy attack.

Runes inscribed: Glimmer of Fear

Rune effects: When the blade pierces enemy skin, the enemy is overcome with a sense of impending doom that lasts for three days. During this time, any damage they sustain during battle is increased by 35%.

“Knew it,” I said with a chuckle. “Triplicate, that’s a pretty cool effect, I have to admit. Super glad I held him off, though. That impending doom doesn’t sound great.”

“Nope.” Elle let out a shudder, then laid a hand on my elbow. “I’m really glad, too.”

“Marksman class,” I said with a wide grin as I weighed the blade in my hands. “Neville is going to love this.”

“I figured you’d give it to him,” Elle said as she nudged me and smiled. “You’re so good to your friends. This weapon is one of the best I’ve ever seen and would fetch a high price.”

“They deserve it,” I said with a shrug. “We’ve been through a lot together, and they’ve saved my ass more than once. And besides, the better their gear, the more Dax we’ll be able to take down together.”

“Well, you’ve still got another one with the exact same stats,” Elle said, and she dragged her toe across the ground in front of the other sword. “As I said, it’s worth a good chunk of KPs.”

“Go ahead and sell it,” I said.

“Very well.” Elle picked up the spare sword and laid it flat on the other side of the desk. Then she gestured to the shields. “Now, how about these?”

“Let’s see.”

I scanned the nearest shield and read the stats.

Armor type: Ursus Antrum Shield

Absorption rating: Advanced

Power class: Knight (Shield)

Armor effect: Emits impenetrable energy shield for 15 seconds. Each enemy killed increases duration by five seconds.

Runes inscribed: Snapping Beam, Shroud

Rune class: Knight (Shield)

Rune effects: Beam of energy penetrates enemy’s armor and inflicts biting sensation for 1 hour. Increases enemy bloodspill by 45%.

“Another badass item,” I said with a sigh. “I would give it to Nathan, but…”

“Is he going to want it?” Elle eyed the shield that was emblazoned with a large Rutheni bear. “Isn’t it a bit… I don’t know… traitorous?”

“That’s what I was thinking,” I said as I stared at the open-mouthed bear. “I would never wear a piece of armor with another kingdom’s emblem. Maybe we could paint it?”

“That would mess with the runes,” Elle said.

“Are the shields worth as much as the sword?” I asked with a slow smile.

“More,” the point clerk replied. She scanned the shield, then turned the display toward me. My eyes went straight to the bottom of the readout, where the price was listed.

Kingdom Points: 25,700

“Okayyy, I’ll sell both of them, then,” I said as I rubbed my hands together. “And the sword?

Elle repeated the process with the sword and showed me the screen.

Kingdom Points: 12,250

“Deal,” I said.

“Then there’s the other armor,” Elle said as she gestured at the pile of shiny red-and-gold equipment underneath the desk. “I figured no one would be using that with all the Rutheni colors, and I already added it all up.”

She clicked some more and showed me the read out.

Kingdom Points: 32,156

“That’s a lot,” I remarked as my eyebrows shot up my forehead.

“Two knights’ worth of elite guard gear.” Elle shrugged. “It’s not cheap.”

“Add that to the tally, then,” I said.

Elle facilitated the sale, and I read my new KP balance.

Kingdom Point Balance: 1,353,914

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 1,918,999

I smiled wide at the display. I was still in awe of the amount, and that was even after sending my mother half a million KPs, back when I still thought she was a destitute cleaner. My friends and I had kicked ass in the loot department back on planet Shess, and that had set us all up for quite a while.

“You’re right, babe, this has made me feel better,” I said.

I picked Elle up by her thin waist and spun her around as she squealed in delight. When I set her back down on the ground, I kissed her, and she melted happily into my arms.

“I’m glad I could help,” Elle said, and her hazel eyes became serious as she looked up at me. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

“I don’t know if you can help, but I think there are some things you should know,” I said with a sigh.

“Only if you’re ready to talk about it,” Elle assured me.

“You’re so sweet,” I said with a soft smile. “I want you to know.”

“Okay, come sit.”

Elle cleared away space on the desk and pulled up two chairs for us. We faced each other, and then I took a deep breath and told Elle everything I’d told Casey about my mother. The beautiful point clerk listened without interrupting, but when I finished, she threw her arms around my neck.

“Oh, babe, I’m so sorry, that must have been so hard to hear,” Elle said sympathetically.

“Thanks,” I said as I squeezed her tight. “You’re right. It wasn’t easy.”

“Of course not.” Elle sat back in her chair, and anger flashed across her face. “She basically lied to you your entire life. That’s insanity.”

“Yeah,” I said, but I didn’t have the energy to get angry. “I’ve been over it in my head a million times by now. I know she had a reason for it, and knowing what I know about her now, I’m certain it was a good one.”

“Better be,” Elle grumbled.

My girlfriend’s protectiveness brought a smile to my face.

“Sounds like I shouldn’t introduce you two just yet,” I teased.

“I’ll hold my tongue,” Elle said as she straightened her shoulders. “As long as you appreciate how incredibly difficult that will be for me.”

“Don’t worry, I’m going to hold off on the introductions for a while anyway,” I said with a shake of my head. “I think I need to talk to her on my own first.”

“That’s a good idea,” Elle said, and her voice softened as she reached out to stroke my forearm. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be so harsh. She is your mother, after all.”

“It’s okay, I’d be the same if I were you.” I shrugged. “I’ve had every feeling possible about it, and right now, I’ve landed on numb. I’ll be seeing her tomorrow anyway, I can deal with it then.”

“Good idea,” Elle said. “Do the others know? I mean, other than Casey? And Natali, obviously.”

“No.” I shook my head. Then an idea came to me. “I’d be okay if you told them, though.”

“Really?” Elle’s body rocked away from mine as her eyebrows rose.

“It would be easier than me repeating it twice more,” I said with a sigh. “Treyin and Faye deserve to know the truth, too, but I’m not sure I’ll have time with them before I’m planetside tomorrow.”

“Okay.” Elle nodded, and her raven hair fell across her forehead before she pushed it back. “I’ll tell them.”

“Good, because I found out some more news,” I said as I leaned closer to the pretty point clerk. “And this is something I haven’t told anyone else yet.”

“Oh?” Elle’s face lit up with intrigue. “Do tell.”

Ever since I’d met Elle, she had been looking into the secrets of the Stalwart crew, which had included the hunt for the Justinian items before we knew about them. I knew she’d be very interested to hear what I’d learned about my father, so I told her everything I knew, which admittedly wasn’t much.

“Wow,” Elle said as she rocked back and forth on her chair, and her bionic implants started to whirr.

“What?” I asked after a pensive moment of silence.

“Do you remember what I told you before about the Seraphic portals?” she asked slowly.

It had been a while since Elle and I had spoken about the portals, and the last time we had, I’d warned her to be careful. I thought harder about that memory, and it suddenly came to me.

“The chests,” I said.

“That’s right,” Elle said, and her voice was high with excitement. “The Seraphic portals are unique because each time they’re cleared, they leave behind a chest…”

“… that’s filled with human items,” I continued. “And you thought those human items…”

“… were from the missing knights. Nick!” Elle’s bionic implants whirred excitedly as her eyes lit up. “Maybe some of those items in those chests belong to your father.”

“Wow,” I breathed as I considered this information. “That’s…”

“Incredible,” Elle finished.

Suddenly, I started laughing, and I couldn’t stop. I laid my head in my hands and laughed and laughed and shook my head in disbelief.

“Babe,” Elle said gently, and the concern in her voice was evident.

“Sorry,” I said as I raised my head and wiped away the tears. “It’s just really funny if you think about it.”

“It is?” Elle gave me a quizzical look.

“Yeah, you know, my whole life is a lie, but maybe I’ll find some of my dad’s old gear.” I let out another mirthless laugh.

“Oh, boy,” Elle sighed and wrapped her hands around mine. “You know what? Why don’t we talk about something else. Or do something else. Do you want to do something? Do you want to go train?”

“Actually, training sounds pretty good right now,” I said.

“Let’s go train,” Elle said.

The beautiful point clerk stood up and pulled me to my feet.

“You’re the best,” I said.

“I know,” she said with her nose in the air. Then she motioned to her computer screens. “Give me just one second.”

Elle turned to the screens and got her face up close to one of them. Her eyes misted over as smoky-black tendrils emerged from her bionic plants. The Medusa link was a unique mutation that very, very few people besides Elle had, though mutations like the ones we had were usually hidden, or they were taken to the Facility for experimentation. I still didn’t fully understand how the eerie tendrils worked, but I knew it gave the point clerk some particular abilities with electronics and communications. She was only there for a second, then she turned back to me and smiled.

“Ready,” she said as she grabbed my hand again. “Let’s go.”

“Perfect,” I said as I let my sexy girlfriend lead me to the training rooms.

It wasn’t long until we were turning into the training hallway. To my surprise, Richard was standing in front of one of the training rooms with a weapons bag slung over his shoulder.

“Oh, hey,” I said with a note of confusion in my voice.

“Hey, thanks for agreeing to help me train,” Richard said as he held up his weapons bag.

“Uhhh…” I turned to Elle with a confused look on my face.

“Sorry,” Elle shot me a quick smile before she raised up on her tiptoes and gave me a quick kiss. “I told him you’d meet him here to help. I have a few meetings, remember?”

“That’s right,” I said. I leaned down and gave my raven-haired girlfriend a kiss. “Thank you for everything.”

“I’ll see you soon,” she said softly. Then she leaned around me and waved at Richard. “Have fun, don’t hurt yourself.”

“Tell that to him,” Richard said as he nodded at me.

“Don’t hurt Richard,” Elle said to me.

“That’s not what I meant!” Richard groaned.

“No promises,” I chuckled to my girlfriend.

Elle chuckled and blew me a kiss. Then she turned and hurried back toward her office. I turned back to Richard and smiled.

“You sure you’re up for this?” I asked as I strode toward him. “You’re not long out of the med bay.”

“Don’t remind me,” Richard said, and then he reached out and slid his bio link over the keypad next to the training room door, which slid open. His pale eyebrows knitted together in a frown, and he shook his head. “I already missed out on a whole Grendel battle.”

“A small one,” I said in a reassuring tone. I could tell my friend was actually feeling down about it, so I decided not to tease him anymore. “Come on, let’s get you warmed up.”

Richard and I spent the rest of the afternoon in the training rooms. I noticed my friend was shy when anything came near his back, and considering he’d almost died from a wound to the back, it made sense. But the aspiring berserker pushed through the instinct, and by the end of our training time, he was moving like normal.

“Thanks for this,” Richard panted as he wiped the sweat from his brow. “Feels good to train again.”

“Don’t worry about it, I needed it myself,” I said. The training had really cleared my mind, and I wanted to keep it that way. I squirted some water into my mouth, then passed Richard the bottle, and he did the same.

“Thanks,” he said breathlessly as he handed me the bottle back.

“Hey, have you heard anything more about Olav?” I asked.

“No,” Richard said sadly, and he shook his head. “Even when I was in the med bay, he was in the regeneration chamber the whole time, and no one could tell me how he was.”

“He’s lucky to be alive at all,” I said with a sigh. “I was there when he got hurt, you know. It could’ve been a lot worse.”

“Speaking of which,” Richard gave me an awkward smile and stuck his hand out. “I don’t think I ever properly thanked you for saving my life. So, uh, thanks.”

“Anytime,” I said, and I shook my friend’s hand firmly, then pulled him in for a hug. “And I expect you to return the favor if I need it.”

“Obviously,” Richard replied. “Not that our resident hero will actually need it.”

We gathered up our equipment and gave the training room a wipe down before we left.

“I’m starving,” Richard said.

“Me, too,” I said. “Should we have the others meet us in the galley?”

“Already sent,” Richard said as he clicked his prot-belt.

“Perfect,” I said, and we headed toward the kitchen.

We rounded the corner and almost ran straight into Treyin. The beautiful Ecomese woman was holding her own bag of weapons, and she wore a tight spandex outfit, so it was clear she was off to train.

“Hey, gorgeous,” I said as we stopped in front of each other. “Haven’t seen you around much lately.”

“Backatcha, handsome,” Treyin said. She shot Richard a look, leaned forward and gave me a quick kiss, and then she flicked her long silver braid over her shoulder. “I’ve been busy with some business for Captain Cross, but we’ll catch up soon, okay?”

The way her eyes met mine, I could tell that she knew about my mother, and I was grateful that I didn’t have to have that conversation again.

“Okay,” I said, and I gave her another kiss.

“Glad you’re feeling better, Richard,” Treyin said before she waved at us and continued past us.

“Everything okay with you two?” Richard asked with raised eyebrows.

“Yeah, absolutely,” I said. “We’re all just so busy lately, it’s hard to find time for ourselves.”

“I hope you’re not expecting an ounce of sympathy from me,” Richard snickered.

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” I chuckled.

When we made it to the kitchen, Nathan and Neville were already waiting for us, along with Faye, my newest, golden-haired girlfriend. They were all sitting around a table with a delicious-smelling meal in front of them.

“Nick!” Faye bounded over to me and gave me a quick kiss before her cheeks turned bright red. She turned to the table and gestured at the plates. “I cooked for everyone!”

“Aw, you didn’t have to do that,” I said. Then I took a deep breath and inhaled the herbed meat smell.

“I know, but I scored a good deal in Caledonia, so I figured why not,” she said.

Faye’s large breasts bounced majestically underneath the tight bodice of her white dress as she pulled me to the table. She shooed Neville aside, and he made a noise but scooted over for me to sit. Richard squeezed in beside his brother, and Faye served us each a plate, then sat down with her own.

“Enjoy the meal,” she said, and we dug in.

“Unnnh,” Richard said as he sunk his teeth into a hunk of seared meat. “This is incredible.”

“Hey, Faye,” Nathan said around a mouthful of meat. “Will you marry me?”

“I’ve already got a man,” Faye said, and she laid a hand on my thigh and winked at me.

“This is incredible, Faye,” I said as I shoveled my own meal into my mouth with one hand and squeezed her hand with the other.

“Thank you,” she said, and she scrunched her sky-blue eyes at me. Then she leaned in close to my ear and whispered. “Elle told me everything. I’m here for you.”

“Thanks,” I said, and I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before we turned back to our meals.

After we finished our meaty main meal, Faye brought out the decadent chocolate cake she made and fielded two more marriage proposals from my friends. Once the dessert was finished, out came the beer, and the night flew past as I laughed and hung out with my friends. For a while, I got to pretend everything was normal and I wasn’t confronting my lying mother the next day.

When the night ended, my friends and I headed back to our knight’s quarters. Luckily, my belly full of meat and beer helped me avoid another sleepless night, so when I woke up the next morning, I almost felt ready to face the day.

Almost.

I headed to my desk and checked our location. According to the holographic readout, we were less than an hour away from Dobuni. My palms started to sweat, but I decided not to let myself spin out. I hopped in the shower and dressed in my RTF uniform, and when I finished putting on my new Night Walker Boots, I heard my prot-belt beep.

I’d received a message from Commander Reynolds to meet at the skiffs, dressed down.

I knew that meant without weapons so as not to scare the locals, and I wasn’t expecting to see any action while visiting my home planet, but a knight is never unprepared. I strapped my Knives of Storm to my chest, and I slipped my Skull of Godafre knuckles in my pocket. Better safe than sorry.

Then I headed out.

When I arrived at the skiffs, it was only Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, Natali, Matthias, and Moses, our Alkegian Shield knight. They all turned as I approached. I noticed that Cross and Moses had more armor and weapons than the rest of us, but that wasn’t too unusual.

“Knight Lyons,” Captain Cross said with a nod. “We won’t be landing on Dobuni, so we’ll take the skiffs from here. Are you ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be, sir,” I said. Then I took a deep breath.

“It’ll be fine,” Natali said in a low voice as she reached out to squeeze my elbow.

“Thanks,” I said, and I smiled at the attractive doctor.

The others pretended not to notice the intimate moment between us and started to load into the skiffs instead.

“You’re with us,” Commander Reynolds said as she took the pilot seat in one of the skiffs. Natali boarded the skiff next, so I went last while Captain Cross, Matthias, and Moses took a separate skiff.

“Why not take one?” I asked as I buckled myself in. “We can all fit.”

“It was your mother’s request,” Commander Reynolds said as she fired up the skiff.

“You spoke to her?” I asked, and I froze mid-buckle.

“Not me.” She shook her head. “Captain Cross.”

“So, she knows we’re coming,” I said in a disappointed tone. I’d kinda hoped to surprise her, but I wasn’t sure why.

“There’s very little that goes on in this universe that your mother doesn’t know about,” Reynolds said with a wry smile.

“Oh, right,” I said. “All-powerful and whatnot.”

“Yeah, something like that,” Reynolds said.

And then we were off.

As the skiff soared through the air, I looked down at the dusty, brown planet I’d grown up on. Dobuni was, to put it bluntly, poor. Tall, fragile-looking brick buildings were built impossibly close to each other, and children in torn, ragged clothes roamed the streets with dirt-streaked faces. Everything was covered in a layer of dust, and the locals had permanent bags under their eyes from the constant work they had to do to provide for their families on their meager salaries.

Unlike some nobles I’d met, I didn’t judge these people for their situation. Voids, I was one of them. Or so I had thought.

My eyes swept across the crumbling planet as the skiff lowered to a familiar dock. I used to sit at these docks as a young boy and watch the ships take off, dreaming of a better life for me and my mother.

I sighed, and Natali caught my eye.

“I’ll be right here with you the whole time,” the older woman said, and her brown eyes searched my face.

“I’ll be okay,” I said.

Commander Reynolds landed the skiff, and we hopped down. I took in a deep breath. There was nothing quite like the smell of your home planet. Good or bad, it was home.

Captain Cross, Matthias, and Moses joined us, and all eyes turned to me.

“Lead the way to your childhood home, Knight Lyons,” Captain Cross said with a nod of encouragement. He hiked his small, round shield up his forearm, and his silver armor glinted in the bright morning light.

“Oh right, um, this way,” I said.

I led us through the busy streets of Dobuni, and we kicked up a cloud of dust as we walked. I could smell the cheap grilled meat from the food carts, and next to them, cheaply made shirts and dresses blew in the wind as they hung from more market carts. I recognized some of the vendors who had been around since my childhood, and I could tell by the way they smiled at me proudly that they recognized me, too.

We attracted some attention from the locals, but that was mostly due to Moses. The huge, dreadlocked and dark-skinned Alkegian knight wasn’t typical on this planet, and to add to that, he was wearing his striking, turquoise armor, unlike the rest of us. The Shield knight was a gentle giant, and he smiled and nodded at the curious children who stared at him.

It was strange being home. I hadn’t really missed it, but now that I was here, I felt connected to it in a way I hadn’t thought about in a while.

“It’s really interesting to see where you grew up,” Natali said to me quietly. Her gaze swept across the wide, dusty streets, and a gentle smile rested on her lips.

“Now we’ve both seen each other’s childhood homes,” I said to the Rutheni native.

“So, we have,” Natali said with a softness in her voice. “What’s your mother like?”

“Good question,” I sighed. “I guess I’m about to find out.”

“Try not to hate her too much, Knight Lyons,” Reynolds said with a sympathetic smile. “She only did what she thought was best.”

“I know,” I said. “And I don’t hate her. I’m just confused.”

“You should have some more answers soon enough,” Captain Cross said.

“I hope so.”

I hung a left at the town’s biggest bakery, which could’ve fit inside of the Stalwart’s galley, then ducked down a narrow alley I’d always used as a shortcut. The alley was lined with brick residential buildings, and they were dotted with windows.

As soon as I turned into the alley, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. My eyes scanned the windows as I slowed my steps.

“Everything okay, Knight Lyons?” Commander Reynolds asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said slowly.

“I don’t see anything,” Natali said with a frown. “Is it different from what you remember?”

“No, it’s the same,” I said, and I continued walking, but slower than before. Something felt off, I felt like I was being watched, which wasn’t a sensation I’d ever experienced in the hundreds of times I’d passed through this alley.

A hooded man appeared from the other side of the alley and walked toward us. He walked with a limp, and as he got closer, the alarm bells in my head started ringing even more.

Something was definitely off.

As the man drew nearer, a movement from above caught my eye. At the same time, the hooded man jerked strangely. Instinctively, I threw myself in front of Natali, and I reached for my Knife of Storm just as the man sprung at us.

“It’s an ambush!” I cried.
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Chapter 6

Instinctively, I flung my Knife of the Storm at the hooded man. The blade flipped through the air twice before it embedded in the man’s shoulder, but it didn’t even slow him down.

I flung a second knife that sank in a few centimeters away from the first one, and the Tempest Strike rune was activated. The hooded enemy stopped in his tracks as the paralysis took effect, and his body shook from the electricity coursing through his veins.

Meanwhile, arrows rained down from unseen enemies above us, but Moses raised his turquoise vambraces, formed a X with his arms, and a large sparkling blue dome surrounded us. The arrows bounced off the energy shield as we all crouched down, and everyone moved to draw their weapons.

“Are you okay?” I asked Natali as I checked her over for any signs that she’d been wounded.

“I’m okay,” she assured me. Her face was paler than usual, but there was a hardness to her expression. She may not be a knight, but she’d been in the field enough to not let a little ambush scare her. If anything, the doctor looked pissed that our trip to my mother’s had been delayed.

“Stay close to me,” I instructed her and reached out to stroke her dark brown hair. I slipped my Skull of Godafre over my knuckles and turned back to the others. We may not have all been wearing our full armor, but that didn’t mean we weren’t prepared for a fight, and I wasn’t going to let these bastards hurt my woman, so it was time to make do with what I had.

“Captain…” Moses said as the arrows continued to rain down on the energy shield. “I got a few more seconds of this…”

The Alkegian knight still had his arms crossed over his head, but the tidal wave of arrows hadn’t slowed down. There were already tiny fissures spreading out, and Moses had to readjust his position to keep himself steady.

“We’re on it, Knight Monroe,” Captain Cross said, and his eyes scanned the exterior of the dome. Then he gave his shield a quick up-and-down jolt. Suddenly, two long, spiraled horns shot out from either side of the shield, and the rune in the middle glowed a deep blue.

“Whoa,” I remarked as I eyed the horned shield. “What is that?”

“It’s called the Madu Cornibus,” Cross answered.

“At least three archers above,” Commander Reynolds said, and I noticed she had started to twist a ring on her finger. “One enemy in electrical paralysis…”

“It won’t last much longer,” I said as I pulled out my third Knife of the Storm.

“… two more enemies approaching, one from each end of the alley,” Commander Reynolds finished.

“May I ask who these scoundrels are?” Matthias asked as his golden eyes rapidly retracted and expanded.

“Probably your standard, run-of-the-mill disloyalists,” Cross explained as he pulled a shortened spear from his back. “Voidsbent on sabotaging the monarchy and all its allies.”

“Like… my mother,” I said.

“That’s right,” Reynolds said as she stopped spinning her ring, which was now glowing a bright red.

The commander’s blue eyes met mine, and in that moment, I understood just how big this whole thing really was. We’d barely stepped foot on my home planet, and trained assassins already knew that we were here to see my mother. She must’ve been protecting me from this sort of thing my whole childhood.

“Right,” Captain Cross said in his commanding voice. “Knight Monroe, you stay with Dr. Lenkov and Matthias.”

“Yes, sir,” Moses answered automatically.

“I can fight, sir,” Matthias said, and he held out a mechanical arm that started to whirr. Then his hand flipped back into his arm and was replaced with a short-bladed knife.

“We’ve got this, but stick close to the doctor, just in case,” Cross told the bionic jump mage.

“Noted, sir,” Matthias replied. Then he sidestepped in front of Natali and bent his metallic knees in a defensive posture as he held his arms up, ready to throw a knife tipped punch.

“Commander Reynolds, Knight Lyons.” Cross looked between us. “We have a meeting to get to, so do you think we can wrap this up pretty quickly?”

“Yes, sir,” I said with a grin as I gripped my third knife tighter.

“Aye, Captain,” Reynolds said with a similar excitement.

“Knight Lyons, take care of these two,” Captain Cross said, and he pointed to the original hooded attacker and his cloaked friend who was fast approaching us.

“On it,” I said, and I positioned myself in front of them at the edge of the energy shield.

The hooded man had yanked my knives out of his body and tossed them aside as the rune effect faded, and I made a mental note of where they fell so I could pick them up later. They were good knives, and I wasn’t about to lose them in an alley fight.

The mystery man jerked a little as he and his friend approached, like the Tempest Strike still had some residual effect, and I grinned as they got closer.

“Commander Reynolds, the ones approaching from the south of the alley,” Captain Cross instructed.

“Yes, sir,” Reynolds said as she got into position.

“And I’ve got the archers,” Cross said, and his thick mustache twitched in a devilish smile as he expertly tossed his spear in the air and caught it smoothly. “Now, Knight Monroe!”

The energy shield around us dropped, and Cross, Reynolds, and I jumped into action. I felt the energy shield shoot up again behind me, but I was focused on the two targets in front of me.

The first guy had stopped twitching from his temporary electricity-induced paralysis, and the second guy was barreling toward me. I hurled the third Knife of Storm at the approaching enemy to slow him down, then I darted to the twitching guy.

First, I rolled past him and snatched up my two knives with my left hand. The hooded figure grunted and jerked some more as if he was worried I’d throw them again, but I slammed my right fist into his face instead.

The Mindfire rune took hold instantly, and it snapped his head to the side as he bit the air like a rabid dog. The hood fell back to reveal a horribly disfigured human face, but I didn’t have to look at it for long because he instantly turned and lunged for his ally.

I wiped the blood from my knives’ blades on my leg as the Mindfire-effected enemy tore his friend limb from limb. It didn’t take him long, and when he turned back to me, he still had a crazed look in his eye. I decided to put him out of his misery, so I flung my knife at the ugly man’s heart. It landed perfectly, and he clutched at his chest before he fell to the ground dead.

I hurried forward to retrieve my knife and then turned to help the others.

But there was no need. Reynolds’ marks had already been reduced to bloody, lifeless heaps. And Captain Cross’ opponents were falling from the heights above and landing with wet thuds on the ground around us.

“Well, that didn’t take too long,” I chuckled.

“Nick, behind you!” Natali screamed.

I spun around, and my jaw dropped. Dozens of the same cloaked enemies approached us.

This time they were coming from a doorway in the alley, and there was no end in sight. They just kept coming.

I whipped around to the others.

“I don’t have the gear for this,” I grunted. If I had my whole cache of weapons and my full armor, this would be an easy fight. But I hadn’t even adjusted to my new boots yet, and all I had was close-combat gear.

“Get back here,” Reynolds called out.

I sprinted back toward the captain and commander as our enemies advanced on us. I spun and threw all three of my Knives of Storm, which took out three of them, but dozens more trampled over their friends’ bodies to get to us.

When I made it back to the others, Reynolds hopped in front of me and held up her ring. A blast of red light shot out from it, and the first line of cloaked men were burned to a crisp. They fell to the ground dead with smoke rising from their corpses like the galaxy’s worst barbecue, but the rest kept coming.

“Wasn’t expecting this, Cap,” Reynolds said.

“You’re telling me,” Cross replied. “Glad I came prepared.”

Captain Cross stepped forward, and he raised his strange, horned madu shield high. Then he banged his spear against the shield in three short and then three long blasts, which created a sort of pleasant melody.

Suddenly, a huge blackish-brown void moose emerged from the center of the madu. The massive creature stood about twice as tall as all of us, even Moses, and it shook its velvety antlers back and forth before it turned its strange pink eyes toward Captain Cross.

“What the fuck?” I gasped under my breath since I had never seen a creature equal parts noble and terrifying at the same time.

“Ready, sweetheart?” the captain said to the moose with a fierce grin.

The large beast bleated, and Captain Cross nodded. Then the moose lowered its front legs down so he was able to climb onto its back. Once the captain had clamped his legs around the moose’s midsection, it stood to its full height with Captain Cross sitting tall on its back.

“Whoa,” I said as I looked up at the grizzled Captain. I guessed he was a Lancer, or maybe someone had mentioned it to me in passing, but I hadn’t ever seen the big man display his profession’s skills.

Lancer knights were extremely rare these days because it took an enormous amount of time and training to become one. Lancers trained under each specialty in order to become proficient in them all, and then they trained under a Lancer for many more years. That meant Lancers could use runes of any specialty instead of being limited to only two. They had some other cool tricks like being able to ride voidbeasts into battle like the cavalry, but since summoned monsters didn’t work well with Herald knight magic, and therefore weren’t that useful for clearing portals, it was another reason not to pick the specialty.

Still, the moose looked fucking awesome.

I felt a brief glimmer of disappointment that I’d missed out on the chance to train under him and his specialty, but at the same time, I was very happy with my Lich training with Reynolds, so I didn’t wallow on that too long.

There was a war cry from our approaching enemies, and the void moose dragged its hooves across the ground and lowered its head.

“I will take care of this,” Cross said as he clamped his legs down harder to stay atop the voidbeast.

“I’ll catch any stragglers,” I said as I flexed my Skull of Godafre knuckles across my fist.

“Make sure the doctor stays safe,” Cross instructed.

“Always,” I replied, and I quickly took up a defensive posture in front of the energy shield that Moses held strong.

“Commander?” Cross said as he looked over my head.

“Ready,” Reynolds said, and she lifted her ring up high.

“Let’s go,” Cross said. “Hiiiiya!”

Cross dug his heels into the massive void moose’s side, and the pair of them took off toward the enemies. I was shocked at how fast the giant moose moved, and I was glad I wasn’t on the receiving end of the beast’s fury.

I watched in amazement as the void moose barreled through the cloaked enemies like they were bowling pins. The beast scooped up men in its huge, pronged antlers and tossed them aside easily. I could hear the enemies’ bones crunch as they were tossed around like ragdolls.

Captain Cross used the long, spiraled horns of his madu to impale the attackers from the moose’s back, and Reynolds followed on foot, sending deadly blasts of red-hot energy that charred their enemies to death.

Very few of the cloaked figures made it past the captain and the commander, and it was clear they worked with incredible synergy together. But there were a lot of these cloaked assholes, so a few trickled past them.

And that’s where I came in.

Two enemies stumbled toward me, and one had an arm dangling limply from his shoulder. I figured he was a victim of the void moose, but that garnered no sympathy from me. I jumped forward and pummeled the second enemy with my Godafre knuckles, and the cloaked figure instantly went feral. He turned to the other dude and ripped his limp arm fully off his body, then used it to beat him to death.

Once that guy was dead, the Mindfire infected enemy ran back toward the battle to kill more of his allies. It was the second time in just as many minutes that the rune had activated, and I realized it was also the second time that I’d actually used the brass knuckles. For an effect that was only supposed to work a quarter of the time, it was surprisingly active at the moment, but I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth, especially when it made my enemies rip each other apart.

I looked over to see that Captain Cross had hopped off his void moose. The moose was still wreaking havoc and tossing enemies around left and right like the alley was a playground instead of a battlefield, but Cross was swinging his spear and madu in practiced movements, and anyone that came close was impaled within seconds.

Commander Reynolds was faring remarkably well for only having a ring to use, but it was a Lich ring, so that wasn’t too surprising.

The enemies were starting to thin out, but I spotted one on the ground in between Reynolds and me. The bastard’s cloak had fallen off to reveal the scorch marks along his face from Reynold’s Lich ring, and he was clawing his way out of a pile of dead bodies. He locked sights on Commander Reynolds and reached for a nearby sword.

“Not on my watch,” I muttered.

I sprinted toward the bastard. He was so focused on getting back at Reynolds that he didn’t notice me until I’d already delivered a powerful punch to the back of his head. My Godafre knuckles split his skull open, and his warm blood gushed over my hand before he fell flat on his face.

He was dead before the Mindfire rune could have been activated, and I didn’t expect it to activate again so soon regardless, but there was a distinct flash of madness in his eyes before they glossed over with death.

The rune was definitely working overtime, and I made a mental note to ask Commander Reynolds about it later.

“Thanks, Nick!” Reynolds called out over her shoulder. “Um, I mean, Knight Lyons.”

“No problem,” I said to my mentor, then retreated back to the energy shield. On the way, I pulled my Knives of Storm out of the dead enemies and wiped the blood from them.

Moses met my eyes through the glittering blue shield, and the large Alkegian knight gave me a satisfied nod.

“You okay in there?” I asked him.

“Getting tired,” he admitted. “I can’t lower my arms to check my prot-field, but it’s taken a few hits. Not sure how much longer I can hold this.”

“I’ll see if we can’t wrap this up, then,” I said.

I turned to Natali and Matthias and shot them a thumbs up before I raced off toward the battle again.

“Captain!” I called out. “Knight Monroe is losing power.”

“We’re almost done here,” Cross replied. “They’ve stopped sending their men out to die now.”

Cross turned and shoved one of the spiral horns into the neck of an enemy, and I tossed out two of the knives I’d retrieved as Reynolds blasted the last row of enemies until finally they were all eliminated.

We paused for a moment to catch our breath. Cross’ void moose trotted over to him. Bits of bloody flesh and torn cloaks hung from the creature’s antlers like the handkerchiefs women used to throw at knights in the Old World. The voidbeast gave Cross an affectionate headbutt, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“I didn’t know voidbeasts could be so affectionate,” I said.

“When they’ve been around as long as Chocolate here, they are,” Cross said as he scratched the giant creature behind the ear.

“His name is Chocolate?” I asked with a grin.

“Her name,” Cross corrected and shot me a look.

“Oh, uhh…” I awkwardly scratched the back of my neck. “I thought only male moose had antlers?”

“She’s a voidbeast, and a moose,” Cross answered. “She does what she wants. If she wants to have antlers, I’m not going to tell her no.”

“Sorry, yeah,” I chuckled. “Of course.”

I reached out a hand to pet Chocolate, but she snapped her massive jaw at me, and I quickly drew my hand back before it got pulverized between her powerful teeth.

“Yeah, she’s not friendly,” Cross chuckled. “It took me… a very long time to get her to warm up to me like this.”

“Got it,” I said as I eyed the beast cautiously.

“But she won’t attack unless I tell her to.” Cross scratched the moose’s ear even harder. “Isn’t that right, girl?”

The moose let out a bleat of pleasure. Then she took a step back from Cross and shook her giant head. If she’d been an inch or two closer, those antlers would have taken me out.

Suddenly, I remembered Moses and whipped around, but the Shield knight had already dropped the energy shield that protected the noncombatants.

“Let’s get back to them,” Cross said.

He tapped his madu with his spear and held it up, and the moose charged at the shield at full speed. Then the madu absorbed the voidbeast until the next time it was summoned.

We quickly waded through the dead bodies and returned to the others. Matthias’ hand had already replaced the sword, and Natali was looking much more relaxed. I exchanged a glance with her, and she nodded to let me know that she was fine.

“Good job, crew,” Captain Cross said before he returned his spear to its sheath on his back, and he retracted the horns into the madu. “Nice and quick, just like I asked.”

“Should we find out more about these guys?” I asked as I toed the nearest dead body.

“We can ask your mother,” Reynolds said. She pushed her short brown hair out of her face, and I noticed the light from her ring was fading. “She’ll know all about them, I’m sure.”

“Oh, right,” I said. I was still getting used to the idea of my mother being a super powerful Lich who knew a bunch of super-secret stuff.

“Speaking of which, we should get moving,” Captain Cross said as he wiped blood from the back of his hand with a handkerchief. “We don’t have the means for a full clean up, but let’s cordon off the area and get a team out here.”

The six of us got to work at both ends of the alley. We cordoned off the area with RTF-issued safety tape, and Captain Cross sent a message back to the ship to send out some plain-clothed yeomen to finish the job.

Then we were back on our way.

I continued to lead us toward my childhood home, except this time I kept scanning the rooftops for another potential attack. Luckily, we made it to my former street without any more altercations.

My heart skipped a beat when I saw my former home. I’d grown up in a cramped tenement building where the neighbors helped each other out because we were all in the same desperate situation.

Or so I’d thought.

I eyed the tall brown building that sported several busted-out windows and signs of fire damage. It still looked the same, but it felt very different, like the empty apartments with broken windows were all just part of one giant production.

A million questions raced through my mind and vied to be the first one asked when we reached my mother.

“This is it,” I said as I drew to a stop in front of the building.

“It’s nice,” Natali said with a small smile.

“No, it’s not,” I scoffed. “And it’s a twelve-floor walkup.”

“No elevator?” If Matthias had eyebrows, they’d be halfway up his shiny forehead.

“Kept me fit,” I said, and I gestured for everyone to follow me.

I stepped inside the building, and I was hit with another wave of nostalgia. The dusty smell, the row of decrepit postboxes tacked to the wall. I remembered crossing this foyer to walk to school every morning with my mother holding my hand. We’d stop and check the post every morning, but it was rare we received anything, and if we did, it was a bill we couldn’t afford.

Or so I’d thought.

I headed straight for the door that led to the dirt-stained stairwell. Filtered sunlight streamed through the dusty windows as we trudged up the stairs. My lungs and legs were used to this journey, and that good ol’ muscle memory kicked in.

My body was fine, but my mind was all over the place the closer we got to my old apartment. My palms started to sweat as I imagined how the confrontation would go. Part of me wanted to hug her, and part of me wanted to fight her.

Though, apparently, that would end very badly since my sweet, cleaning woman of a mother was a terrifying Lich knight who could kill us all without breaking a sweat.

The time for wondering came to an end when I set foot on the landing of the twelfth floor. I paused for a moment and took a deep breath. I felt a hand on my elbow, and I turned to see Natali smiling up at me.

“You okay?” she asked gently.

“Yup,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “Come on. I’ve got some questions for my mother.”

Everyone nodded at me, so I pulled open the door and stepped out of the stairwell and into the hallway. There were only two apartments on my floor, which should have been a clue to my younger self. The tenements on Dobuni were stuffed to the gills with multigenerational families, so having only two apartments on a floor was unheard of. I wanted to say I should have known better, but I was a kid.

I turned right and headed to my mother’s apartment. I paused again in front of the door as the others stood behind me in silent support. I took another deep breath and raised my hand to knock, but before I could, the door swung open, and I laid eyes on my mother for the first time in ages.

She looked exactly the same and also completely different. Her brown hair was swept back into the familiar low ponytail, and her silver eyes still lit up when she saw me. But there was something about her I’d never noticed before. The way she carried herself wasn’t the way a downtrodden, lowly cleaner carried themselves. Her back was straight, and her hands were smooth, not like a working woman’s hands.

“Nick,” she breathed, and then she swept me up in a big hug.

“Mom,” I said in a strangled voice as we hugged tight.

“It’s so good to see you, my beautiful son,” she said. Then she stepped back to peer into my face, pulled a cleaning rag out, and wiped blood from the battle from my cheeks the way she used to clean off the dirt when I came back from playing as a kid.

My mother smiled at me warmly, and I couldn’t help but notice that she was wearing the light-blue dress and white apron combination she had always worn before her imaginary cleaning shifts. That flipped something in my mind, and I took a step back out of her reach.

“Nice outfit,” I scoffed. “But you don’t really need to keep up appearances anymore, do you?”

“So we’re getting right into it,” my mother said with a wry smile. Then she gestured at everyone standing behind me. “Can’t I at least say hello first?”

“No introductions necessary,” I said with a snort.

“Nick,” Natali said gently as she squeezed my elbow again.

“Oh, it’s quite alright. Nick has every right to be angry with me,” my mother said, then she gestured to her outfit. “And there are still plenty of reasons I need to keep up appearances. But for now…”

Mom reached back and pulled her ponytail out, then twisted her long hair until it was in a high bun on top of her head, a style I’d never seen before. It accentuated her cheekbones and brought out the hardness in her eyes. I suddenly caught a glimpse of the powerful Lich knight I’d never known her to be.

“Much better,” I said in a sour tone. “I know the real you now.”

“This would go better if you checked that attitude of yours,” Mom said sharply.

“Sorry,” I said without thinking. I suddenly felt like a little kid being scolded for sneaking a cookie from the cookie jar.

My mother looked past me, and her face lit up when she laid eyes on Commander Reynolds.

“Vanessa,” Mom said affectionately.

“Penelope,” Reynolds replied in the same tone. “I am grateful to see you again.”

The two women embraced like old friends, which apparently they were. When they pulled apart, Mom turned to Captain Cross.

“Atticus,” she said. She stuck her hand out. “I can never thank you enough for taking care of my boy.”

“No need,” Captain Cross said as he shook my mother’s hand. “He takes care of himself just fine.”

“That was the plan,” Mom said. Then she turned to Matthias and crossed her arms. “Hello, Button Boy.”

“Hello, Penelope,” Matthias said, and his eyes retracted to almost pinpoints while he arranged his mechanical face into an expression of disdain.

Matthias had a particular dislike for the Lich class of knights, and he had heavily discouraged me from pursuing the specialty back when I was a squire. It was clear the machina had some beef with my mother, but I was finding it hard to fault him for that at the moment.

“Glad to see you’re still in one piece.” Mom looked over Matthias’ mechanical body.

“The feeling is not mutual,” Matthias retorted.

“Oh, hush up or I’ll go get my screwdriver, take you apart, and put you back together the wrong way,” Mom said with an eye roll. “You were the one who agreed to work with me all those years ago.”

“So I did.” He gave a slow nod. “And we have all paid the cost.”

“And that is where we will continue to argue for the rest of our days,” she let out a chuckle and then turned to Natali.

“You haven’t aged a day, my sweet doctor.”

“Nor have you.” Natali actually blushed a bit, and then she hesitantly reached out to embrace my mother. “You look just as beautiful as ever.”

“Awwww… Thank you. You’ve been taking care of my son, or so I hear.”

“Uhhh… yes.” Natali smiled.

“I’m fine with it, but we can speak of it later, if you wish.”

“That would be fine.” Natali bowed a bit.

“You are new to my beloved ship, Moses isn’t it?” My mom raised her hand to the big Shield knight.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said as he grasped her fingers. “It is an honor to finally meet you. I have heard many stories.”

“The reality is probably worse,” my mom snickered, and then she frowned at Cross and Reynolds. “Where are my three chick-a-peas?”

“They had to stay on the ship.” Reynolds gave a small smirk.

“Pffft. I don’t believe it.” My mom frowned. “Those little babies are afraid of me still.”

“Who are you talking about?” I asked.

“The Math Nerd, Grumpy Underpants, and Blondie.”

“That uhhh… doesn’t help?” I looked at Reynolds.

“Leith, Olav, and Flanagan.” The Commander couldn’t hold back her grin now.

“Yes,” my mom chuckled. “My little chick-a-peas. I’m sad they aren’t here. I’ll have to give them a beating next time I see them.”

“A… beating?” My mouth was hanging open.

“Your mom used to… bully them quite a bit,” Cross sighed.

“Bah. It is called ‘building character,’ and it made them tough.” Penelope shrugged. “I did it out of love. Those dramatic little bitches.”

“You bullied Olav?” I blinked. “And Leith?”

“Someone had to. Could you imagine what a bunch of fucks they’d be if no one put them in their place? ‘Ohhh… I’m the best murderer in the whole galaxy. Noooo, I am with my axe. Ewww, you all spend too much time worrying about fighting when there are pretty women out there to seduce.’” Her voice changed in pitch and accent each time to sound quite a bit like the three badass knights, and I realized my mouth was still hanging open.

“This could very well be why they decided not to come,” Moses chuckled.

“Those three idiots would have been dead by now if I hadn’t molded them into something useful.”

“They are master knights,” Cross sighed. “Three of the finest the kingdom has to offer.”

“Still a bunch of little chicks,” my mom scoffed. “I’m annoyed they aren’t here to say hello. It’s fine, though. I have a special surprise planned for when I see them next.”

“Oh, that sounds delightful,” Reynolds laughed.

“Enough about my little chickies,” Mom said, and she turned back to me and took a deep breath. “I guess we have some talking to do.”

“Guess so,” I said.

“Come.” Mom motioned for us to follow her. “We better get this over with, then. As you know, we’ve got some unwanted visitors on the planet I’m going to need to take care of.”

“You know about the ambush?” I blurted.

“Nothing goes on on this planet without me knowing,” Mom said with another wry smile. “Or any other planets, for that matter.”

“Right,” I said dryly.

“Attitude.” My mother shot me a look.

“Sorry,” I grumbled.

I kept my mouth shut as my mother led us to her bedroom. I hesitated at the doorway because it had always been drilled into my head since I was a child that my mom’s room was off limits. She had always been big on personal space and right to privacy, so she never went into my room, and I never went into hers.

Now I understood that there was a deeper meaning to it.

I followed Mom into the room with the others behind me. She headed straight for her closet, and we followed her inside. It felt strange being inside my mom’s space with my commanding officers, but the awkwardness was short lived because she pushed back a row of hanging clothes to reveal another door. One that I’d never seen before.

“What the…” I began.

Mom shot me a sheepish grin, and then she reached down and turned the handle. The door swung open, and my jaw dropped.

I quickly worked out that the door opened up into the second apartment on our floor. Except it wasn’t an apartment, it was a control room. Dozens of people were milling around, some of them were dressed in blue RTF uniforms, others in normal clothes, and some in a brown uniform I didn’t recognize. One wall was completely taken over by computer screens that constantly beeped and buzzed and blinked.

As soon as my mother stepped into the room, everyone immediately stopped, turned to her, and saluted.

“Continue,” she said with a wave of her hand.

They followed her orders instantly and went back to work while I stared at my mother.

“Who are you?” I asked in an awestruck voice.

“That’s what we’re here to discuss, no?” She grinned at me and motioned for us to follow her again.

She weaved through the busy control room, and everyone we passed gave her a deep nod of respect. One RTF knight scurried up to her with a file in his hand. He didn’t have a rank displayed on his uniform, but I recognized the Lancer insignia, a spear laid across a shield, and I did a double take.

Two Lancers in one day? This was insane.

“Ma’am, I have--” the Lancer began.

“Not now,” Mom cut him off.

“Yes, ma’am. Apologies.” The Lancer knight gulped nervously and then scurried away.

My eyes bulged out of my head at the interaction. Lancers were known for being super rare and powerful, but that knight acted like a baby squire in the presence of my mother.

“Just through here,” Mom said as she gestured at a doorway ahead of us, which was guarded by two RTF Shield knights.

I spotted the medals on their uniform. These were highly decorated and accomplished knights who looked like they could wrestle with Moses and have no problem, yet they were on door duty for Mom.

What the voids?

As we approached, one Shield knight opened the door while the other stepped aside to give us plenty of space.

“Tea for the visitors, please,” Mom said to the knight who wasn’t holding open the door.

“Yes, ma’am.” He saluted instantly and then hurried away.

She even got Shield knights to fetch her tea.

I shook my head in wonder but continued following her into the room. It was a pretty standard meeting room with one long table that dominated the space with several chairs dotted around it, and a large holo screen was mounted on one wall. I briefly wondered how many important figures my mother had entertained in this room throughout my childhood while I was out playing pretend on the dirty streets outside while dreaming of being a knight, but then I figured it was best not to think about it too hard.

“Take a seat, everyone,” Mom said as she gestured at the table. Then she glanced at Matthias. “Do you need a towel or something? I don’t want you leaking oil all over my chairs.”

“I never leak,” Matthias said in an offended tone.

“Yet.” Mom shot him a devilish grin, but Matthias huffed and ignored it.

Mom sat at the head of the table, and I took the seat to her right. Captain Cross took the seat to her left, and Commander Reynolds sat next to him. Then Natali sat next to me, and Matthais sat next to Natali. As far away from my mother as possible.

Mom clasped her hands together and spun her chair to face me. Then she gave me a small smile.

“Okay,” she began. “What do you want to know?”

I couldn’t help but let out a snort of laughter.

“I don’t even know where to begin,” I said.

“Would you like me to start?” Mom asked.

“I guess.” I shrugged as all my feelings of anger and betrayal came rushing to the surface again. Every single question that had vied for attention, and each one just as important as the last. I couldn’t figure out which to ask first. Or if I should just scream. That also sounded like a pretty good idea at the moment.

“Okay.” She took a deep breath and shared a glance with Commander Reynolds, which only annoyed me more.

“Actually, I will start.” I gestured around the room and toward the door. “What the fucking voids, Mom?”

“Language,” Mom said sharply, which only elicited another laugh from me.

“I think that’s the least of my concerns right now.”

Mom’s silver eyes hardened, and then she sat back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. Once again, I felt like a child, and I lowered my gaze.

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

Mom sighed and leaned forward again. This time she trapped my hand between hers, and I raised my gaze to look at her.

“You are entitled to your feelings,” she said. “And I think first and foremost, I owe you an apology. Nick, I am truly sorry for everything I’ve hidden from you. But it was for your own benefit.”

“How?” I blurted.

Mom sighed again, and her shoulders sagged slightly. The hardness in her expression was replaced with a flicker of grief. Then she arranged her face into a neutral expression and met my eyes again. But before she could answer, there was a gentle knock at the door.

“Come in,” Mom called out.

The door opened, and the Shield knights entered the room with trays of tea and biscuits. Mom gestured at them to serve us, and the decorated knights were quick to follow her orders. One of them placed a plate in front of me with steaming hot tea and fancy iced biscuits that we never would have been able to afford when I was a kid. In front of Matthias, they placed a glass of thick, inky liquid that looked to be oil, and the machina actually let out a soft chuckle. Once the Shield knights were finished serving us, they left the room silently and shut the door behind them.

“Once your father disappeared, things got… complicated,” she explained. “I’m not sure how much you’ve been told.”

Mom’s eyes flickered to Commander Reynolds, who was just about to take a sip of her tea.

“He knows about his father’s involvement with King Justinian,” Reynolds explained quickly.

“Yeah, he was part of the King’s elite guard,” I said as I recalled the conversation back on the Stalwart. “And he was with the King when he went missing.”

“That’s right,” Mom said with a nod. “But even before he’d disappeared, we’d already agreed to raise you away from that life. Just a few days before, as a matter of fact.”

“But why?” I asked. I gestured around again and scoffed. “You could have raised me on a Core planet with proper education and, you know, KPs. I could have gone to school with nobles and attended the academy with a leg up. Do you have any idea how much shit I got for being an Outlander? How much I was bullied and hazed for my humble upbringing?”

“Yes,” Mom replied as the stoniness returned to her face. “And I know how much you rose to the challenge to prove yourself.”

“So it was all to help me?” I scoffed again.

“Believe it or not, yes,” Mom replied with a half shrug. “We wanted you to be instilled with a sense of hard work and determination. You would not be the knight you are today if we’d handed you everything as a child.”

“You don’t know that,” I countered.

“Don’t I?” Mom arched an eyebrow at me, and I considered her words.

She wasn’t entirely wrong. I did feel like I had an edge over my noble classmates at the Academy. A sort of street smarts that couldn’t be taught in a classroom, an innate understanding of the universe that privileged people couldn’t quite grasp. I’d run into my share of nobles and the like in my time as a squire, and knight, that had made me grateful for my Outlander status, but I still wasn’t sure I would have chosen it if given the option.

“So, that was it?” I asked. “You raised me in poverty because you wanted me to be, what, more appreciative?”

“Adaptable,” Mom corrected. “A big part of our decision was that we knew you’d need to be adaptable, to have faced hunger and fights and struggle that those on the core planets just couldn’t understand. The other part, the bigger part, was, of course, the assassins who have been after me since before you were born. Or the people in the kingdom who would want to experiment on you because of your useful mutations.”

“Oh,” I said.

“Oh, is right,” Commander Reynolds jumped in. “I’ve encountered them a few times throughout the years, and they are not to be trifled with.”

“Who are they?” I asked. “Those guys we ran into on the way here?”

“No.” It was my mother’s turn to scoff. “Well, yes, those guys were after me, too. But they’re child’s play.”

“So…” I prompted.

“I’m a very powerful Lich knight, Nick,” she sighed. “We don’t have time to list off every group who is after me. Some of them are RTF, they’re traitors, of course. I know the Aquitanians sent a few assassins after me a couple of times.”

“King Kevin?” I asked in shock. “But I know him. He’s–”

“I’m sure he’s a fine… king,” Mom hesitated. “It’s just politics, and power, and protecting their own. I don’t hold it against him. And he won’t know there is any relation between us.”

“Right,” I huffed.

“The Dax are aware of my existence, I don’t know how, but I’ve had more than one run-in with them,” Mom continued. “I’ve been at the top of the Meclites’ list for a while now, ever since I took out their favorite princess for crimes against the Crown.”

“Suffice it to say your mother is a very popular person,” Reynolds said. “Or, rather, unpopular.”

“Okay, so you have a lot of enemies,” I said. “But why? Why are all of these people after you? Just because you’re a Lich?”

“The most powerful Lich to ever exist,” Reynolds corrected.

“Fine, just because you’re the most powerful Lich to ever exist?” I frowned. “I mean, I get that to an extent, but not to this extent.”

“Well, I may have also personally worked with the crown to develop a plan that would allow us to destroy the Grendels and absorb all of their resources,” Mom said with a shrug.

“You… what?” I let out a long sigh and shook my head. “I thought you were a fucking house cleaner.”

“For your own good,” Mom said.

“Yeah, so you’ve said.” I rubbed my hands over my eyes until I saw stars, and then I shook my head again. “Okay, so let me get this straight: You and dad decided to hide me away on this shithole planet and raise me in poverty because you didn’t want me to be a spoiled brat and because you have half the universe trying to kill you?”

“And kidnap you. If they ever found out about you. The only people who know about our relationship are in this room, plus my three chick-a-peas.”

“What about all the KPs I sent you?” I asked indignantly. “I’ve sent you like over half a million!”

“And I’m proud of you,” she said with a wicked grin. “You’ve proven me right to raise you as I did. I used the money to pay for some new dresses and fancy bottles of wine.”

My jaw fell open again, and I was hit with another wave of emotion.

I was truly starting to see my mother for who she really was. When Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds had explained the truth about my mother, I couldn’t really believe it. But now that I was seeing her in her element, with decorated knights waiting on her hand and foot, I saw her through their eyes. She really was ruthless.

“I… But…”

“Oh, I’m kidding, relax.” Mom let out a throaty laugh. “You really think I care for dresses and wine? The Queen gives me unlimited money. I’ve stashed what you gave me away for my future grandchildren. According to my intel, I might have a few of those in the years to come.”

My mother arched an eyebrow at me, and I felt my face flush.

“So, you, uh, know about…”

“Your girlfriends?” Mom smiled at me. “Yes, I do. All of them.”

Mom’s eyes flickered to Natali, who smiled at her.

“You’ve raised a good man,” Natali said sweetly. “I do appreciate him.”

I had to admit, it was kinda hot to see my girlfriend not being intimidated by my super intimidating mother.

“See?” My mother said as she turned back to me. “Women of high value are attracted to like-minded males. I know you are upset you were raised in what you think was poverty, but look at what you have built because nothing was given to you.”

“What I thought was poverty?” I asked.

“You think you were out playing on the streets alone or with your friends?” My mom raised an eyebrow.

“Uhhh… yes?” I cleared my throat.

“Nope. Every person living within three blocks works for me. Every person living in this apartment is my report. You played with their children while guards watched your every move from a safe distance. All the food you ate? Carefully prepared to give you the most nutrition per calorie so you’d grow strong and fit. I had business to attend to for our country every day, but you were still my top priority, because I knew that if my enemies understood what your mutations were capable of, they would take you and use you against me and the Queen.”

“Well… what exactly do you do here?” I asked after I took a few seconds to process her words. “I understand why you kept me hidden away like this. It made sense when I was a kid. But what’s all that going on out there?”

“You know about King Justinian’s armor, of course,” my mother said. “And you know the Stalwart is under the Queen’s orders to retrieve it.”

“Of course,” I said.

“But what you don’t know is that when the Queen receives information about the armor, it’s from my intelligence,” Mom said.

“It’s… what?” My eyebrows shot up my forehead.

I’d been so sure that the Queen always divined everything herself, like she did with the Seraphic portals, but now I was finding out that my mother was actually the one in charge of it all. My head swam as I wondered what the voids else she’d kept from me.

“Come. I’ll show you.” My mother stood up, and everyone else jumped to their feet, even Matthias.

That was going to take some getting used to.

“Ever since your father disappeared with the king, I’ve been helping the queen track down the armor,” Mom explained as she led us out of the meeting room and back into the chaos of the control room. “Everyone in this room has the highest level of security clearance possible, and we work around the clock to cross-reference portal openings with the king’s mission pathways. When we track down the Seraphic portals, we send the intel on to the queen, who verifies it with another unit of intel officers, as well as her own diviner abilities, and then they pass it on to the Stalwart.”

“And we verify the information independently before we set out to recover the armor,” Captain Cross finished.

“I understand that you’ve already come across a few pieces,” Mom said as she directed us toward a desk in front of the row of screens.

“Of course,” I said.

Mom shooed away the knights working at the computers, and she sat down. She waved her hand over the holo display, and an image appeared on the screen in front of us. It was a holographic rendering of the late King Justinian, and he was decked out in his magnificently decorated burnished gold armor.

“I know those pieces,” I said, and I pointed out the ones I recognized. “They’re on the Stalwart. The boots, the ring, the monocle, the gauntlets, and the breastplate.

“Correct,” Mom said. Then she waved her hand and caused red Xs to appear on the six items we’d already recovered. “The Stalwart should have a dossier about the belt already.”

“We do,” Reynolds confirmed.

“Good,” Mom said with a nod. “We’re getting closer and closer to the full suit. All that’s left, other than the belt, is his helmet, greaves, rerebraces, pauldrons, and the sabatons.”

My eyes roved over the holo projection, and I made a mental note to take this information to Elle, who had been tracking this stuff down for as long as I’d known her.

“And once we have the full suit, then the queen will be able to access the Seraphic portals to the Grendel universe?” I asked.

“That is the plan,” Mom said as she shot me a proud smile. “I’d like to finish what I started with King Justinian and your father, and you have no idea how happy it makes me that you’re involved in this mission now, too.”

“A regular family affair,” I said, but I had to admit, I did get a warm feeling in my chest at the thought. I’d always felt a strong connection to my missing father, and I was proud to be following in his footsteps, even if I’d taken the scenic route there.

Mom stood up and faced me. She took my hands in hers, and her silver eyes met mine.

“I can never apologize enough for all of the secrecy, and the pain I put you through as a result,” she said. “But when your father disappeared, I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you, too. I hope one day, you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me. Please, don’t hate me.”

“Oh, Mom, I don’t hate you.” I drew her in for a hug and squeezed her tight.

“Good,” she breathed as she squeezed me back.

“I just have one more question,” I led.

“Anything,” Mom replied instantly.

“What do you know about dad’s disappearance?” I asked.

“I figured that was the question,” she said as she blew out a long breath, and then she gestured for us to walk back into the conference room.

Once we were all seated again, my mother gestured for the Shield knights to close the doors so our group was alone.

“Believe me when I say I wish I knew exactly what happened with your father. He was with the king, and… I wish I had been with him, but you had just been born.”

“I see,” I said as my shoulders sagged. “Can you give me more details about what happened to him?”

My mom exchanged a short look with Captain Cross, and then she closed her eyes for a few moments.

“There is a lot of information I could tell you about our mission, but I’ll just skip to the part that concerns your father’s disappearance,” she began. “The Stalwart and her crew are of high importance to the king and now his daughter, which I’m guessing you already know.”

“Yeah,” I said as I gave everyone a small smirk. “For some strange reason.”

“We’ll explain the reason to you later, since that may be harder to believe than anything you’ve heard up to this point. For now, I’ll explain that your father had accompanied the king and his other elite guards on a diplomatic mission to negotiate peace with the Grendel. You were just a few weeks old, so I--”

“I thought I was three when he died?” I interrupted.

“That helped with your cover story,” she said. “I didn’t want to lie to you about it, but when you were growing up and you mentioned the date he died being different, it would raise no questions if the information got into the wrong hands. I might have been too paranoid, but if you gave the actual date of when your father died, then our enemies might be able to figure out he was part of the incident when the king disappeared. Can I continue?”

“Yeah.” I nodded.

“During this event, I was on the Stalwart and hadn’t gone planetside. We don’t know the specifics of what happened, but the king and his guards issued a distress call, and the rest of the escorting fleet sent more men.”

“But the captain wasn’t there?” I asked as I looked at Cross. “None of the Stalwart crew was?”

“Well… no,” he said, and then I saw my mother nod at him.

“The king had asked us to stay with you on the ship,” the grizzled man continued. “He didn’t want you anywhere near the portals because… well…”

“I get it,” I said. “That makes sense. Especially if I was a baby and couldn’t control my mutations.”

“The king had only just met you, but you were important to him,” Cross said, and the captain cleared his throat and leaned toward me. “By the time we made it down to the planet, your father and the king were gone. We looked through all the bodies and found no trace of them. There were hundreds of dead elite guardsmen, all very powerful knights, and Grendel, and… other Caledonian knights.”

“What?” I gasped.

“Traitors,” Reynolds spat. “Some were Lich knights, which were illegal, but there was a mix of all the professions.”

“What families were they from?” I asked.

“Three of the top ten most powerful houses,” Cross grunted.

“Did you bring them to justice?” I asked as I felt my anger whirlpool through my body like lava.

“No.” My mother shook her head.

“Uhhh, why?” I asked.

“Because they didn’t know that we knew who they were,” she explained. “We came here to protect the king and his line, but our mission then changed. We knew corruption had infiltrated our ranks, and we knew we had to draw it all out– expose it, and then we’d be able to destroy it all. But just as we were planning our next steps while tending to our dead, something unexpected happened.”

My mother paused and then looked at Reynolds.

“A portal appeared,” my mentor said. “More Grendel. We dealt with them, but the chest that came afterward…”

“A piece of the king’s armor,” I said. “But how?”

“We don’t know,” Cross said.

“But its power was close to the king, and tied to the portals,” my mother said. “I was already working on technology that would get us access to the Grendel dimension, so I studied the piece and determined that we could use the power to eventually open up a doorway between our two worlds. Then we could go in and try to find the king.”

“Or we could avenge him,” Commander Reynolds said.

“Damn.” It was the only word I could think to say. “What… what about the queen? She was probably just about as old as me?”

“She was two at the time,” my mother said. “Fortunately, her family has a support structure. Her mother and both her grandparents are still alive, so we were able to explain to them what happened and tell them of our plan. Over the years I’ve formed a bond of trust with the talented young woman. We are both in agreement about our mission, and she gave me the tools I needed to continue my work.”

“Is there a possibility that the king and my father are still alive?” I asked.

“I don’t know if your father is still alive,” my mom cleared her throat. “I… I hope he is, but it’s been so many years now. You were just a baby, and the five of us were still trying to figure out the best way to protect you.”

“Five of us?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said with a nod. “The king, your father, Cross, and Reynolds. We knew you’d be in danger if you stayed on the Stalwart, so we made the decision to raise you here where you would be safe, and I could continue my work.”

“So the Queen doesn’t know if her father and my dad are dead or not?” I asked as I glanced between my mom and Cross.

“She has a dedicated intel branch for just that,” Mom said. “I am just one of her spymasters. My job is to find the armor and pass any other intel I can to her. In case I am compromised, she doesn’t share all of her intelligence with me.”

“As if you could be compromised,” Reynolds scoffed.

“It was my decision,” my mom said with a small shrug. “We don’t know how corrupt the families have become, and we don’t know who is directing them.”

“A war on two fronts,” I sighed.

“More than that,” Cross grunted. “The Grendel are our obvious enemies, but the Dax have always been enemies of our kingdom, and now they have this new portal magic. Then there are these traitor families who smile at the queen while they plan to overthrow her. Then we do not know if we can trust our new allies.”

“And all this time I thought I was going to the academy to kill Grendels and maybe get in the occasional fight with a Rutheni or Dax,” I said. “Which of the families are the traitors?”

Everyone looked at my mother, and then she let out a long breath. “You won’t like this, Nick.”

“But I want to know anyway,” I said.

“Polgar, Barnes, and Jones.”

It felt like the wind was knocked out of me, and I had to close my eyes and take a deep breath to keep my anger and disbelief in check.

“Not Jones,” I finally sighed, “Alice was… she was an amazing woman… and… Lucas and I… we didn’t get along in the academy, but we’ve made amends, and he’s a good man. I can believe that fucker Silvester’s family is made up of a bunch of traitorous fucks, but… I just… Alice was my friend, and I count Lucas as one now.”

“It is possible that neither Alice nor Lucas knew of their family history,” my mother said, “but the knights we found dead on that planet those two dozen years ago were from those families, and they were not invited to the mission. It was obvious they fought against the king’s guards.”

“Barnes is one of the strongest families in the kingdom,” I said. “They are crew on the best ships in the fleet and some of the strongest knights. Polgar and Jones are also extremely strong. They have massive business empires and dozens of knights and sorcerers in their tree.”

“Now you understand why we must operate in the shadows for now,” my mother said as she met my eye.

“Shit,” I sighed again, and then I looked at my friends. “I guess we have a lot of work to do.”

“That we do,” Cross grunted. “But we have the resources to handle it.”

“Oh, speaking of resources, I have something for you, Nick,” she said as she pulled a small, wrapped present out of her dress pocket and gave it to me. “I figured this would help with your battles against the Grendels.”

“What is this?” I asked after I unwrapped the package and held a small silver whistle.

“Scan it,” she said excitedly as she handed it to me.

Item type: Iacos’ Silver Whistle

Runes inscribed: Ear Shatter (+2)

Rune class: Uncapped

Rune effect: Two quick blasts render all Grendel enemies deaf for two minutes. Effect is increased by one minute when an affected Grendel is killed.

“Wow,” I said with a wide grin as I turned the whistle over in my hand. “This is incredibly powerful. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“It will fit in your pocket and not use an armor slot,” Mom said.

“I love it, thanks,” I said, and I placed it carefully in my pocket.

“Good,” Mom said.

Suddenly, Captain Cross’ prot-belt started beeping like crazy.

“Apologies,” he said as he checked his prot-belt. Then he winced, and he looked up at the rest of us. “I’m afraid we need to go. Now.”
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Chapter 7

“What’s going on?” I asked as my heart started pounding in my chest, and my mind jumped to my girlfriends who were all on the ship.

“Do you need my assistance?” Mom asked. Her silver eyes lit up with a fire I’d never seen before, and I got another glimpse of her true Lich nature in that look.

It was another thing we had in common, other than following the Lich classification, and my heart warmed as I realized maybe we weren’t as different as I’d always thought.

“Nothing we can’t handle,” Captain Cross said. “It’s inhouse.”

The captain tilted his prot-belt display toward Natali, and the doctor read it with furrowed brow and then nodded.

“Ah, understood,” my mother said. She started to lead us back through the control room. “But if you need anything, you know where to find me.”

We retraced our steps through my mother’s closet and back to the front door, where we drew to a stop. Mom reached for my hands and squeezed them tight.

“Thank you for coming,” she said. “I know it’s confusing, but I hope I helped you understand some things.”

“You did,” I said with a nod.

“Good.” She pulled me in for another hug. “Let’s not wait so long before we see each other again.”

“Well,” I began as she pulled away from me. “Now that I know what’s going on, maybe we could work together sometime.”

I glanced at Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds. The captain had a pensive look on his face while the commander’s face lit up.

“I bet we could work something out,” Reynolds said with a hint of hope in her voice.

“I would love that,” Mom said.

It was clear the two women had a deep connection, and I was, in a way, glad I was able to witness it. I felt closer to Reynolds, my own mentor, as a result.

“I’ll speak with the Queen about it,” Captain Cross said with a nod.

“As will I,” Mom said, and she winked at Captain Cross. Then she rubbed her hands together and looked around at the rest of the crew. “Well, I should be getting back to work, and you should be… doing whatever you need to do. Thank you all for coming. Let me know if you run into any trouble on the way back to the ship.”

“Will do,” Captain Cross said.

“Matthias,” Mom said as she grinned at the machina. “Keep those gears oiled up.”

“And you try not to kill an entire population in one afternoon,” Matthias retorted.

“Oh, that was one time,” Mom said with an eye roll.

“It was?” I asked in an alarmed tone.

“Ages ago before you were born,” Mom said, and she waved her hand dismissively.

“What?” I gaped at her.

“They deserved it, don’t worry,” Mom said.

“Right.” I scoffed and shook my head. “I guess I’ll have to get used to hearing stories like that.”

“I’m sure Vanessa can share a few with you,” Mom said as she exchanged a glance with Commander Reynolds. “Nothing too gory, though.”

“I’ll stick to the best ones,” Reynolds assured my mother.

“We really must be going,” Captain Cross interjected politely.

“Yes, of course, get out of here,” Mom said as she shooed us out the door. “Nicholas, be safe. Vanessa, keep him safe.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Commander Reynolds said before my mother shut the door behind us.

I took the lead again as we exited my childhood home, and we headed straight for the stairs.

“What’s going on on the ship?” I asked as I pushed the door open into the stairwell.

“It’s actually an issue for Dr. Lenkov to deal with,” Captain Cross replied.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked with a hint of alarm in my voice.

“They will be when I get back onboard,” she said with a vague smile. “I can’t say anything else out of respect for my patient, of course. But there’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“Okay, good,” I said. I blew out a long breath and addressed Captain Cross again. “And now…”

“We’ve received orders to head to Aquitaine to help King Kevin deploy his troops to Salus,” Cross said.

“Got it,” I said.

I briefly wondered what the Forward Operating Base planet would be like, but as we started our long descent down the stairs, my mind snapped back to my old apartment, and it spun with everything I’d learned. I could hear the others speaking quietly behind me, but I had too much on my mind to tune into their conversation.

It was really true. My mother had manufactured my entire childhood and hidden her true identity from me. But now that I’d seen her and heard it from her mouth, it was easier to understand. If my mother had raised me on a Core Planet, I probably would have been kidnapped or even killed by one of her many enemies. It helped me understand why she made the choices she made. I still didn’t like it, but I understood.

And she was right. I was able to adapt to everything that had been thrown at me as a squire, and now as a knight. It made me a perfect fit with the crazy crew of the Stalwart, and made me invaluable to the queen.

My mother being the main source of information about the King Justinian items was a new one. But now that the shock was wearing off, I was actually looking forward to possibly working with her on those missions.

“You okay?”

I turned my head to see Natali on the step behind me, and she was looking at me with concern in her eyes.

“Surprisingly, I’m fine,” I said with a small chuckle. “You were all right, it really did help to see her and hear what she had to say.”

“That’s the sort of wisdom that comes with age,” Natali said with a small smile. “I’m glad you feel better about it, though.”

“Me, too,” I said.

We made it to the landing, and I opened the door into the foyer. As we crossed the foyer to the front door, another tenant entered the building.

I recognized him instantly as Mr. Meadows, a friendly older gentleman who used to watch me after school when my mother had a late “cleaning shift.”

“Nicholas!” Mr. Meadows threw his arms out and smiled wide. “Good to see you, my boy!”

“Mr. Meadows,” I replied warmly, and I gave the old man a hug.

“I haven’t seen you since before you ran off to the academy, let me get a good look at you.” Mr. Meadows pulled out his glasses and took a step back to admire me in my uniform. “Dapper, as always. I’ve been waiting to see you in that uniform ever since you were a baby. I take it you’ve been to see your mother already?”

“I have,” I confirmed.

“Good, good.” Mr. Meadows leaned around me and nodded at Captain Cross. “Vanessa, glad to see you’re keeping well.”

I whipped around to see Commander Reynolds smiling at my old neighbor.

“Remus,” Reynolds replied with a smile and nod. “You’re looking well.”

“Thanks, I’ve been keeping up with my fitness routine,” Mr. Meadows said, and he threw some shadowboxing punches in my direction.

“A Slayer is always a Slayer,” Reynolds chuckled.

“You’re a Slayer?” I gawked at Mr. Meadows. The gentle old man who used to bake me cookies and help me with my homework while I waited for my mom.

“One of the best of his time,” Reynolds said.

“You know what? I’m not even surprised anymore,” I said with a resigned sigh. I turned to Mr. Meadows with raised eyebrows. “Is this true?”

“A long time ago I was quite a terror,” Mr. Meadows confirmed with a small smile. “Your mother told us last night that the jig was up and you were on your way here. Glad I bumped into you.”

“Yeah, me too,” I chuckled. “Thanks for keeping me safe when I was a kid, I guess.”

“No need to thank me,” Mr. Meadows said with a wave of his hand. “I was compensated handsomely. And you were always a good kid. I knew you’d make a great knight one day. Just like your parents.”

“Thanks,” I said with a nod.

“I’ll let you all get on your way,” he said as he stepped to the side. “Hope to see you again soon, Nicholas.”

We bid our goodbyes and then continued out of the tenement building. For a moment, my vision tunneled around me as I walked my old, familiar streets with all of this new information. Then I remembered the bloody ambush from earlier, and I quickly snapped out of it. I remained alert the whole journey back to the skiffs, but we didn’t run into any more trouble.

The sun was setting on Dobuni by the time we got back to the skiffs, and we headed back to the Stalwart through the pink and orange sky. Natali took off straight for the infirmary, and Captain Cross informed us that we’d be in the air within the hour before he dismissed us. I was about to head to my quarters when Commander Reynolds stopped me.

“How are you feeling, Space Knight Lyons?” she asked me.

“Oh, um, I’m okay, ma’am,” I said.

“I expected you to say that,” my mentor said, and her blue eyes bored into mine. “But if you ever need someone to bounce your thoughts off of, you know I’m here for you. The information you received today would break the average knight.”

“I’m not broken,” I said as I puffed out my chest.

“Far from it,” Reynolds said. “You took it better than I could have imagined. Still. It’s a lot. And I understand more than anyone else could. Just know that I’m here if you want to talk. Or hear some crazy war stories about your mother, I have more than enough of those.”

“I think I’ll take you up on that sometime,” I said with a grin. I was easing into the idea of bonding with my mother over her bloody battle stories, but I felt like I’d had enough for one day.

“My door is always open,” she said.

“Oh!” I exclaimed as my mind raced through the day.

“What is it?” she asked with a concerned expression.

“My Mindfire rune.” I frowned and tried to think of how to word the question before I decided to just say it. “It activated every time I hit someone today. It’s only supposed to be effective twenty-five percent of the time, but every single time I hit someone, they went feral.”

“Interesting,” she said.

“Interesting how?” I asked when she didn’t elaborate.

“I’m not sure why it would be so effective,” she admitted with a shrug. “It’s possible that your mutation is affecting your Lich knight runes. Or maybe all of them. There aren’t very many Lich knights out there, and even fewer with mutations. Keep an eye on it for the future. If it continues, then you may have upgraded your equipment the same way you upgrade portals.”

“That would be nice,” I laughed.

“It would be convenient,” she said with a grin. Then she nodded at me before she took a big step backward. She turned and headed out of the landing bay, and I wasn’t far behind her.

I headed straight to my quarters and stripped out of my bloodied uniform. While I showered, I felt the Stalwart’s engines fire up, and the ship shuddered when we took off again. We sped away from Dobuni and onto our next mission.

I finished up in the shower, and when I emerged from the bathroom, I noticed my comms desk was blinking.

I headed straight to it and opened up the message. It was from Leith.

Everyone get to the galley at 1700. Olav is getting out of the regen chamber.

“Fuck yes,” I said with a grin.

It had been quiet around here without our resident insane berserker, and I knew he would be going crazy locked up in the med bay with no beer or banter. In fact, that was probably why we’d had to rush back to the ship, especially if the berserker had woken up in the regeneration tank without Natali there to calm him down.

I changed into a fresh uniform, and then I headed out into the hallway to round up my friends and head to the galley a little bit early.

“Oh, hey,” Neville said when he answered my knock, and his face lit up. “Did you see the message about Olav?”

“Yeah,” I said with a grin. “I figured we could head down now and get a couple beers down before the chaos starts.”

“Good plan,” Neville said. He stepped out into the hallway and closed his door behind him. “Oh, how was your super-secret mission? Successful, as usual?”

“Something like that,” I said with a wry laugh. “Let’s get the others, I’ll tell you guys all about it.”

My friends didn’t know the details about my mother yet, but now that I had spoken to her, and all of my girlfriends already knew, I figured it was time to let them in on it. Otherwise it felt like I was lying to them, and we’d been through too much together for me to lie to them every day. So, we got Nathan and Richard out of their rooms, and we headed to the galley.

People were already starting to gather for Olav’s return, but we grabbed an empty table and a couple beers each.

“So, let’s hear it, then,” Richard said with a half-smile. “How were you a hero this time?”

“Actually, I’m not the hero in this story,” I said with a snort.

“Aye, right,” Nathan teased. “Who is then?”

“My mother,” I said.

“Come again?” Neville paused with his beer halfway to his mouth. “Your mother, the cleaner?”

“Not exactly,” I said.

I took a deep breath and launched into the story. I told my friends what I’d learned about my mother, and they listened in awe without interrupting. Even when I finished, they continued to stare at me blankly.

“You can say something now,” I prompted.

“Well.” Neville was the first to emerge from his stupor. “I guess that explains why you’re such a badass knight.”

“Is it weird that I’m kinda jealous?” Nathan asked with a wistful tone to his voice.

“Nathan,” Richard scolded his brother.

“I mean, not about the whole secret childhood thing. That part obviously sucked,” Nathan explained quickly. He ran his hands through his long, blond hair and chuckled nervously. “I just mean the elite level of blood you were born with. A powerful Lich like that for a mother, and a father in an elite King’s Guard unit? I mean, come on.”

“Well, when you put it like that,” I said, and I couldn’t stop the grin that came to my face. “I guess it’s not the worst thing.”

“Not the easiest, either,” Richard said sympathetically. “How are you coping?”

“I’m doing fine, thanks,” I said, and I tilted my beer in my friend’s direction. “To be honest, I’d like to get my mind off it for a while.”

“Done,” Neville said, and he leaned forward expectantly. “It’s almost 1700 hours. Olav should be getting here any minute.”

“Wonder how he is,” Richard said, and he glanced at the door expectantly. Richard was training under Olav to become a berserker, so I knew he’d be excited for his mentor to get back to full health.

“He’ll be itching to train, just you wait,” I said to Richard.

“Yeah, you should probably prepare yourself,” Neville added. “He’ll have a lot of pent-up energy to burn off.”

“Oh, I hadn’t thought about that,” Richard said, and his face paled at the thought. “Hey, you guys wanna come train with us?”

“Nice try.” Nathan snorted.

Suddenly, the room burst into applause. I swiveled in my seat and looked toward the door, where the barrel-chested berserker was standing with a grizzled smile on his face. His spiked red mohawk scraped the top of the doorframe, and he threw his left arm up in the air.

Everyone cheered even louder, and then someone thrust a beer at Olav. The wild-eyed berserker took it and threw it back in one big gulp. Then someone on the other side of the crowd held out a beer for him. Silence rippled through the crowd as everyone noticed the same thing at once.

Olav’s right arm had been chopped in half. It was amputated from above the elbow, and the empty sleeve was rolled up and pinned to the remaining stump of his arm.

“What?” Olav growled at the crowd. “You think this is going to slow me down?”

Olav waved the stump around in the air before he reached over with his good arm and grabbed the beer from the young, terrified cook who had held it out. The berserker drained that beer in seconds. Then he smashed the glass against the ground and let out a triumphant cry. The room erupted in cheers and applause again, and it was obvious the party was getting started.

Olav spotted my friends and I at the table, and he made a beeline for us. He pushed through the crowd, collecting beers as he went. When he reached our table, we all quickly stood up to greet him.

“Glad to see you’re well,” Neville said, and he stuck his hand out to shake Olav’s, but he was met with thin air.

A look of horror came across Neville’s face as he realized what he’d done, but Olav threw his head back and let out a gravelly laugh.

“Oh, voids, that’s going to be fun for a while,” Olav said. “Relax, Knight Holloway.”

“Sorry,” Neville muttered as his face shone bright red.

“Don’t be, this is the new reality,” Olav said. Then the large berserker met my eyes. “And you. I owe you a thanks. I remember you getting my ass to safety just in the nick of time. If it weren’t for you, this would be a shit-ton worse.”

Olav waved his stump back and forth.

“Don’t mention it,” I said with a wave of my hand.

“Now, where’s that girlfriend of yours?” Olav asked as he glanced around.

“Which one?” Nathan snorted.

“Blondie,” Olav said.

“Faye?” I asked.

“That’s the one,” Olav said, and he snapped his fingers.

“I haven’t seen her, but I’ll send her a wave,” I said as I reached for my prot-belt. “Why?”

“Need to thank her, too,” Olav replied. “She saved my life first.”

“Hey, there she is,” Neville said, and I followed his pointed finger to the door.

Faye, Casey, and Elle entered the galley together, and I threw my arms up in the air and waved enthusiastically. They spotted me straight away, and the three beautiful women elbowed their way through the rowdy crowd until they reached us. There was a round of greetings, but then the women focused on Olav.

“Olav!” Casey smiled up at the berserker. “You’re out!”

“One limb shorter,” he said, and he held up the stump.

“Could be worse,” Elle said in that analytical tone of hers. “I was reading about the infection you got from that knife’s rune. You were lucky Dr. Lenkov was able to stop it where she did.”

“You’re telling me,” Olav snorted. Then his wild eyes focused on Faye. “And you.”

“Yes?” Faye squeaked. The blonde woman’s eyes widened.

“You saved my life,” Olav said, and he swept up the small woman into a one-armed hug. When he set her down again, he took a step back and fixed her with a serious gaze. “I heard you want to train.”

“Y-Yes,” Faye stuttered, and she seemed confused by the whole interaction.

“Name a time and place,” Olav declared as he jutted his chin in the air. “I’m your new personal trainer.”

“Really?” Faye’s confusion turned into excitement.

“For as long as you want,” Olav confirmed. “You’re a natural fighter, and I’m going to make you the best you can be. We could use another berserker like you on board.”

“What about me?” Richard cried indignantly. “You’re my mentor!”

“You pipe down,” Olav said, and he waved a hand at the twin. “You’re still getting trained, don’t you worry. You have way too much work to go for us to stop now.”

“Oh, thank the gods,” Richard said, and his shoulders relaxed.

“And you better keep up with this one.” Olav gave Faye a playful elbow, but due to their size difference, it almost knocked her off her feet.

I reached out to steady her, and she looked up at me with a big smile.

“Pretty exciting stuff,” I said to her as the party raged on around us. “Olav doesn’t dish out compliments very often, so he must really see some great potential in you.”

“You think?” Faye’s blue eyes lit up.

“Totally,” I confirmed. “And I don’t blame him. I’ve seen you fight. With the right training, you could be a knight one day.”

“Noooo,” Faye said with her mouth, but her face said something else. “Do you really think so?”

“It’ll be hard, but if you’re up for it, why not?” I shrugged.

“Voids,” Faye said, and she practically vibrated with excitement. “Sometimes I forget that I’m not some nameless sex slave for a cruel king anymore. I actually have a future to look forward to. And that’s all thanks to you.”

“Well, not all, but most,” I said and shot her a grin.

“I’ll never be able to thank you enough,” Faye said as she blinked her beautiful sky-blue eyes up at me.

“I can think of some ways you can try,” I said.

We smiled at each other and then shared a deep kiss, but we were interrupted by someone bumping into us.

“Shit, sorry,” Richard said, and he held up an apologetic hand. My friend’s eyes were already glassy from all the liquor, and I knew he was making up for the time he was in the med bay.

“Take it easy, bud,” I said in a gentle warning tone.

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” Richard said. Then he tripped and fell, but he landed in a chair. He started guffawing as Nathan rushed to help him, but Richard waved him away and grabbed another beer.

The rest of the day was a haze of alcohol and haphazard plans. Casey agreed to help Olav make a super badass prosthetic arm with elaborate runes. Richard agreed to train with Faye so she could catch up to where she wanted to be when she trained with Olav. Leith agreed not to murder me in my sleep for choosing the Lich path instead of the Slayer path.

All in all, a good day.

We still had two and a half more days of travel until we reached Aquitaine, so the days continued in the same manner. On the second day, I headed to Elle’s office before I joined my friends for day training.

I found her crouched at her desk in the cargo bay, and she swiveled in her chair when she heard me approaching.

“Nick,” she said, and her face lit up when she saw me, but then it quickly changed into a wince of pain. Her hands flew to her temples, and she let out a groan. “I need to stop thinking I can drink like a knight.”

“It’s been pretty heavy lately,” I said with a chuckle. I bent down to give her a kiss, which she returned readily. Then I glanced at her screens and back at her. “You got a couple minutes?”

“Yeah, of course,” she said, and her face turned serious. “Everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine,” I said. “I just wanted to run some things by you that I learned at my mom’s.”

“Oh, yeah.” Elle’s eyes went wide. “I wanted to ask you about it, but I wasn’t sure if you were ready to talk about it yet.”

“A knight is always ready,” I said sardonically. Then I shook my head and pulled out a chair. “Actually, it wasn’t the worst, I guess.”

I sat down and launched into an overview of my meeting with my mother on Dobuni before I could change my mind. Once I started, it all spilled out of me like an overflowing Arcane Dust pouch. I told Elle everything. From the ambush, to how my neighbors were all plants, to how my mother had a whole underground ring of elite intel officers in my childhood home, and even how heavily she was involved in the King Justinian items.

Elle listened with wide eyes, and she asked a question here or there for clarification. But she mostly let me talk. When I finished, Elle sat back in her chair and let out a long breath.

“Wow,” she said.

“Right?” I chuckled. Then I wrung my hands together. “Pretty crazy, huh?”

“I’d say so,” Elle said.

“Did you know Captain Cross was a Lancer?” I asked her.

“Nope,” she said with a shake of her head. “But it kinda makes sense. He does seem good at everything.”

“I know, can’t believe I didn’t figure it out when he was pushing me to pursue it,” I said.

“Well, you didn’t know about Reynolds either, not until she told you,” Elle pointed out. “The Stalwart is pretty good about keeping secrets, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Tell me about it,” I said with a snort. Then I rubbed my hands together and leaned forward in my chair. “But I did get a good look at the other King Justinian items, I was thinking we could maybe—”

“Nick,” Elle interrupted, and she gently took my hand in hers. Her hazel eyes searched mine. “That was a lot to take in. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“You know…” I blew out a breath. “I think I am. It was a shock, I can’t pretend it wasn’t. But I’ve had some time to process it all now. And I get it. I had no idea my mother had so many enemies. She didn’t really have a choice.”

“She could have made some better choices,” Elle said with a slight frown.

“Won’t deny that,” I chortled. “But all in all, it could be worse. My mother is a super powerful Lich knight who gave up her life as she knew it to protect me. It’s not the worst origin story.”

“I guess,” Elle said, but I could tell the point clerk still wasn’t convinced.

I grinned at her loyalty. Then I leaned forward.

“She knows about you, you know,” I said.

“She does?” Elle’s dark eyebrows shot up her forehead. “What about…”

“She knows about all of you,” I said with a wave of my hand.

“How?” Elle asked in an alarmed tone.

“Apparently, we should not be surprised about anything she knows,” I said with another chuckle.

“And she’s okay with it?” Elle asked.

“She says if I’m happy, she’s happy.” I shrugged. “I don’t think she’s really in a position to tell me what to do, anyway.”

“True,” Elle said as she shot me a toothy grin. “Well, I hope I can meet her someday. I may not agree with some of her life choices, but she’s still your mother. Plus, it’s kinda cool to have a super powerful Lich as a mother-in-law.”

“Mother-in-law, huh?” I smiled at her.

“Maybe not on paper, but I don’t plan on going anywhere anytime soon,” Elle said with a glint in her eyes.

“Me, neither,” I said.

We leaned into each other and kissed. Then a loud noise from somewhere else in the cargo bay startled us. Once we deduced it was simply a dropped pallet or something, we carried on.

“Do you want me to tell the other girls about all of this?” Elle asked in a soft tone.

“If you see them before I do, go for it.” I shrugged. “I don’t want to hide it from any of you, but it’s hard finding time to speak to you all.”

“Yeah, I get that,” Elle said. “If I run into them, I’ll let them know what’s going on.”

“Thanks, babe,” I said.

“So, what were you going to say about the King Justinian items?” Elle asked with an eagerness to her tone.

I knew the point clerk was fascinated with the murky history of the Stalwart, and I could tell she’d pushed aside her curiosity to make sure I was okay, which I appreciated.

“I got a good look at the rest of the items,” I said and matched her excitement.

“Amazing,” she breathed, and she pushed her raven hair out of her face. “Did you get their names?”

“No,” I said, and I squinted my eyes. “But I could probably draw them from memory.”

Elle lunged for her desk, and she procured a paper and pencil. She shoved them at me, then sat back to give me space.

I got to work sketching out the model that my mother had shown us back on Dobuni. I was no artist, but I got the general gist of it.

“Okay, so we already know about these,” I said, and I put a light X through the boots, the gloves, the monocle, the ring, the gauntlets, and the breastplate.”

“Correct,” Elle confirmed.

“But there was also a helmet, a belt, a set of pauldrons, a set of rerebraces, the sabatons, and a set of greaves,” I said as I indicated them on the drawing.

“So, that’s at least six more missions,” Elle said.

“And I know we’ve got the intel on one of them now,” I said. “Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds are going over the dossier now before we set off to recover it. I’m not sure which one, though.”

“Well, that won’t happen until we’re finished on Aquitaine, anyway,” Elle said, and her bionic implants started to softly buzz as her excitement grew. “Until then, I can see what I can find on these items. If there’s anything else you remember about them, that would be super helpful.”

“Hmm, let me have a look,” I said, and I pulled the drawing close to me again.

I filled in some details on the armor that I remembered. The upper body armor had the same sort of delicate vine patterns that the breastplate did, but the helmet was mostly blue with a splash of black throughout it. The belt had been thick and made of overlapping black metal, but the buckle had shone silver, so I added a note on the drawing about it. Once I had all I could remember, I slid it back over to Elle.

“I should be able to find out something based on this,” Elle said with a slow nod. Then she met my eyes. “But Nick…”

“What?”

The pretty point clerk took a deep breath.

“The more I dig into this stuff, the higher the chance that I discover something about your father,” she said.

“Good,” I replied instantly.

“I’m sure you want to know all you can,” Elle said gently. “But you’ve already been through so much with your mother. Are you sure you’re ready to hear whatever I discover?”

“Trust me, the last thing I want is more uncertainty in my life,” I said with a snort. “And for all the answers my mother gave me, she couldn’t tell me anything else about my father. So, I’d like to know whatever I can.”

“Okay,” Elle said. Then she pushed her chair back from me and spun to face her screens. “In that case, I have something to show you.”

Elle’s eyes clouded over, and thin, wispy black tendrils emerged from her bionic implants. The tendrils curled toward the screen, and her Medusa link worked its magic. A moment later, an image appeared on the screen, and Elle’s Medusa link disengaged before she sat back.

“What am I looking at here?” I asked as my eyes scanned the official RTF document on the screen.

“This is the only document I’ve ever been able to find that references the Seraphic portals that the Queen is currently tracking down,” Elle explained slowly.

“I mean, that makes sense,” I said as I perused the file. “It’s pretty top secret, I doubt Caledonia wants the information just floating around.”

“But, see, it wasn’t always secret,” Elle said as her eyes lit up with a fire. “From what I’ve gathered, there was a unit dealing specifically with these portals, but everything has been scrubbed from the database. This document was misfiled under one of the king’s old humanitarian missions, but it’s a brief about one of the Seraphic portals that malfunctioned.”

“Okay…”

“Check out whose name is on the bottom of that file,” Elle said.

“Atticus Cross,” I read out.

“Now, check out the date,” she said.

“Well, that’s got to be a mistake,” I said with a frown. “That’s what, two hundred odd years ago?”

“I don’t think it’s a mistake,” Elle said gravely.

“So, what? You think they’re time travelers?” I snorted, but Elle’s face remained serious. “Wait, you don’t really think that, do you?”

“I think it’s as plausible of an explanation as any for all these weird things I keep coming across,” Elle said with a sigh. “The medical records, the secrecy, the fake humanitarian missions. I don’t know where it’s all leading to, but there’s more than enough evidence to at least suggest some sort of time travel or something.”

“My mother didn’t say anything about time travel,” I said with a frown.

“You can’t be surprised she’d keep something huge like that from you,” Elle said in a haughty tone.

“Definitely not,” I said with a shake of my head. “I just thought we were making progress on the whole ‘Telling the Truth’ thing.”

“It’s probably coming from above her,” Elle said gently. “As in, this is coming from the Queen herself.”

“I’ll see if I can find anything else out,” I said. “Maybe I could ask Natali. Or Reynolds.”

“Just be careful,” Elle said. “If they’re not ready to bring you in on it yet, they’ll probably stonewall you.”

“You be careful,” I said and shot the pretty point clerk a look. “The captain probably wouldn’t be surprised that I’m looking into all this stuff after what I’ve learned, but he still wouldn’t be thrilled. You may not get as much leeway.”

“I’m not worried.” Elle sniffed.

“Typical Core Worlder,” I said with a grin. “Never worried about the consequences.”

“Or my curiosity is stronger,” Elle said with a devilish look in her eyes.

“I gotta say, that’s pretty hot,” I said.

The atmosphere in the room shifted, and Elle glanced at the clock above her screen.

“You know, it’s about time for my lunch break,” she said with a suggestive look. “What do you say we take it in my room?”

“I say that’s an excellent idea,” I said.

I stood and pulled Elle to her feet. Then we headed to her room for some afternoon delight.

When Elle had to go back to work, I met up with my friends again. We spent the rest of the day training and relaxing until the next morning, when it was announced that we were fast approaching Aquitaine.

I managed to test Commander Reynolds’ theory about my mutation upgrading my equipment during that time as well. It didn’t really seem to affect any of my other runes too much, though I was almost positive that my speed rune was amped up. I did confirm that the Mindfire rune now worked one hundred percent of the time, because every Grendel I hit with my brass knuckles in the simulator went absolutely feral the second my fist connected with their scaly flesh.

I was eager to test it again, but then a message came in from the captain.

Captain Cross instructed my friends and I to meet at the cargo bay in our dress blues. I knew the Stalwart would be landing within the city limits, and I was a little disappointed to be missing the landing from the cargo bay. The Aquitanian capital was a stunning city nestled in between red-orange deserts and a bright blue ocean, right at the base of an enormous mountain.

When we arrived at the cargo bay, the Captain and other core crew members were waiting for us, and they were also dressed in their RTF dress blues. The others included Commander Reynolds, Leith, Olav with a new rune-enhanced axe for an arm, Flanagan, Moses, Treyin, and Natali.

“Space Knights,” Captain Cross addressed us with a nod.

“Captain,” we replied respectfully.

“As you all know, we’ve been asked to assist King Kevin in his deployment of troops to Salus,” Captain Cross said, and his sharp eyes glanced across at us. “However, we have another mission while we’re here.”

“Bag an Aquitaine lassie?” Olav asked with a wide grin.

“Knight Kjeldsen,” Commander Reynolds snapped.

“Or laddie,” Olav said, and he raised his one good hand defensively.

Reynolds struggled to hide her grin, but she waved a dismissive hand at Olav.

“We’ve been instructed to keep an eye out,” Reynolds picked up where Cross had left off. “To no one’s surprise, the Triumvirate is particularly sensitive to traitorous activity at the moment.”

“Do we think there are traitors in King Kevin’s cabinet?” Neville asked in a concerned tone. King Kevin had been training Neville as a marksman, so my friend was super invested in the king’s goings-on.

“There are traitors in every single cabinet,” Cross said in a serious tone. “Most of them will never act on their treacherous thoughts. But we must stay sharp. Anything suspicious, come to Commander Reynolds or myself right away. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” we agreed.

“Good,” Captain Cross said. Then his prot-belt beeped. He looked down at it then back up at us. “Brace for landing, Space Knights.”

Everyone headed for the sides of the cargo bay, and we all grabbed onto something or found a seat and strapped ourselves down as the Stalwart lowered down to Aquitaine.

I pictured the towering white city that we were lowering into. I recalled the first time I’d seen the glowing white spires that stood in stark contrast to the orange-red desert. The ground beneath me vibrated as the Stalwart connected with Aquitaine land.

By the time we all righted ourselves, the ramp had lowered, and I could see a long, white hangar in front of us. Captain Cross led us down the ramp, where we were met by a group of soldiers. They wore thin red armor, and I recognized the long, tasseled javelins they held from my first visit here.

The guards were obviously expecting us, and they wordlessly led us to a wall that was dotted with closed doors. The first guard pointed at Captain Cross and then at a door.

Captain Cross didn’t hesitate, he entered the room and shut the door behind him. I remembered this process from the first time I was here, too.

The decontamination process.

We all took turns entering the small, box rooms that were lined with spray nozzles. I stood in the center of the room when it was my turn. A voice announced what was happening in Dobuni-accented Caledonian, and I held my arms out to the side as the spray nozzles misted me with some sort of silvery decontaminating substance that stung my exposed skin, then another substance that eliminated the stinging, and finally, cool air that left me completely dried.

Once we had all been decontaminated, the red-clad guards led us away from the hangar. We stepped out into the fresh air, and my eyes were instantly drawn to the impressive mountain to the west of the city. It was stunning against the blue, cloud-dotted sky, and I wondered if the locals appreciated how special their view was.

Above us, sky carriages whizzed past us, and the atmospheric controls shimmered a light blue above them. I knew that outside these walls, the oxygen on the planet was low, so the city was protected and climate controlled to allow its citizens a better life.

The first guard turned to Captain Cross. The Aquitaine knight held a small device to his throat, and when he spoke in his native language, the words were automatically translated into Caledonian.

“King Kevin has asked you to join him at the base,” the knight said.

“No problem,” Cross said with a nod. “Take us there.”

The knight eyed us all suspiciously, but I figured he was just as jumpy as the rest of the Triumvirate in terms of traitors, so I didn’t mind it much. He turned on his heel and led us to a row of small, red skiffs that bore the Aquitaine coat of arms on them.

We loaded up four to a skiff. I rode with Nathan, Richard, and Neville while an Aquitaine knight drove. We rose up high above the city, and I got a good view of the impressive sight. The long, white spires shone even brighter in the morning sky, and I could see the sea glittering outside of the city limits.

We flew across the whole city, and I could see the base clearly as we approached it. The base stretched out for miles and miles, and it was clearly well equipped with all sorts of skiffs, weapons, and knights.

So. Many. Knights. Hundreds and hundreds of red-clad knights milled around the base, and I was suddenly very grateful the Aquitanians had joined our side. I’d hate to add all of these knights to my enemy list.

The red skiffs we rode were directed to a long, flat building and lowered down behind them. Once we were all out of the skiffs, we were led into the building, which appeared to be a strategizing area.

King Kevin was dressed in the same thin red armor as everyone else, and he was in deep conversation with a senior knight when we arrived.

“Ah!” The king’s face lit up. “The Stalwart! Welcome!”

I had a brief moment of emotion. King Kevin had tried to kill my mother a few years ago. That should infuriate me. But now that I knew what kind of things my Lich mother got up to, and now that I knew how complicated the inner politics of the Triumvirate could be, I decided to take my mother’s advice, and not hold it against the jolly monarch.

King Kevin rushed to shake Captain Cross’ hand. Then he shook everyone else’s as well. Neville was almost bouncing when he got to him, and they had a brief back and forth about his training before the king turned back to the captain.

“I’m so glad you could make it,” King Kevin said, as if we were here on a social visit and not under strict orders from our queen.

“It’s our pleasure,” Captain Cross replied.

“If it pleases you, I would like to meet with you and Commander Reynolds,” King Kevin said, and he waved forward one of the guards who had escorted us into the building. “Knight Braun can give the others a tour of the area.”

“Understood,” Captain Cross said to the king. “But we request that Prime Minister Treyin and Dr. Lenkov stay with us.”

“That’s fine,” King Kevin said, then nodded at the guard, and we were escorted away from the building, except for Cross, Reynolds, Natali, and Treyin, the empath.

“I want to know what they’re saying,” Neville moaned with a backward glance at the long, flat building.

“Well, you’re a lowly knight,” Nathan said with a shrug. “Gotta work your way up the ranks for that shit. Me? I’m fine without all that. Leave the strategizing to the officers. Too much paperwork for me.”

“Ah, that’s right, I forget you can’t read,” Neville teased.

“Shut up, I read good,” Nathan said.

“Don’t you guys ever get mad about being left out of that stuff?” Neville asked the more senior knights.

“Nope,” Olav answered. “If I need to know something, they’ll tell me.”

“See? That’s what I mean,” Nathan said, and he wagged a finger at Olav. “Don’t need the hassle of anything else.”

“Don’t need a guided tour, either,” Leith said in a low voice. “Who’s ditching with me?”

“We can’t,” Richard said, and there was alarm in his voice. “We were given orders.”

“To be babysat?” Leith snorted. “Suit yourselves.”

Leith nodded at Olav, Flanagan, and Moses. The four of them sidled away from our guard, but they didn’t get far before they were accosted by two other guards. Our guard continued to lead us away as the senior knights loudly disagreed with the Aquitanian knights, but when I looked back, they were all laughing together, and it seemed they had worked something out.

As our guard led us around the Aquitanian base and gave us the most boring translated tour ever, I wished I’d snuck off with the senior knights. They were probably in a pub by now, flirting or fighting with the locals. Meanwhile, our tour guide had led us to the latrines and was explaining in great detail the cleaning process they employed to keep the facilities sparkling.

The tour lasted about three hours, and with every passing second, I knew it was just a way to keep us occupied. No one in their right mind wanted a tour of the mechanic’s shed.

When the tour finally ended, we were led back to the strategizing building. Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, Natali, and Treyin were waiting outside with all of the other senior knights.

“How was the tour?” Olav asked with a big grin.

“Riveting,” I replied.

“You’ll enjoy the feast more,” Captain Cross said with an apologetic smile.

“There’s a feast?” Nathan asked, and he perked up after that boring-ass tour.

“Starts in an hour,” Cross said. “Come on, let’s head back to the skiffs.”

We were led back to the skiffs by the same silent guards, and it wasn’t long before we were flying through the air. I spotted the tall, spired palace on the skyline instantly, and the skiffs floated in that direction as other sky carriages whizzed past us.

The skiffs landed at the back of the castle, and more of the king’s guards were waiting for us. We were led to another decontamination area like we might have picked something up while we were on the mind-numbing tour, and once we passed through that for the second time, we were led into the grand castle through the back entrance.

I tried to soak in as much of the impressive castle as I could, but the guards were ushering us as quickly as they could walk. Our footsteps echoed through the high-ceilinged corridors that were lined with expensive ceremonial weapons and heavy drapery.

The guards seemed like they didn’t want us to get a good look at anything, and it wasn’t long before we were brought to a long dining hall. In the center of the room was a long, wooden table that was already stuffed to the gills with the promised feast, and the tantalizing smell of charred meats and marinated vegetables filled my nostrils. My stomach grumbled, and my mouth instantly salivated.

Dozens of decorated Aquitaine nobles and knights were already seated around the table, and most of them shot us a polite smile as we entered the room. I also spotted a few Rutheni figures, and I figured they were here in the same capacity as us Caledonians were.

“This makes up for that lame-ass tour,” Nathan said as he took a deep breath in.

“That’s our section,” Cross said, and he pointed to a row of empty seats on the west end of the table.

We made our way to our seats, and no sooner had we sat down, then another door burst open, and King Kevin entered the room, flanked by at least ten guards. They weren’t taking any chances on traitors, I noticed.

As was customary, everyone shot to their feet as the reigning monarch entered the room, but he waved for us all to sit down.

“No need for that,” King Kevin said. He approached his throne at the head of the table, and before he sat down, he spread his arms out wide. “How wonderful to see so many smiling guests with us this afternoon.”

There was a murmur of agreement throughout the table as the Aquitanian king continued to smile out at us.

“Before we begin, I’d like to take a moment to thank the crew of the Stalwart,” King Kevin said, and he nodded at Captain Cross, who nodded back. “As you should all know, I recently spent some time aboard their magnificent ship.”

“Magnificent?” Nathan snorted under his breath. “Thing’s falling apart.”

“Shhhh,” Richard hissed at his brother.

“They were the most excellent hosts, their hospitality rivaled only by our own, of course,” the king continued. He gestured at the impressive feast in front of us, and we all chuckled politely. “My time aboard the ship, and the conversation I had with the impressive Captain Cross today, has strengthened my resolve that I have made the correct decision to join forces with the Caledonian and Rutheni Kingdoms. Long live the Triumvirate!”

We all clapped and cheered as King Kevin stood proudly with his chest puffed out. I took the opportunity to glance around the table. Most of the Aquitanians seemed genuinely enamored with their monarch, but I spotted two of the red-clad nobles who looked less than thrilled at the king’s speech.

A middle-aged man and woman, and, if I had to guess, they were a couple. Their pinched faces suggested that their soft applause was nothing more than polite appearances, and they eyed us RTF knights with something that bordered on disdain.

“Now, without any further ado, what do you say we enjoy this feast?” King Kevin asked as he spread his hands wide.

As the crowd began to cheer again, something went hurtling through the air. Suddenly, a knife embedded itself in the king’s chest.

King Kevin looked down at the knife protruding from his chest before he collapsed to the floor.
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Chapter 8

Everything moved in slow motion as King Kevin collapsed onto the ground with the knife sticking out of his chest.

I couldn’t hear anything for a long second, but then reality crashed around me, and I snatched my Knife of the Storm from my chestpiece and whipped around ready to return a knife for a knife.

Screams filled the room as the delegates from the Triumvirate scattered like roaches when the lights turn on.

I scanned through the crowd for the irritated couple since they were the most likely targets, but they were hovered against the wall behind Aquitanian knights with wide eyes as if they were in shock.

It wasn’t them. So who in the voids was it?

“There you are,” I said.

A thin young man in the same red as the other Aquitanians lifted another knife into the air. His dark brown eyes were so focused on the fallen monarch that he didn’t even notice the other knights looking for him.

I flipped my knife, aimed it at his heart, and was just about to release it when a mighty roar filled the room

“Death to traitors!” Olav boomed as the berserker leaped over everyone with his axe arm held high. The runes that Casey carved into the blade glowed bright red as flames licked its sharp edge.

The would-be assassin turned toward the massive Caledonian knight and threw the knife at his new enemy. Olav slapped it out of the air with his rune-covered axe arm and then laid a hard punch on the man’s jawline with his remaining hand. The traitor’s eyes rolled into the back of his head as he crumpled like a sack of potatoes.

“I’m going to hang your head in my quarters, traitor,” Olav snarled and grabbed a fistful of the man’s hair.

“Olav,” Captain Cross’ stern voice echoed across the chaos.

“What?” he snapped and stopped midswing to glare over his shoulder. “Captain…”

“He needs to be alive for the moment,” the captain said with an amused smile.

Olav’s face twisted with rage, but the runes on his axe deactivated. The berserker slammed the traitor’s head onto the ground, just for good measure, and then nodded in satisfaction when the assassin took a shaky breath.

The captain shook his head.

“What? He’s still alive,” Olav said.

Blood trickled across the floor from the head wound that Olav gave the traitor, and I seriously doubted that he’d be able to tell anyone anything for at least a few days, but the berserker was right, he was alive.

The assassin had been far enough away from the sour-faced delegates that they probably didn’t have a strong connection, and I couldn’t remember any sign that he’d been irritated with King Kevin. I guessed he was Aquitanian by his red clothing, but the traitor had done a very good job with blending in before his attack.

But Guntram was the Prime Minister in Rutheni for decades before anyone found out that he was working with the Dax.

That couple could just as easily be faking their shock and terror. Just like every other delegate pressed against the wall.

Twenty more knights rushed into the room with their weapons drawn. The leader barked orders at his men to remove the delegates to their rooms. Another order was given to have the food from the banquet delivered to them along with an apology for the interruption.

The politicians didn’t need to be told twice. They practically ran from the room as if it was on fire. And it was clear by their nervous glances that they suspected another traitor in their midst as well.

“We’ll take over from here,” an Aquitanian knight told Olav as he cuffed the unconscious traitor.

“He’s going to be out for a while.” The berserker smirked and retrieved the flask from his belt.

One of the Aquitanians said something that I couldn’t hear and motioned to the berserker’s makeshift arm, and he grinned sadistically and slashed it through the air a few times.

“You just wait until I get this bad boy out on the field,” he boasted. “My tornado is going to be amazing. Our enchanter is the best in the galaxy. And this bad boy isn’t going anywhere. No one will be disarming me now.”

“You say that like you haven’t already lost an arm,” Leith sneered as he made his way over to the group.

“Just a momentary setback,” Olav said. “Don’t think that you’ll be getting more kills than me. Especially now that I’ve got such a badass arm.”

“Language, Knight Kjeldsen.” Commander Reynolds rolled her eyes.

Two Aquitanian knights hauled the traitor to his feet and then deposited him into a chair. They didn’t bother to restrain him, though they did hold him in place when he groaned and threw up all over himself.

“Filth,” one of them snapped with a satisfied smile. “You will face far worse than this.”

“I’ll be glad to help–” Leith started to say but then turned as a groan came from where King Kevin had collapsed.

“I need more medkits,” Natali said from next to King Kevin.

My attention snapped back to my girlfriend at the sound of her voice.

The Rutheni doctor knelt next to the fallen king with his guards hovering above her. The Aquitanian knights immediately pulled out their medkits as if that was one Caledonian word that they were very familiar with, and my girlfriend went back to work.

Discarded medkits littered the floor around her. The doctor’s clothes were as crimson as the Aquitanians’ that surrounded her, and my heart jumped as I double-checked that none of it was hers.

It wasn’t. But that didn’t bode well for the king, either.

Blood bubbled up from the wound as she pulled the knife from the king’s chest, and he reached up to grab her elbow to stop the progress as if it was too much to bear, but she ignored the weak plea and yanked the rest of the blade free. Blue runes glittered along the curved metal, and my eyes dropped to the wound expecting to see the same black necrotic poison that had taken Olav’s arm.

No black tendrils snuck up the king’s chest, but there was a shit-ton more blood than the curved six-inch blade should’ve produced.

Natali muttered something under her breath in Rutheni and slapped the medkits onto the monarch’s wounds while one of the guards waved an arm at her and said something to his superior. The knight in charge snarled something in Aquitanian that sounded final, and I gripped my Knife of the Storm a little tighter as the two stared at each other. My girlfriend used another three medkits before the wound slowed to a drizzle and then stopped bleeding completely. A red smear streaked across her delicate face when she finally sat back on her heels and nodded in approval at her own work.

“You can put that away, Knight Lyons,” Commander Reynolds said in a low voice as I gripped my knife tighter. “They’re just worried about their king. Their commander trusts Natali. She’ll be okay.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I gritted my teeth but did as I was told.

King Kevin was awake enough to sit up as Natali gently guided him to a sitting position. Blood pooled beneath the king, and he was as pale as a ghost, but at least the medkits had closed up the wound enough for the moment.

A bright smile spread across the monarch’s face as he stood, though it turned into a grimace for half a second before the usual jovial grin took back over. The guy had just survived an assassination attack, but instead of going to the infirmary, he turned to wave at those of us who’d remained like it was a fucking parade.

Amazing.

“As I said,” he chuckled and then took a deep breath. “Long live the Triumvirate!”

“Long live the Triumvirate!”

The shout echoed through the hall and bounced along the walls until it finally faded and left a heavy silence in its place.

Servants rushed in to remove the plates and food as King Kevin watched with approval.

The Aquitanian delegates were led back into the room in fresh clothes as if they’d only been taken out to make the others feel better. They all sat at the furthest seat from the king, but worry knitted their brows together as the monarch swayed a little on his feet.

Even the sour-faced couple paled at the sight of the blood on the ground. Though that could’ve been because their assassination attempt failed, and I shifted to stand closer to them just in case they decided to finish what the other man had started.

“I apologize for interrupting the feast with this little trifle,” King Kevin said and took a seat. “I’m sure the other delegates will be able to enjoy their private dinner. One without the stench of blood and a battle. Make sure that they can enjoy the meal and wine to their heart’s content.”

The servants nodded and did as they were told with practiced ease. This definitely wasn’t the king’s first assassination attempt.

Not even the first one that he’d ordered.

I wondered what he’d think if he found out that the Lich knight that he’d tried to kill was my mother. But that was a problem for another time. And I understood well enough that it was all politics. Just like my mother did.

Besides… We were allies. At least for the moment.

“I’d like for the senior crew of the Stalwart to stay,” the king said as Captain Cross motioned for us to make our exit.

“Is that really appropriate?” the sour-faced woman asked as she recovered her voice. “They’re not Aquitanian.”

“We know that you favor the Caledonians, Your Highness,” her husband said with a sneer in our direction. “But they are not from our kingdom. They should not be privy to our private conversations.”

“And yet they will remain,” the monarch said and motioned to the empty seats near him.

“Follow me,” an Aquitanian knight told the younger knights as Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, Flanagan, Moses, and Treyin took their seats.

Olav and Leith remained next to the traitor with weapons at the ready like they would be asked to do the honors of dispatching the would-be assassin any moment. Natali stayed right beside the king with her eyes glued to his wound for any changes.

“You may remain, Knight Lyons,” King Kevin said as I turned to follow the guys out.

“Time to be the hero again,” Nathan snorted and nudged me with his elbow.

“Tell us about it later,” Richard said as he snagged a flagon of ale from the table before the servants could get it.

The king’s personal knights flanked the monarch and watched the room with suspicion as if any one of us could turn at any moment, though given the last ten minutes, it wouldn’t be that shocking.

The assassin shifted and started to wake up, and his eyes went wide as he watched Olav put his axe beneath the traitor’s chin and sneer in his blood-smeared face.

The attempted assassin’s nose was broken and twisted from the knockout punch that Olav landed earlier, and his eyes went wide when he woke to find the berserker still had him in his one good hand. The guy tried to wriggle free, but the big knight just threw his head back and laughed.

“I only need one hand to hold a little twerp like you,” he chortled. “Now settle down before I punch you again. Or maybe I’ll just let my axe taste your blood. It just loves the taste of traitor.”

A shiver ran down my spine as I watched Olav tighten his grip in the traitor’s hair. I knew better than almost anyone how the berserker felt about traitors, and even Leith looked ready to kill the thin man as he flipped his knives again and again.

“Not yet,” King Kevin said with that same smile. “He’ll answer all of our questions eventually, won’t you?”

“Never,” he said and lifted his chin in the air in defiance. “I will stay true to the real Aquitanians. Those of us who won’t bow to that bitch queen!”

“Watch your tongue,” I snarled and stepped forward.

“I could cut it out for him,” Leith said with a crazed expression. “I can do it so fast that he won’t even realize it before it’s flopping around on the floor.”

“But then we wouldn’t be able to get information,” King Kevin pointed out.

The monarch motioned for his men to take over watching the traitor for Olav before the berserker could snap his head off like the end of a wasted match. The would-be assassin almost looked relieved for a second before he realized that the king’s guards were just as eager to see his blood as me and my friends.

“Sir,” the female sour-faced delegate said with a weasel-like smile. “Why don’t you let me take care of him? I have very loyal knights that are more than willing to find out who his friends and allies are.”

“No, thank you,” he said with a dismissive wave that earned another annoyed expression from her and her husband. “I’ll have my men find out what they need.”

“I’ll never talk,” the traitor said again, though without nearly as much confidence.

“Your highness,” Leith said with an eager flip of his knives. “I can easily find out who he’s friends with. It’ll only take a few minutes of your time.”

“Might I make a suggestion?” Captain Cross said with a pointed look in Treyin’s direction.

“Ah, yes,” King Kevin said. “Miss Treyin’s skills would be very welcome under normal circumstances, but I have faith that my men can retrieve the information that we need.”

The monarch took a ragged breath, and Natali quickly used another medkit to patch the wound as it started to leak again.

“You really need to go to the infirmary so we can properly care for this,” she said and then sighed when the monarch shook his head.

The knights holding the traitor stared at their king for a few seconds, nodded, and then dragged the man away as he screeched about how his allies would save him. And how the Triumvirate would fall.

Rage swelled in my chest as he continued to slander my queen, but Captain Cross gave a small shake of his head. It was so subtle that I almost missed it, but there was no way to mistake its meaning, especially when both Olav and Leith stomped back over to the table and plopped down so hard that the berserker’s chair threatened to break.

I took a seat next to them, but everything in me wanted to follow the knights and help them to interrogate the traitor.

“I must thank you, doctor,” King Kevin turned his attention to my girlfriend.

The monarch’s hand fluttered to his blood-caked clothing and the still angry wound that looked ready to burst open like an overly ripe banana.

Natali graciously nodded her head and gritted her teeth as the monarch ignored her advice. Still, King Kevin owed his life to her quick thinking, and pride filled my chest at just how amazing she was.

“It was my honor,” she said.

“We’re glad that she was here to help,” Captain Cross agreed.

The sour-faced man snorted and rolled his eyes. “We don’t need a Rutheni doctor. Our own are quite capable. Speaking of which, you should be taken to see them right now. There’s no telling what she’s done to you.”

“Clearly not as much as you,” a dark-haired delegate shot back and then turned to King Kevin. “I don’t understand why you haven’t arrested them yet. We all know that they’re a part of this.”

King Kevin lifted an eyebrow, and the irritated delegate deflated like a popped balloon.

“I apologize,” he said with a quick bow. “I spoke out of turn.”

The sour woman’s face was bright red with barely-contained hatred, but her husband had paled even more than King Kevin.

“I assure you that they are not a part of this particular assassination attempt,” the monarch said with that same patient smile that shifted to the couple.

“Of course we aren’t,” the woman huffed and pushed her hair back.

An Aquitanian knight came through the door and hurried over to whisper something to King Kevin. He nodded and sighed like a disappointed father.

“I said you weren’t guilty of this attempt.” The king waved a hand toward the couple. “But it seems as if you had plans for later this evening. Those have since been ruined. And your friends arrested. They’re giving us quite a lot of detail about what you had planned, and who your other allies are. I had so hoped to be wrong about you. But it seems that your loyalty to the crown has its limits.”

Another knight helped the newcomer to drag the two delegates out of their chairs and out into the hallway as they screamed about being innocent, though by the time the door shut, their shouts had become nothing but angry accusations against the crown.

I watched them go and then turned my attention back to the monarch. King Kevin really needed to be taken to the infirmary sooner rather than later, but I knew enough about the man to know that he wouldn’t be going anywhere until he was good and ready.

“This feast seems to have revealed more than I ever could have hoped.” King Kevin flashed a smile that quickly turned into a wince.

“Your highness,” the dark-haired man said with a gesture to the king’s wounds. “You’ve barely been patched up. We should get you to an infirmary. The traitors have been taken care of. The rest can wait.”

“I can rest when I reach the forward operating base on Salus,” he responded.

“You should take the time to rest here where we can keep you safe, Your Highness,” a female delegate said.

“I was not safe a moment ago,” King Kevin laughed and then grimaced. “No. I will go to Salus and recuperate there. It is of the utmost importance that the Triumvirate stops the Dax. Now, I trust the crew of the Stalwart will accompany us to the FOB?”

“Of course,” Captain Cross nodded.

“Good. We will leave within the hour,” he said and turned to the dark-haired man and the woman. “I will leave the traitors in your hands. I trust your loyalty has not been swayed?”

“Never,” the man said with a fierce determination. “I will protect you and my fellow Aquitanians until the day I die.”

“As will I,” the woman said.

She reached a hand out when King Kevin started to cough, but the monarch shook his head.

“I’ll be fine,” he said with a weak smile. “Find out anything that you can from them before disposing of the traitors. If there are any others, weed them out. We will not allow their corruption to poison our homeland.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” they both said in unison.

“Then it’s settled,” the monarch said and then stood on shaky legs. “I will await word for you on Salus.”

The two delegates followed King Kevin and his knights out with worried expressions.

I almost felt bad for the traitors, because those two looked at King Kevin like he hung the sun in the sky, and I knew what I’d do to anyone who hurt my queen.

“We should get back to the ship,” Commander Reynolds said and then gave Olav and Leith a pointed look. “No detours.”

“You heard King Kevin,” Captain Cross said as he stood. “We leave within the hour. We will be on high alert until we reach Salus. Feel free to rest and train, but do not drink so much that you cannot respond to my call.”

“There’s no such thing as too much,” Olav snorted.

The berserker drained his flask and then shook it above his mouth for good measure.

“Come on,” I laughed as we made our way outside. “I’ll get you a beer in the galley.”

The guys were already at the ship by the time we arrived.

And a feast waited for us in the galley. King Kevin must have sent it ahead of us so we’d still be able to eat some of the delicious food we’d been promised, and we spent the rest of the night drinking away the memory of the Aquitanian monarch with a knife in his chest.

I didn’t even remember going back to my room, but I woke up the next morning to a beep from my prot-belt. The noise woke me from a deep slumber, and I shot up and looked around for any signs that we were under attack.

My prot-belt blinked with a message, but there were no alarms going off, so clearly we weren’t under attack.

“I really need to stop trying to outdrink Olav,” I grumbled and sat up.

Since there wasn’t an emergency, the message could wait for a few minutes while I cleaned up, so I stumbled into my bathroom. One hot shower, several glasses of water, and a protein bar later, and I was ready to face whatever the day had in store for me. Olav and Leith had invited me to a training session later, but that wasn’t for another few hours. I couldn’t wait to battle with the berserker and his new axe arm, though Natali had made us both promise that I wouldn’t come to her with any missing limbs.

“Now, what was this message?” I asked and picked my prot-belt up from the floor where I’d stripped the night before.

The message was from Elle. She apparently had something that she wanted to talk to me about and wanted me to come to her office.

I quickly clicked on my prot-belt, grabbed my knives, just in case, and then headed to check in with my beautiful girlfriend.

“There you are,” she said with a bright smile as I walked between the four tanks that separated her from the noisy mechanics. “I was starting to think that I’d have to hunt you down.”

“Never,” I chuckled and pulled her in for a long kiss.

“Mmm, that was nice,” she said and then jolted like she’d been shocked. “But that’s not why you’re here.”

“Why am I here?” I asked with a look around. “Did you find a weapon that I might want to buy?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I do have a lot to go through still, but I actually think I might have found something about your mom.”

“My mom?” I asked.

“Here, let’s sit down first,” she said and motioned to the chairs.

“Is it that bad?” I laughed but did what she asked.

“No, no,” she said.

I’d already learned that my mom wasn’t who I’d grown up thinking she was. Instead of the sweet, tired cleaning woman stuck on an Outlander planet, she was the galaxy’s most powerful Lich and had apparently wiped out an entire population in one afternoon. On accident.

I wasn’t sure there was much more that I could be shocked by.

“What is it?” I asked as Elle pulled up a file on her computer.

“I was looking more into the crew and that signature from two hundred years ago,” she said and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Don’t worry, I’ve been careful.”

“Good,” I said and reached over to squeeze her thigh. “I’m sure Captain Cross knows you’re looking into it, but you should still be cautious.”

The Stalwart had a lot of secrets, and I didn’t think Captain Cross would hurt Elle, but he could kick her off the ship. The last thing I wanted was for my girlfriend to be reassigned to another crew, especially since she was an amazing point clerk, and we both had plans for a long future together.

“I don’t think anyone will realize I’ve seen this file,” Elle said. “Nick, what exactly do you know about your mother and her abilities?”

“I know she’s the most powerful Lich knight in the galaxy.” I shrugged. “And that we’re all alive by her good graces.”

The words came out with more bitterness than I’d originally intended, and my girlfriend flashed a sympathetic smile. Neither of us were particularly happy about how much lying my mother had done over the years, even if I understood now why it had been necessary. Still, there was a lot I didn’t know about her, and it wasn’t like I could just pop in for tea and cookies to talk about her super-secret work for Queen Catrina.

“Well,” Elle drew out the word and then motioned to the computer screen. “I’m pretty sure this file is talking about her.”

I quickly read it, and a cold shiver ran down my spine.

It read like something out of a mystery story. There weren’t any names recorded, but the planets were named, and a single knight had been sent. Everything was in code and talked about packages that had been discarded and shipments that had been rerouted, but all of it was in Aquitanian and Rutheni territory where we would have no reason to go.

“There’s more,” my girlfriend said with an excited glint in her hazel eyes. “I found some records from those planets, and there were some politicians that went missing or have died. I can’t be sure that it was your mother’s doing, but one of the guys went crazy and attacked his friend and beat him to death. He was sentenced to death for his crimes. But doesn’t that sound familiar?”

“It sounds like someone used the Mindfire rune,” I said and quickly read through the new files that she pulled up. “A Lich definitely did this.”

“And they made it in and out without being detected…” Elle bounced up and down in her seat. “It would take someone very powerful to get through all of the security, kill a high-ranking politician, and get away without a trace.”

“Leith could do that,” I pointed out. “As could almost any other Slayer worth their weight in salt.”

“But they wouldn’t use Lich runes,” she said.

“No, no, they wouldn’t.” I frowned and started to tap my foot.

It was very believable that my mother was the Lich knight who had carried out these assassinations, especially after seeing her setup in my childhood home, but there was still no proof that it was her.

“There are also a few reports of politicians who suddenly became traitors after being loyal to their crown for years,” she said and highlighted the section that talked about shipments being rerouted. “What if your mom used a Lich item to take over their minds and make them become traitors?”

“It’s possible,” I said and thought about Commander Reynolds.

The Lich pendant that she wore could definitely pull that off. And my mother had been the one to train her.

“This is all very circumstantial,” Elle said. “I can’t be sure that any of it is actually certain. Not yet. I’ll have to do more searching. But Nick, your mom could be one of the best assassins in the entire galaxy.”

“Not a surprise,” I snorted.

I studied the files for a few more minutes while Elle watched on with nervous excitement written across her face. There was definitely an assassin carrying out all of these murders, and even the sudden traitors aligned with the mission that my girlfriend had uncovered, but none of it directly pointed to my mother. We’d have to look into it more before we could be sure.

Of course, I could always ask Commander Reynolds for some war stories. Maybe she’d let something slip that would prove that my mother was the one who’d carried out these missions. I could definitely believe that a Lich knight was involved, and the only two I knew of were my mother and Commander Reynolds.

Though I was well on my way to joining their ranks.

I wondered if I’d be asked to assassinate people in the future. Or if I’d ever be powerful enough to accidentally wipe out an entire population.

The thought sent another shiver down my spine. But if it was the Dax, then I wouldn’t mind as much. Or if it was Grendels.

It would take some time to become that powerful, even if my collection of Lich armor and weapons had grown. Still, if my mother could do it, then maybe I could, too.

“There’s another thing,” Elle said and grabbed my hands. “I think your mom has a mutation.”

“What?” I asked as I tore my attention away from the computer screen.

“You know I’ve been looking into the Seraphic portals,” she said.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “And I told you that my mom helps Queen Catrina find them. Do you think that she has a mutation with portals like I do?”

“Maybe,” the point clerk said. “I’m still working on the research, but there’s a knight mentioned who had an affinity for portals. It’s really vague, and it was filed away in historical documents about King Justinian and his search for a way to destroy the Grendels for good, but we know that your mom worked for King Justinian, so…”

“So she could be the knight it’s talking about,” I said. “And the affinity could be a mutation like mine.”

I sat back in my chair and ran a hand through my hair as I processed everything. She hadn’t mentioned a mutation to me when we spoke, but there was a whole shit-ton that my mother had kept from me over the years. I could easily believe that she’d keep a mutation from me.

“My mother is the most powerful Lich night in the galaxy with an ability to affect portals,” I said with a shake of my head.

“I have to do more research to be sure,” Elle reminded me. “But I think I’m right about this.”

“We,” I said and sat forward with a smile. “We have more research to do. And with any luck, I’ll figure out how she does it.”
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Chapter 9

“We are inbound to Salus,” Captain Cross’ voice said over the intercoms. “All personnel report to the cargo bay to prepare for departure.”

“Damn,” I whispered with a glance at my prot-belt.

Hours had passed in the blink of an eye, but all of my gear had been repaired. Casey was swamped in the enchantry with repairs from the last few battles, so I’d decided to trace over what runes I could with my toolkit. I also programmed my kicks for my Night Walker Boots, and the calm, repetitive work was exactly what I’d needed after researching my mother with Elle the day before.

We still hadn’t found anything solid, but there were a few more news reports throughout the galaxy that could definitely have been Lich related. Not as many in the last twenty years since she’d been on Dobuni raising me, but there were a few. We’d even opened it up to a few hundred years ago, but there were more Lich knights then, so it was harder to tie anything down, and all the actual mission reports had been scrubbed from the systems, so even my amazing girlfriend and her Medusa link couldn’t find them.

“Uuuugh,” I groaned as I stood to stretch my sore muscles.

The one bad thing about fixing my own runes was how long I tended to stay in one position, but a few quick stretches later, and I was good to go. The temptation to don all my armor and weapons was strong, but Salus was supposed to be a safe planet for everyone in the Triumvirate, and coming out in full war gear would send the wrong signal. I put everything back into my locker, except for my three knives, my prot-belt, and my Skull of Godafre knuckles.

Those would be enough to start with if there was an attack, and I still had my Wolf’s Hour ring, so I’d be able to summon one of my beasts.

It would be nice to have the Overlord’s Heart dangling from around my neck, but Casey still had a lot of work to do before the splintered amulet was ready to use again. The last thing I needed was for that thing to drag me into one of its hyper-realistic visions during an attack.

“You coming, Nick?” Neville called through my door.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said and stuffed my feet into the Night Walker Boots that my girlfriend had made me. The runes were so powerful that I still hadn’t gotten used to them yet, but that just gave me an excuse to hit the training room.

The door slid open to reveal the guys had chosen to leave their armor behind as well. We’d still be recognizable as Caledonians in our black knight fatigues with blue lining, but that was about as casual as we’d get.

Regardless, everyone had at least one weapon strapped to some part of their body.

“Ready to go meet some gorgeous women?” Richard asked with a wicked grin that he’d clearly picked up from his mentor. “I bet there’s going to be plenty of Rutheni women who would just swoon at the sight of our big muscles.”

“Too bad one of them isn’t your brain.” Nathan rolled his eyes.

The twins shot glares at each other as we headed down the hallway, but it quickly devolved into an excited conversation about what Salus would be like. Captain Cross had called the knights together the day before to remind us we were to be on our best behavior while we were on the FOB. He’d made it sound as if the entire planet was going to be one giant base with all three Triumvirate kingdoms splitting everything evenly.

“Wait until you try the beer,” Leith said as he popped up without a sound.

“Son of a-” Richard joked.

“You really should teach your mentee to be aware of his surroundings, Olav,” the Slayer snickered and patted one of the blades strapped to his chest. “I could’ve taken his liver, and he never would’ve noticed.”

“I thought you preferred scalps,” I snorted.

“Only from my enemies,” he said.

“There’s still a lot of training to do with this one,” Olav said as we reached the cargo bay. “But he’ll get plenty of it now that I’m out of the infirmary. You’ve been slacking off so much that Faye is going to catch up to you soon.”

“I have not,” the blond knight gasped with wide eyes. “And she’s nowhere near my level yet. She’s just starting. And I’m a knight.”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “She did save Olav’s life on Rutheni…”

“And she can cook,” Nathan said with a wistful sigh. “Are you sure you can’t give up just one of your girlfriends, Nick?”

“Positive,” I said.

The future Shield knight sighed dramatically, but I knew better than to believe him. Nathan and the guys joked around about stealing my girlfriends, but they were more loyal than anyone I’d ever met, and they’d find their own women eventually. Well, maybe, but they’d probably need my help since they had about as much game as Matthias. Actually, the machina probably had more.

“Now that we’re all here,” Captain Cross said as we joined the other knights. “I want to remind all of you this is a mission to destroy the Dax. That means no fighting with the other knights outside of a training room.”

The grizzled captain gave Olav and Leith a pointed stare, and even a few artillerymen turned to look at the two knights. It was no secret the two of them could start an argument over beer foam, but they both nodded dutifully. Even they knew what was at stake, especially after the attack on Rutheni.

My attention shifted to the port screen as it showed us lowering through Salus’ atmosphere. Fluffy white clouds obscured the cameras for a few seconds, but then the planet came into view.

The base stretched for miles and miles between cliffs that cut through a prairie like a giant wolf had clawed its way across the landscape. Waterfalls flowed down the rocky walls to join rushing rivers below, and a glittering navy-blue sea covered the horizon. Massive white buildings were clustered together in segments that seemed to separate the living quarters, supplies, and training areas.

An entire fleet of spaceships had already landed and were being unloaded with gear marked with the symbols for each nation in the Triumvirate. I even spotted the RTF Intrepid and grinned from ear to ear knowing that my new friend Knight Bayett would be there. He owed me a battle in the training room.

“I bet this place was already a base before King Kevin offered to use it as the forward operating base,” Neville whispered in awe.

The marksman-in-training had been devastated about King Kevin’s injuries, especially since it meant he wouldn’t be able to do any in-person training even though they were finally on the same planet, but it was clear he admired his mentor.

It made sense Salus would be a base even before it had become the FOB. It was centrally located between all three kingdoms, and its terrain would make it hard for anyone to sneak up on the soldiers without being seen. And if anyone did make it through, they could just be shoved off one of the deadly cliffs.

There wasn’t a protective dome around the base, so the atmosphere must have been breathable, but I didn’t see any animals in the nearby prairies. Of course, there were a lot of knights, artillerymen, and yeomen running around, so the local wildlife had either been hunted down or scared off by the activity. Still, I’d have to keep an eye open if we went out at night, because there was no way I’d let myself get eaten by some alien cougar when there were Dax to kill.

“You will all be shown to your quarters once our cargo has been unloaded,” Commander Reynolds said as we touched down on the landing pad. “And remember what the captain said, no fights outside of the training rooms.”

“You can’t fault us for a bar fight.” Olav flashed a wicked grin. “Especially if we don’t start it.”

“We never start it,” Leith snickered. “We just finish it.”

“I should not have to repeat myself,” the dark-haired woman said.

Both knights sighed dramatically but nodded in agreement. It wouldn’t take long for them to find something to get into, but I knew they were smart enough not to start an inter-kingdom war when we were trying to get along. Besides, there would be plenty of fights in the training area, and if I was right, then one of the largest building clusters housed the battle arenas.

“I hope they don’t run out of beer,” Richard sighed. “There were a lot of ships down there.”

“Don’t worry, Knight Culbert.” A yeoman from the kitchen smirked. “We’ll have plenty in our own galley if they do.”

“That’s what I like to hear!” he cheered and slammed his hand into the smaller man’s back.

I reached out to steady the yeoman, and he gave me a grateful smile.

A thud reverberated through the cargo bay as the landing gear made contact with the landing pad. The door opened to reveal twenty more yeomen dressed in Aquitanian red ready to help our men unload everything we’d brought with us. It wasn’t much, but Queen Catrina had added a few extra crates’ worth of supplies before we left Caledonia.

“Are we even needed?” Nathan asked as everyone hopped to work.

“Nope,” Olav snorted. “I say we go find the galley and find out just how good the beer is.”

“I second that!” Richard cheered.

“We should still help with what we can,” I said.

I rushed over to help the yeoman pick up the heavy crates and load them onto the transportation vehicles. It didn’t take long for the others to join me, and in ten minutes flat the ship had been completely unloaded.

I noticed that most of the crew stayed onboard. It wouldn’t be the worst thing to remain on board, especially since my quarters were so nice with all the upgrades that Captain Cross had provided for us knights, and all my gear was there, but we were supposed to be getting along, which meant mingling even if I’d rather spend my free time with my girlfriends.

They’d all have their own work to do, though, and those training rooms were practically screaming my name. I could do without the beer for the moment, but it had been hours since I’d eaten anything, and both of my berserker friends were ranting about how parched they were. I was almost positive at this point their blood was actually beer.

“A map of the facility has been sent to your prot-belts,” Commander Reynolds interrupted the guys’ banter. “I suggest not getting so drunk that you wander off the side of a cliff.”

“No promises,” Olav snorted. “Ooh. Maybe I should just wear a jet pack with me everywhere.”

“No,” Moses said as the berserker turned toward the wall where the jet packs were kept. “The jet packs will remain where they are.”

The Alkegian knight always vetoed the jet packs’ use, and one day I’d find out the story behind it. Even Leith shook his head and refused to use the damned things. I’d only used them once, and it had been difficult to figure out, but it hadn’t been so bad that I wouldn’t use them again.

“Moses,” Commander Reynolds said. “You and Treyin have been requested. Please follow me.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the dark-skinned Shield knight said with one last pointed look in Olav’s direction. “No jet packs.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said with a dismissive wave of his one remaining hand. “No jet packs. I heard you.”

“I’ll see you later,” Treyin pulled my attention away from the guys.

The gorgeous Ecomese woman flipped her long silver braid over her shoulder and ran a hand down my chest. It had been too long since we’d had a date, but with the traitors we’d discovered on Rutheni and now in Aquitania, it was hard for her to get time away. She was the best empath in the galaxy, and her skills were very helpful if those in charge wanted to make sure there weren’t any more surprises.

“See you later,” I said and stole a quick kiss.

“To the galley!” Richard cheered as I turned back to the guys.

“I’m going to head to the training rooms,” I said. “I want to practice with these new boots.”

“I’ll come with you,” Neville said. “I need to try out that longsword that you gave me.”

“Now that sounds like a fun challenge.” I grinned from ear to ear and patted my friend on the back.

The Ursus Dens Glowing Longsword was part of the gear I’d picked up from the king’s knights I’d defeated on Rutheni. It was more powerful than anything most of us would ever come across, and it happened to be for the marksman class. Even if Neville’s mentor was out of commission for the moment, he’d be able to train with his specialty, and I was eager to try my hand against the sword’s triplicate ability again.

“Just no using the runes,” Elle said as she came up behind us. “I know what that longsword can do, and if we get attacked, then you’ll be taking extra damage for three whole days.”

“He wouldn’t get close enough to do any real damage,” I laughed.

“You wanna make a bet about it?” Neville asked.

“What did you have in mind?” I asked.

“Hmm,” he said and tapped a finger on his thin lips. “You have to buy my beer for the entire three days that the rune is in effect.”

“Deal,” I snorted. “And if I take you down without a scratch, then you have to buy my beer for the next three days.”

“Done,” he said.

“Don’t let him scratch you, Knight Lyons,” Elle warned me. “Or you’ll have to deal with me for three days.”

“Nothing to worry about.” I winked. “He won’t even get close.”

“That’s what I like to hear.”

The point clerk stole a kiss, glanced at Neville with a warning look, and then hurried toward the weapons hangars. She’d likely be on duty cataloging everything the Caledonian ships brought in, along with the point clerks from the other ships, and it would probably be a few days before we were able to see each other again.

It was hard for my girlfriends and I to find time alone together, but damn if I wasn’t proud of each and every one of them. Even Faye had started to make a name for herself on the ship. Not just as an amazing cook, which she was, but everyone had already heard about the feisty blonde that Olav had taken under his wing, and they weren’t talking about Richard.

“I’m going to tag along and referee,” Leith said with glee in his eyes. “Maybe I’ll even help the future marksman learn how to use his blades with more finesse.”

“Suit yourself.” Olav shrugged and then clapped Richard on the back. “You still up for drinks with me?”

“Voids yes,” he said.

“I’m going with them,” Nathan said. “They need a Shield knight around just in case the beer gets the better of them.”

The trio headed toward the galley while Olav waved his axe arm in the air excitedly. His bright red mohawk was so high that he had to duck to get through the door, and the berserker’s makeshift arm almost took out the door frame as he slashed it around. It would’ve taken Richard’s head if he hadn’t ducked in time, and I wondered if that was also part of Olav’s unique training.

Everyone else from the Stalwart had already scattered to the four corners as we enjoyed the rest of the night off, and I quickly pulled up the training rooms on my prot-belt. I was right about the giant stadium-like arenas in the distance being our target and made right for it with Neville and Leith right behind me.

I spotted Flanagan near an Aquitanian ship and shook my head as the bard wasted no time trying to pick up one of the pretty yeomen. She batted her eyelashes and tucked her long red hair behind her ear as the smooth-talker leaned in closer. I even heard a giggle, and by the time I looked back, they were already headed to what had to be the barracks.

“A girl in every port.” I rolled my eyes.

“I don’t know how he does it,” Neville muttered. “How does he even remember their names?”

“He doesn’t,” Leith snorted. “I could tell you so many stories about him getting slapped for forgetting a name. You’d think a bard would have a better memory.”

“Worried you won’t be able to charm Marigold next time you meet?” I smirked.

“No,” Neville huffed, but his ears turned bright red.

The noble’s arranged marriage was no secret, but he’d started to come around more and more over the last few months. It wouldn’t be long before he tied the knot, but I shoved that to the back of my mind. I wasn’t sure if Neville would have to leave the Stalwart once his marriage was official, and the thought of losing one of my best friends to a life of politics rather than the battlefield was too much to think about for long.

“I hope you kept some of those KPs we earned,” he said as we reached the training area. “Because you’re going to be spending a lot of them. I’ve been working on how much beer I can handle, and when would be a better time to practice than when you’re paying.”

“Please.” I rolled my eyes. “You’re going to need that noble bank account of yours to pay off how much I’m going to drink.”

Noise blasted me the second we walked into the training arena. A large battle area took up the middle of the floor with enough projectors to have an entire Grendel army attack during the simulations. But at the moment it was occupied by two teams of knights from Aquitania and Rutheni.

They launched at each other with the rage of a thousand berserkers. Skin and bones broke during the battle, and squires rushed in to drag the wounded off. The hatred between the two kingdoms ran deeper than what the temporary truce could overcome, though at least no one seemed to be out to add to their death tally.

A buzzer went off to signal the end of the match, and the guys broke apart with glares at their opponents. A knight I recognized from the RTF Intrepid stepped forward, clapped his hands together, and congratulated the Rutheni on winning this round. Some Aquitanians started to protest, but then the Caledonian knight just motioned to the wounded on the sidelines.

Used medkits were already scattered over the floor around them as the squires worked to heal the damage without a trip to the med bay, but one Rutheni knight’s leg bent backward at his knee, and not even the strongest medkit was going to fix that. Still, there were more Aquitanians on the sidelines than there were Rutheni, like a morbid game of chess with living pieces, and the winner was as clear as the sky outside.

“Nick!” Knight Bayett shouted and waved. “Are you here to join the fray?”

“We were actually planning to battle each other,” I said and jerked my thumb at Neville.

“Are any of these rooms open?” Neville asked with a glance at the training rooms that lined the walls.

“I think so.” Keanu frowned. “But I’m sure everyone would love to see your battle.”

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to fight in front of the Rutheni and Aquitanians. It wasn’t like we’d be allies forever, and the last thing I wanted was to have my enemies know all of my moves. But I also wouldn’t mind showing everyone that the Stalwart was a ship to be reckoned with. On the other hand, I did kind of want to practice my portal abilities, and there were too many eyes watching to use the split portal technique that I’d been trying to master.

“I don’t think the captain would mind,” Leith said as if he could read my mind. “Just don’t show them everything you’ve got.”

“That’ll make it easier for me to win,” Neville said.

“I see,” I laughed. “It’s okay if you need help winning. You won’t stand a chance anyway.”

“So you’ll do it?” the Intrepid knight asked with an excited expression.

“Sure.” I shrugged and motioned for him to lead the way.

The crowd parted as we passed. More than a few Caledonians whispered among themselves and gave all three of us nervous expressions as if we’d embarrass the queen. It was all part of the Stalwart’s secret identity to be the worst ship in the fleet, but part of that reputation was to be decent fighters, even if we used it to start drunken bar fights everywhere we went.

“What kind of timer did you want?” Keanu asked as we entered the ring.

“Ten minutes,” Leith answered for us. “If Neville can’t land a hit by then, he’s not going to.”

A servitor had already cleaned the blood and sweat from the training floor, and the wounded were being taken to their kingdom’s med bays. The crowd had actually thinned quite a bit as everyone went back to their own training, especially the Caledonians who hadn’t been in battle with us before. It was as if they wanted to put as much distance between them and the Stalwart as possible just in case they got reassigned.

As if they’d be that lucky.

“Looks like everyone else had something better to do.” I grinned at Neville.

My friend blanched at the underlying meaning in my words but then nodded. He was more competitive than the twins, and I knew from experience that his sword work was nothing to balk at. It was going to be hard as all voids to beat Neville without getting even a scratch on me, but that just added to the fun.

I followed him into the ring as the remaining spectators made themselves comfortable. The ceiling was at least six meters high, so I could really let my boots fly, or rather, I could let myself fly.

“Ready to buy my beer for the next few days, Knight Lyons?” Neville teased from the other side of the training square.

“Nah,” I chuckled. “But I hope you have plenty of KPs saved up. I’m going to outdrink Olav for the next three days. Might not even know where I am in time and space by the time you’re done paying.”

A clock materialized to my left as Keanu put in the timer, and the bright red countdown clock hovered at ten minutes as the Intrepid knight took a seat next to Leith. The Slayer was squatted on a nearby bench with a blade in his hand that he flipped over and over like a coin toss. The young Shield knight scooted over a little further with a dubious glance at the sharp blade as it glinted in the light, and I wondered how many rumors he’d heard about our psychotic Slayer.

They were probably all true. At least, any that didn’t involve turning on his own. Unless they were disloyalists. In which case anyone on the Stalwart would take them out, RTF knight or not, and that included the galley cooks if they had an opening.

I rolled my shoulders and glanced at my prot-belt to double-check the stats on my Night Walker Boots. My usual speed sequence would still work with them, but I was more excited to test out their effect on gravity. I’d already flung myself higher than intended the first time I’d worn them in battle, and it hadn’t taken long to realize that the twenty percent effect on gravity would give me a lot more jump clearance than I’d first expected.

“Let the battle begin!” Knight Bayett shouted and pushed the button to start the timer.

Neville released his new longsword from the magnet on his prot-belt as a grin spread across the future marksman’s face. The triplicate swords wouldn’t activate unless he parried one of my attacks, so I slipped my right hand into the Skull of Godafre knuckles. My friend lifted an eyebrow and raced forward with a warrior shriek that would make Olav proud, and I clenched my fists as if I was about to block the initial blow.

Everything seemed to move in slow motion as I watched Neville race toward me. My breathing slowed despite my racing heart, and at the very last second I activated my boots and leaped into the air. My friend watched with wide eyes as I vaulted over him like he was a pebble in the stream, but he was quick to whip around.

I landed behind him and slammed my boot into his ribcage. That was strike one. Only one more, and the toxic secretions would create a hallucinogenic.

“You shouldn’t have gotten so close,” Neville grunted as he caught my foot and slashed down with his longsword.

The blade sliced through the leather, but I hopped up and kicked him hard in the chest with my other foot.

The reaction was instantaneous.

Neville blinked and stared around as his grip on my leg loosened, and all the air rushed out of my lungs as I collapsed onto the ground.

“What-How-When the fuck did Grendels get here?” he snarled and whirled around in circles.

I scooted back as the marksman-in-training slashed through the air rapidly as if there were hundreds of Grendel grunts in the arena. Neville definitely moved faster than the twins, but he was also half their size, and his slight frame glided through the ring like Leith through Dax troops. I hopped onto my feet and leaped into the air as he dove toward me.

The hallucinogen only lasted another minute before it wore off. It might have lasted longer if I’d landed more kicks, but Neville’s glare told me I wouldn’t be getting close again any time soon.

“I slashed through your boot.” He pointed the tip of his longsword at my boot and then blinked. “What the voids?”

“They heal themselves.” I grinned and showed off my unharmed boot. “Casey made them for me.”

“Son of a bitch,” he huffed and rolled his shoulders. “Fine. Challenge accepted.”

“Come and catch me.” I motioned for him to come at me, but my friend tossed one of his leaf-shaped knives at me.

I caught it deftly, and without thinking, tossed it back.

I instantly realized my mistake.

“Fuck,” I muttered as Neville swept his blade out to knock the knife aside.

Three identical swords appeared in the air in front of Neville.

“Thanks for the parry.” He smirked and then ran toward me.

I bounced on the balls of my feet and prepared for the next jump, but the second I left the ground, Neville redirected one of his swords. I twisted in mid-air like Olav in his berserker tornado and barely managed to weave through the three blades as they followed behind me like they had a mind of their own.

Another leaf-shaped blade slashed toward me as my toes touched the ground, and I used the little momentum I had to shove myself back into the air. There was only a minute left on the timer, and so far Neville hadn’t managed to get a cut on me, but the marksman-in-training didn’t slow down.

I flung myself across the training square again and again, but it was getting easier to control my movements.

“And time!” Leith called right as the buzzer screeched.

“Damn,” I panted as I landed and fell to my knees.

Sweat made my uniform stick to me, but I was pleased to see that Neville was just as drenched as he offered a hand.

“And once again, you win,” he snorted and rolled his eyes. “But I did get pretty close. If it wasn’t for those damned boots…”

“You definitely would’ve cut me,” I laughed and clapped him on the back. “You were amazing with that longsword. It won’t be long before you’ve mastered it.”

“My offer to be your mentor while King Kevin recuperates still stands,” Leith said as he trotted over to us. “You were magnificent with those blades. With just a little work, you might make a great Slayer. And then you can have a scalp collection that can rival even mine.”

“A scalp collection?” Keanu asked with wide eyes as the Intrepid knight joined our group. “Th-that rumor isn’t fake?”

“Of course not,” the Slayer said and puffed out his chest.

“Taking a break from training?” Olav’s voice boomed as he strolled into the training area. “Looks like you barely broke a sweat.”

It didn’t take long for the crowd to thin out now that the berserker had arrived. If there were rumors about Leith and his scalp collection, then there were definitely rumors about Olav’s temper, and his love of fighting anyone who gave him half a reason.

“Nick!” Faye said as she peeked out from behind Olav.

The busty blonde had on a skin-tight battle suit that barely managed to contain her curves. She bounced over to me and stared at me with beautiful blue eyes, and I quickly leaned down to claim a kiss. Faye giggled when we parted and then glanced at her mentor.

“We’re going to do some training,” she boasted.

“And I’m going to watch,” Richard grumbled as he and Nathan arrived.

“Maybe you’ll learn a few things,” Olav laughed and clapped his mentee on the back. “Faye’s got real potential. We’ll be on the battlefield together in no time!”

“Thank you,” she said as a deep blush crawled up her skin. “Are you going to watch, Nick?”

“If you want.” I smiled.

“No!” she exclaimed suddenly. “No. I don’t think I can fight with you watching. Oh…”

Faye leaned up to whisper in my ear while the guys watched with interest.

“But I want to throw my axe into the ring with the other girls,” she said, and goosebumps erupted over my skin as her hot breath washed over me. “Tonight. We’re going on a date. So don’t train too hard.”

“Whatever you say.” I winked. “Just make sure you don’t wear yourself out.”

“Oh, I’ll have plenty of energy for you later,” she responded and then trotted after Olav and Richard as they found a private training room. “See you on our date!”

“See you then,” I said and then turned to Neville. “Ready for round two?”
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Chapter 10

“How can you be so good at fighting and flirting?” Richard grumbled as we walked back to the ship.

“Seriously, five gorgeous girlfriends,” Nathan added and rolled his eyes. “And you just kicked all of our asses.”

“Most of it is luck,” I said, though the look on the guys’ faces showed they believed my words about as much as I did. “How about this? I’ll give you pointers the next time you find someone you’re interested in.”

“If you don’t get to them first.” Neville smirked. “There aren’t a lot of single women left on the ship with you adding to your harem every day.”

“It’s true,” Richard whined and then cleared his throat.

The future berserker nodded to one of the pretty yeomen taking inventory in the cargo bay. She blushed, tucked a stray strand of honey-brown hair behind her ear, and then hurried behind a stack of crates like she wanted to hide the blush that had crawled up her tanned face.

“Looks like you already have someone in mind.” I grinned.

“Shut up,” he huffed, but his ears had turned as red as an Aquitanian uniform.

“He doesn’t have the balls to ask her out, though,” Nathan snorted. “I got all the balls in the family.”

“That’s why you haven’t asked anyone out yet,” his twin shot back. “Even though we all know who you’re interested in.”

“She’s way out of his league,” Neville said as we reached our rooms. “She might even be out of Nick’s league.”

“Do we have someone else joining the battle for your heart?” Natali’s voice drifted around me like a warm coat.

“No,” I said and turned around to smile at the gorgeous doctor. “I’m perfectly happy with the amazing women I already have.”

“Sure, sure.” She smirked and straightened her white lab coat.

“What brings you to our rooms?” I asked with a hopeful expression.

“I heard that a few young Caledonian knights were fighting in the training arenas, and it didn’t take much effort to figure out who those men might be,” she said. “And I also knew that none of you would come to the infirmary if it didn’t involve broken bones, so I thought I’d come to you.”

Dr. Lenkov held up a bag stuffed with medkits and motioned for all of us to stand along the wall for inspection. It didn’t take her long to heal the cuts and sprains we’d given each other during training. She did mutter a few things in Rutheni when she got to Richard, but the berserker-in-training had actually broken a few ribs as he tried to prove to Olav that he still had plenty of potential.

“I’d say I’m surprised that you made it this far and could talk without wheezing…” Natali frowned as she finished with the third medkit on Richard’s ribs. “But I know very well how much pain a berserker can ignore, and for how long. Still, you shouldn’t get in the habit of avoiding my med bay.”

“I’ve spent enough time in there lately,” the blond knight said and ran a hand over the back of his head.

“I suppose that’s true,” she said and nodded in satisfaction. “But it’ll be a much faster trip if you just come see me first. It’s like ripping off a medkit. Better to do it fast.”

The doctor punctuated her sentence with a yank on the last medkit, and Richard swore under his breath.

“Yes, ma’am,” he muttered and then swatted Nathan as his twin laughed.

“And how about you?” Natali asked as her brown eyes turned to me. “Anything I need to heal?”

“They didn’t even land a punch.” I smirked.

“Hey! We landed one,” Richard said.

“Okay, okay.” I held my hands up. “When all three of them worked together, they managed to land one. Speaking of which… we should get cleaned up. Neville has beer to buy.”

“Yeah, yeah.” The future marksman waved a dismissive hand and then opened his bedroom door with the bioscanner. “All your beer is on me for the next few days. But don’t forget that you have a date tonight. I’d hate for you to be too drunk to go.”

“That would be a real tragedy,” Nathan snorted as he headed to his own room.

“I might even shed a tear,” Richard laughed.

I rolled my eyes at their teasing and then turned my attention back to Dr. Lenkov. She was older than me and all of my other girlfriends by a few years, but time hadn’t dared to touch her delicate features.

“You have a date with Faye tonight?” she asked and then followed me into my room.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s been a while since we’ve had one.”

“I will need to schedule my own date soon,” the dark-haired woman said and then pulled me in for a long kiss that left us both panting by the time we parted. “I won’t allow those younger women to win the war for your heart, even if they’re training with Olav.”

I shook my head as she turned to walk away, and my eyes were glued to the sway of her hips beneath her lab coat. My girlfriends still insisted on trying to win the number one spot for my heart, even if most of them had admitted they were fine with staying as we were for a long time. I forced myself not to think about any potential futures where I might lose any of them and instead hurried to get ready.

It didn’t take long since I didn’t have any wounds to worry about, and soon the guys and I were on our way to the galley. Most of the crew was still on board, and technically we were all supposed to be going to our own assigned barracks planetside, but the truce in the Triumvirate was like brittle glass, and one wrong snore could tear it all down, so maybe sleeping in my own quarters would be okay. If it wasn’t, then I was sure Captain Cross would correct us in the morning, especially since I could already hear Olav’s voice in the galley before we even reached the door.

“Nick!” the Berserker boomed the second we walked through the door.

Every muscle in my body tensed as Olav weaved through the crowd to wave his axe arm in my face. I quickly inspected the shorter man for any more weapons, though it wouldn’t help much even if I knew he was there, especially not with those giant shoulders that could probably knock out Chocolate if the captain had the moose charge him. He didn’t seem like he was particularly angry, but then again, he always had that maniacal smile when he was about to jump into battle.

“Do you see this?” he asked and motioned to a tiny red mark on his cheek.

“I see it,” I said with a glance at Leith.

The Slayer had a devilish grin as he squatted in a seat, and Moses just shook his head and smiled.

“That little blonde gave it to me,” Olav said wistfully and leaned closer for me to inspect it better.

“She did not,” Richard gasped.

My friend rushed back over so fast his beer sloshed all over him, and he quickly drained the rest of it when he saw the tiny red spot.

“It took me weeks to hit you in the face,” he pouted. “There’s no way she’s already that far ahead.”

“I told you she’s a fighter.” The berserker’s face lit up like a proud father. “If you don’t hop to it, then she’s going to surpass you in no time flat.”

Richard’s mouth fell open in shock, but it didn’t take long for the raw determination to set in. He may have been lazy when it came to training before, unless it was how much beer he could handle at one time, but the threat of his fellow mentee surpassing him was enough to light a fire under my fellow knight’s ass.

“That’s it,” he huffed and grabbed another beer as a servitor passed by. “I’m going to train some more. Nathan! Are you coming?”

“But I just sat down,” his brother whined into his beer stein.

“I’ll go,” Neville said and hopped back up. “I need to figure out how to use my longsword to its maximum capacity anyway. And you could use the fear training.”

“If you manage to get me,” Richard snorted. “You couldn’t get close to Nick earlier.”

“He’s the better fighter.” The future marksman shrugged.

Nathan sighed dramatically so everyone in the galley would hear his sacrifice, drained his stein, and then followed after my friends.

“That’s the spirit,” Olav said with an approving nod. “Go train so you can catch up to Faye.”

“You called?” the blonde asked as she bounded into the galley.

“There she is!” the berserker said and swept her up onto his good shoulder. “This little blonde is going to be an amazing berserker. Do you see this? Hit me right in the cheek.”

“I’ll take her from here,” I said and quickly pulled my girlfriend down.

“Thank you,” she gasped and slid her body along mine as she came to stand on her own. “And he’s really making too big of a deal about this. You can barely see it.”

“No, no,” I laughed and brushed her hair out of her face. “He’s right. We should all be celebrating. It’s not every day someone makes it close enough to hit Olav in the face. Even if he’s earned it.”

“You’re damned right!” he cheered and then strolled back through the crowd to show off the mark.

I watched him go with a shake of my head and then turned back to Faye. Her long blonde hair had been tied into two braided pigtails that were then pinned into a ring around her crown. I didn’t recognize the dress she had on, but it accented her full breasts and was short enough to show off the cook’s long legs.

“Wow,” I whispered and tipped her chin back for a kiss. “You look amazing.”

“Really?” she asked as a blush crawled up her neck. “Thank you. Dr. Lenkov let me borrow it. It barely fits. But it’s prettier than anything I own.”

“She let you borrow a dress?” I asked.

“Something about wanting a level playing field,” Faye said and then slipped her hand into mine. “Come on. I had a little bit of free time earlier and asked around about where we could have our date.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“Yep, but it’s a secret.” She winked and tugged me along after her.

Faye led the way through the ship and out into the base.

The sun had already set behind the cliffs, and the sky above us was filled with swirling stars and space dust like someone had taken a dust storm from Dobuni and tossed it into the night. There were still cargo craft moving between the buildings, and knights from all over the Triumvirate laughed and joked around outside the recreation area.

“Where exactly are we going?” I asked when we left the main buildings behind. “You know there are giant cliffs nearby, right?”

“I know,” Faye said with a wink over her shoulder. “We’re almost there.”

The gorgeous blonde turned back around to focus on the barely-lit path through the tall grass, and I focused all my attention on the way her ass swayed in her knee-length dress. A breeze wafted up to show me her toned thighs, and my pants suddenly felt tighter. Faye had the kind of effortless beauty most women could only dream of, and her mischievous giggle was enough to drive me crazy.

We stopped outside a tall wall with no gate in sight, and my girlfriend motioned for me to stay put while she searched for something. There were small dents, like a few artillerymen had used the place as target practice, but the dust had long since settled. It looked as if the whole place had been forgotten even though it was still only a stone’s throw from the main base. Of course, it was a lot closer to the cliffs, and I could even hear one of the waterfalls I’d spotted from atmo.

“Here it is!” Faye’s voice rang through the night.

I followed it around the side to what looked like a walled-up doorway, and the blonde bounced eagerly on the balls of her feet.

“Here it is,” I laughed. “What exactly is it?”

“If you want to find out, then you’ll have to follow me.” She winked and kicked off her high heels.

They came off easily, and I wondered if those had been another gift from Natali. The doctor definitely played to win, but my girls liked a fair fight, and they liked each other enough to help out, even if they were all in a ridiculous competition to be number one.

I was shaken from my thoughts as Faye started to scale the wall in front of us. There were still small dents everywhere from the target practice, and she used them as foot and handholds as she showed off her parkour skills. I’d almost forgotten how good she’d been at that during the Dax attack on the ship, but the view was definitely better when she was in a dress.

“Are you coming, Knight Lyons? Or am I going on this date by myself?” she asked as she plopped down on the top of the wall.

“Just admiring the view.” I smirked.

Faye had made climbing the wall look a lot easier than it actually was, but it only took me a little longer to pull myself up and over the wall. She’d already dropped down into the tall grass inside the walled-off enclosure and spun around with her arms out wide and her eyes closed.

There was no one more beautiful than her in that moment, and I was even more grateful than ever that I’d rescued her from the Bone King.

A life full of underground fights, pirates, and slavery was no place for the gorgeous cook.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” she asked and slowly came to a stop to watch me jump from the wall.

“It’s a little overgrown,” I chuckled.

The tall grass had been left to its own devices so long that it reached up to my thighs, and the feathery stalks tickled my palms. An old swing set and slide took up most of the courtyard, and a small building with a few windows and a missing roof occupied the rest.

“It used to be a schoolyard,” Faye said as she skipped over to the empty doorway. “But the roof collapsed, and they moved it into one of the newer buildings. I heard there was also an incident where a few kids almost went over the cliff. It was one of the officer’s kids, so there was a huge debate about it, and the whole thing was blocked off within a few days.”

“And how did you find that out?” I asked and followed her inside the abandoned classroom.

“Cooks talk,” she said with a light blush. “It’s one constant no matter where you are in the galaxy. The kitchen is always full of the best gossip.”

“Is that why the food always tastes so good?” I teased.

“Exactly,” she giggled.

More windows covered the wall opposite of the doorway, and it didn’t take a genius to realize a bunch of kids would climb out and run toward the cliffs with wild abandon. I would have if there had been any in Dobuni. It was something children did, to test just how close they could get to death without actually dying, though maybe it wasn’t just kids.

Knights did it too when they ran out into battle.

“I hope you’re hungry,” Faye pulled my attention away from the windows.

The busty blonde hefted a bag out from behind the teacher’s desk and set it on the dusty surface with a bright smile. Faye’s smile widened as my stomach growled in answer, and she started to pull container after container out. In seconds the whole desk was filled with everything from roasted chicken to perfectly seasoned potatoes, and somehow she’d even managed to make dinner rolls that looked like tiny pillows covered in butter.

“Oh, wow,” I said as I crossed the room. “You really went above and beyond. How did you have time to cook all of this and battle with Olav all afternoon?”

“That’s my secret,” she said and then bounced up and down excitedly. “Do you like it?”

“Of course,” I said and leaned down to claim a kiss.

I had to break away earlier than I would’ve liked because my stomach started to growl again, but my girlfriend just giggled and started to make me a plate. My mouth was watering by the time she was done, and I quickly laid out the blanket she’d brought for our late night picnic.

“It looks amazing, babe,” I said and helped her down onto the blanket. “Practically magical.”

The starry canopy above us did lend a magical air to the whole place as we tucked into the food. I groaned a few times as the buttery rolls melted over my tongue, but it was nothing compared to the perfectly seasoned potatoes and roasted chicken. It didn’t matter how Faye had managed to pull it off, but she had, and I could never go back to a galaxy where the gorgeous cook wasn’t in my life.

Faye finished long before I did, but then again I went back for seconds, and almost went back for thirds before I realized it would weigh me down too much when we eventually climbed back over the wall.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked as she leaned back to stare up at the stars.

“How different my life has become in such a short amount of time,” she said and turned her bright blue eyes toward me. “I never would’ve imagined I’d be here with you. Or training with Olav. Or having so many amazing female companions.”

“Even if you’re all competing for my attention?” I laughed.

“It’s not that big of a deal.” She shrugged.

“I’m glad to hear that,” I said.

I scooted around on the blanket so my back was to the desk’s legs and then pulled Faye back into my lap. Her warm body chased away the chill from the night, and my arms fit perfectly around her waist. I grunted as she wiggled her hips against my cock, but then the busty blonde settled back with her head on my shoulder as we admired the view above us.

“You know…” Faye started and then went silent. Her nails traced over my forearms as if she was trying to figure out how to word the sentence, but then she just shrugged as if just saying it was the best option. “Back on my home planet, before my mom sold me to the Bone King, I was able to see how marriages were supposed to work.”

“Okay,” I said.

My mind raced with what Faye could be getting at. Back on Dobuni, marriages were between one man and one woman. In fact, most of the galaxy operated by that same method, and my girlfriends and I definitely didn’t fit in with that. I knew someday they’d all probably want to have me make a final decision, but the idea of picking just one of the amazing women felt like my heart would be ripped to shreds in the process.

“Don’t worry,” she said and rolled her head back to smile at me. “It’s not what you’re probably thinking.”

“You read minds now?” I teased and then leaned down to kiss her forehead.

“I’m not as skilled as Treyin.” She blushed. “But I learned how to read people pretty quickly when I went to live with the Bone King.”

“Makes sense,” I said as I fought back the flash of rage that washed through me at the thought of her being mistreated. They couldn’t hurt her anymore.

“What I meant to say,” she said and cleared her throat. “Is that back on my home planet, we had what I think is the perfect marriage system. Polygamy. That way a man could have multiple wives, and all the wives would be well taken care of. They still had to leave their families, but the wives all became like sisters.”

“And you think that would work for our situation?” I asked thoughtfully. “It does sound like what we’ve already been doing.”

“Doesn’t it?” she asked with an excited expression. “I haven’t brought it up to the others yet. I wanted to talk to you first, but I think that it would work very well. And then we wouldn’t have to feel like we need to compete for your time. I mean… we will… and there was always some form of competition about who was the favorite, but still… it would give you the ability to keep all of us together. Like a family.”

“Like a family.” I nodded. “That does sound nice.”

“And I heard some of the other girls want to get pregnant,” Faye said and twisted around in my arms to better stare up at me with her bright blue eyes. “I would love to have your children. And then we can all raise them together.”

“And Olav could teach them all to be berserkers,” I snorted.

“If that’s what they wanted.” She shrugged. “Unless you’re making fun of me?”

“No,” I reassured her. “I’m being very serious. Well, maybe not about Olav teaching our children how to fight. That would have to wait until they were teenagers. And then they could figure out whether they want Uncle Olav or Uncle Leith to train them.”

“I think Moses would be better,” Faye said.

“Says the woman being mentored by a berserker,” I laughed.

“That’s different,” she said and jutted her chin in the air. “I need to learn to protect the people I love. Our kids will be the ones being protected. And a Shield knight is the perfect role for them.”

“How about we cross that bridge when we get to it?” I laughed.

“Deal.” She nodded emphatically. “But do you really think that a polygamous marriage would work with the others?”

“Won’t know until we ask,” I said. “But it does sound like a great solution.”

“Oh!” the blonde said and jumped up like she’d been shocked. “I almost forgot.”

Faye rushed over to the teacher’s desk and started to pilfer through the bag. I half-expected her to produce a fully baked chocolate cake like the one she’d made before, but instead she pulled out a sketchbook and a pencil. She bounced back over to me with so much excitement that her breasts almost broke free from her dress, and it took considerable effort to focus on her words and not her chest.

“I want to draw you,” she said.

“I didn’t know you could draw.” I grinned.

“It’s a hobby I picked up a long time ago.” She shrugged as if it was no big deal, but it was clear that she was excited about it.

“Are you any good?” I asked and stood to try and peek in her notebook.

“You’ll see, but only if you let me draw you first,” she said and twisted out of the way so I couldn’t see anything.

“Hmm,” I said as I tapped a finger on my chin. “I suppose I could let you draw me. You did make me a delicious meal.”

“I did.” She nodded in agreement.

Faye held the sketchpad to her chest. The gorgeous blonde twisted her hips back and forth just enough for the skirt of her dress to hug her thighs, and the sight was so enticing I’d agree to just about anything. Besides, it was impossible to tell the excited woman no when her sky-blue eyes were staring up at me with stars in them.

“I don’t think that I’ve ever had my portrait drawn,” I conceded. “It would be an honor.”

“Really?” she asked and bounced up and down. “This is going to be so perfect. Okay. I need you to come with me.”

“Where are we going?” I asked as she skipped back out into the overgrown playground.

“I already picked the perfect place,” she said and pointed to the swing set. “I thought about it the first time I heard about it, and it’s even better than I originally imagined.”

“It is pretty picturesque,” I chuckled. “Any swing will do?”

“Yep,” she said and then looked around.

Faye found a wooden box like the one we used at the academy to train ourselves to jump, pulled it through the grass, and then plopped down with her legs crisscrossed.

I watched her arrange her dress for a few seconds and then sat down on the middle swing. The leather strip was worn and cracked from being abandoned to the wind and sun, and the chain creaked under my weight, but the whole thing managed to stay upright. I looked over the A-frame to make sure that it wouldn’t crumble at any moment, but it was in surprisingly good condition, and the swing stopped whining after the first few seconds of moving back and forth.

“Do you need me to stay still?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “Feel free to do as you please.”

We fell into a comfortable silence as Faye sketched and I played on the swing. Years had passed since the last time I’d actually been on one, and soon my feet were swinging up so high that it looked like I would be launched into the sky. It had always been my goal to swing up and over the A-frame, but the whole thing jolted so much that it threatened to come out of the ground if I kept it up.

Faye’s face was twisted into a cute pout as she concentrated on the lines in her drawing, and I slowed down so it was easier to watch her. It was good to see her confident in something other than cooking, and I thought about how far she’d come since her rescue. There were still a lot of moments where she was nervous, but the blonde had slowly started to come out of her shell.

And she’d managed to land a punch on Olav.

I knew for a fact that he hadn’t given her that opening. She’d taken it. And I’d watch her take many more as we lived and grew old together.

“Nick,” her voice brought me out of my daydreams of the future with my girls. “It’s ready. Did you want to see it?”

“Of course.” I grinned and leaped from the swing.

I landed a foot away from her box, and it only took a few steps to lean over her shoulder.

“Wow,” I whispered. “That’s amazing. I know I just saw you draw this, but this is really amazing, Faye. And very, very sexy.”

The drawing depicted the two of us making love on the swing set with Faye in my lap and the stars behind us. Her head was thrown back with a wide smile as she rode me, and her hair flowed in the wind. The shading and line work was so amazing that I wouldn’t be surprised if the grass started to sway in the breeze, and I stared down at my gorgeous girlfriend with newfound awe.

“You really can do anything,” I said and tipped her chin back to claim a deep kiss.

“Thank you.” She blushed when we finally broke apart. “Actually, if you wouldn’t mind… I was kind of hoping that we could recreate it?”

“Oh?” I asked with a lifted eyebrow. “You’re sure?”

“Very.” She nodded and set the sketchbook on the box next to her. “I want to be with you Nick. Please.”

“Your wish is my command.” I smiled and glanced back down at the drawing. “I think we could do that.”
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Chapter 11

“Sit down right here,” Faye said.

My girlfriend pushed me back into the middle swing and then stepped back to assess the situation. I could practically see the gears turning in her mind as she tried to figure out how we were going to recreate her drawing. Faye was light enough that it wouldn’t be hard to hold onto her, and the blonde’s long legs would easily wrap around my waist as an anchor, but one of us would need to hold onto the actual swing so we didn’t fall off.

“We’re going to have to be careful,” she said a few minutes later. “But I definitely think we can do this.”

“I’m sure we can,” I chuckled. “But only if you’re ready.”

“I’ve never been more ready for anything in my entire life,” she said with a fierce confidence that usually only came out when she was talking about cooking. “You should keep your pants on, though. I think the chain might pinch if you don’t.”

“Sure.” I nodded and then pulled off my shirt.

Faye’s eyes went wide at the sight of my bare chest, and her breathing shallowed as she walked over to run her fingers from my collarbone all the way to my prot-belt. I stayed perfectly still as she continued her inspection, but my cock hardened with every feathery touch. She nodded again like she had been in the middle of some internal debate.

The blonde took a step back and shimmied out of her lacy white undies, kicked them into the tall grass, and then giggled excitedly. I could see the nervousness in her eyes and gripped the swing’s chains a little tighter. Faye needed to be in control of the moment to feel safe, and I’d give my girlfriend whatever she needed.

“I’m going to climb onto your lap,” she whispered.

“You hold onto the chains,” I said and gripped her hips to keep her steady. “I’ve got you.”

“Yes, you do.” She smirked.

I pushed her dress up over her hips before she’d settled down on my lap completely. Faye let out a surprised gasp as she felt my hard dick through my pants, and it didn’t take long for the blonde to free me.

“That’s good,” I groaned and pulled her in for a long kiss as her fingers gently stroked my silky shaft.

Our tongues warred for a few minutes before Faye started to kiss down my collarbone. It took all of my self-control not to thrust into her when she scooted closer, but I did slip my free hand up her thigh and slipped two fingers into her already dripping wet tunnel.

“Oh,” she gasped as I started to gently massage her sensitive nub.

“Do you want me to stop?” I asked even as my girlfriend started to buck her hips.

“N-No,” she stuttered as goosebumps erupted all over her body. “I-I want more, Nick. Please. Don’t stop.”

“I won’t,” I promised.

Faye tilted back as her body started to convulse with her first orgasm, and a scream of pleasure competed with the nearby waterfall. I let her ride out the rest of it on the tips of my fingers as I took one of her pert nipples between my teeth and slowly started to nibble on it.

“Oh, my voids,” she groaned and laced her fingers through my hair. “Oh, my v-voids. Nick, I-I need you inside of me right now.”

“If you insist.” I smirked.

I carefully shifted her hips and eased my hard cock inside my gorgeous girlfriend. She tensed for a second when my tip began to spread her open, but then sat down fully and started to rock back and forth. I had to hold on tight as the blonde started to ride me like a prize bull, and my feet lifted off the ground as the swing moved with us.

“Yeees,” she groaned as she started to move her hips in circles. “Oh, voids, yeees.”

“Damn you feel so good,” I groaned as I thrust upward.

Faye clenched around my dick as her second orgasm rocked through her, and I held on tightly to her hips so we wouldn’t fly off the swing. The A-frame squeaked with every thrust like it was cheering us on, and my girlfriend gripped the swing’s chains so much that her knuckles turned white.

I leaned up to lick the sweat that dripped down her neck and then nibbled on her ear. My balls slapped against Faye’s ass as she sat down harder and harder on my cock, and electricity started to pulse through me as my own orgasm neared.

“I’m about to cum,” I said as she tilted my head back for a kiss.

“I want you to cum inside of me,” she whined as a third orgasm wracked her body. “Please, Nick. I want to start a family with you. Fill me up. Pleeease.”

“If you insist,” I panted.

My hot seed poured into Faye as she wrapped her legs around me and held on tight. It felt like the blonde’s sweet pussy was sucking it out of me, and I eagerly gave her everything I had. I wanted to see her belly swell with my child, and she was clearly more than willing to fulfill that wish.

“That was better than I ever could’ve imagined,” Faye whispered against my ear as we both collapsed into each other.

Faye’s body molded against mine as I slowed the swing to a stop, and I could feel her rapid heartbeat as she laid her head on my shoulder.

“Are you okay?” I asked and tilted her chin back. “We did get a little… enthusiastic.”

“I’m fine,” she blushed and then bit her bottom lip. “Actually… I’ve always wanted to have sex inside of a school. B-but only if you’re willing.”

She glanced over her shoulder.

“Oh, I’m willing,” I laughed and then stood with her in my arms.

She giggled like a schoolgirl as I brought her back into the ruined classroom, but her laughter quickly gave way to more moans and pleading as I showed her just how well my tongue worked. Faye came another three times before we collapsed onto the picnic blanket, and we fell asleep with the stars as our ceiling.

I woke the next morning to the feeling of Faye’s breasts against my bare chest, and the night before crashed back around me. I’d been surprised how willing she’d been to go again and again… and again, especially since it was our first time together, but I was happy she did.

“Mmmmm,” Faye mumbled as she woke and stretched like a contented cat. “Is it morning already?”

“Looks like it,” I said and brushed the stray strands from her face.

“Oh, my voids!” she gasped and sat up with wide eyes. “I’m supposed to be on lunch duty today.”

“Then you have a little while.” I shrugged. “I can still smell the morning dew, and the sun isn’t even up over the walls.”

Faye looked at me for a few seconds, blinked, and then shook her head with a laugh.

“Babe, we start like… hours earlier than you think we do,” she said and stole a quick kiss. “I need to be there soon. Oh, my gosh. Where is my underwear?”

“Outside with my shirt,” I said as she darted around the classroom trying to pick everything up. “I’ll go get it, and then we’ll run back to the ship so you can clean up.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she repeated.

I watched her for a few seconds and then went to retrieve everything we’d left outside near the swing set. Including the drawing that Faye had done the night before. I had the perfect spot in my room to hang it up on the wall, and for a brief moment I wondered if she could draw something with all my girls together.

It would mean a lot more to me than the pictures on my digital frame, though those were also really great since they were all candid photos from my girls, my friends, and me as we wandered around the ship. Still, there was something about hand-drawn artwork. And it was something I wouldn’t have been able to afford back on Dobuni. Or at least, I hadn’t believed we could.

“Are you ready?” Faye brought me out of my thoughts as she rushed toward the walled-up gate.

“I’ll take the bag,” I said and gently tugged it away from my girlfriend.

“Oh, yeah, that would be really nice.” She blushed.

Faye paused with one hand on a dent in the wall as her blush crawled all the way up to the tips of her ears.

“I really had a great time last night, Nick,” she said. “And I meant what I said about the polygamous marriage. If the other girls are okay with it, then I’d love to have one. I could never ask you to give any of them up, and they’re all so amazing. I’m a little surprised that you’d like me, too.”

“There’s a lot to like about you,” I said and tilted her chin back to meet her sky-blue eyes. “A lot. And I’ll be glad to list them for you, but another time. I don’t want to be the reason you’re late for work.”

“You can do that on our next date.” She nodded.

“Done,” I chuckled.

I watched as Faye scaled the wall like it was nothing and then fumbled my way up with the bag slung over my shoulder. It was a little more difficult than the night before since I was trying not to break anything, but finally, I managed to swing my legs over the top and hopped down with more grace than expected.

“I wonder if Captain Cross would mind putting a climbing wall in one of the training rooms,” Faye said as she studied the wall behind me.

“It’s always worth it to ask,” I said and slipped my hand into hers. “You could always point out how helpful it would be for a berserker to know how to dive-bomb from above. If you can convince Olav, then he’ll probably talk the captain’s ear off until he concedes.”

“I think I can do that.” She grinned and then took the bag back from me. “I would love to walk back with you, but I need to hurry and shower, change, and get to work. I’ll see you soon. Oh! And don’t let Neville scratch you with that longsword. Elle told me about the rune effect.”

“I’ll be careful,” I promised.

Faye grinned from ear to ear, stole one last kiss, and then darted back toward the Stalwart. I watched her go with a stupid smile on my face as I thought about the night before. She’d taken charge a lot faster than I’d expected her to, but by the end of our time together, she’d been comfortable enough to let me have my way. She even begged me to.

Early morning light poured over the horizon as I strolled through the base toward the ship, and tiny cricket-like bugs hopped around my feet as I made my way through the tall grass. A few guards glanced in my direction when I came around the first buildings, but one smiled and nodded toward the Stalwart, and his buddy just snorted. I didn’t have to be a genius to know that they’d seen Faye running past and had put two and two together.

Battle sounds echoed from the training area all the way across the landing pads, and I poked my head in to see a couple Rutheni knights in the middle of an epic battle. I’d fought more than my fair share of the knights in the attempted uprising, and they’d all been pretty tough opponents, but those who remained were even stronger. And there was no chance that any of them would be traitors, especially since I recognized most of them as being the men who’d fought alongside me to stop their evil prime minister and corrupted prince from joining forces with the Dax.

“You’re up early,” Keanu said as he walked over from the galley. “Though it looks like you didn’t actually go to bed.”

“I did,” I snorted and then glanced down at my wrinkled clothes. “It was just not in my room.”

“Or the barracks,” he pointed out. “My captain made us stay in the barracks last night so everyone would know Caledonia is all in, but there was a distinct lack of Stalwart crew around.”

“Well, we are the worst ship in the whole fleet.” I shrugged.

It was supposed to be true, but Keanu and his fellow knights had all seen us on the battlefield in Rutheni. Some of his shipmates were convinced that we had something to do with the uprising, and other knights muttered about how violent we were for a crew that was supposed to be all about humanitarian missions, but Knight Bayett had respect for us. He was also smart enough to suspect that we weren’t a normal crew, but if he did, he didn’t ask too many questions about it.

“Sure, sure.” The Shield knight rolled his eyes. “I’m going to train. Did you want to join me?”

“I need to wash up and grab breakfast,” I said. “But maybe later.”

“I’ll take you up on that,” he said and then turned to wave at a few Aquitanian knights.

The men stopped to chat with Keanu, and I used that as my excuse to leave. I kept my head down the entire way back to my room so no one would try to talk to me, hopped in the shower, and just let the hot water wash away the knots in my back from sleeping on the ground all night. It had been worth it, but next time I’d make sure to bring a blanket if any of the girls wanted to make our dates into camping trips.

Of course, Faye was probably the only one who would, but the girls had all become close friends, so it was only a matter of time before they started sharing date ideas.

There was a message on my prot-belt from Commander Reynolds when I followed the steam out of my bathroom and into the bedroom. I quickly dressed in my black fatigues, grabbed some water and a protein bar, and then clicked on the message to see that I’d been invited to a classified meeting. And it started in ten minutes.

“Shit,” I mumbled around the protein bar and stuffed my feet into my boots.

A grin spread across my face as I realized the location was clear across the base and would give me the perfect chance to hone my jumping abilities.

“Where are you headed to in such a rush?” Richard grumbled as I burst into the hallway.

“Out,” I laughed. “Rough night?”

“You could say that,” he muttered and put a hand to his right temple.

The blond knight reeked of stale beer, and his long hair was matted to his forehead like he’d slept wherever he passed out the night before. There was still a long way to go before my friend could keep up with his mentor in a drinking contest, but damn if he didn’t give it a good go. That was one category that Richard would always beat Faye in, though she had grown up with a bunch of pirates, so she might have some hidden skills that I had yet to discover.

“Oh,” he said and caught my arm before I could leave. “I had a question.”

“Shoot,” I said.

“No need to yell,” he grumbled and then blinked at me like he was still seeing double. “Either of you.”

“We’ll try,” I snorted. “What’s up?”

“You said you’d give me advice if I wanted to ask someone out, right?” he said.

“That pretty yeoman?” I guessed.

“Yeah,” he said with a bleary smile. “She’s so pretty. But I get all tongue-tied when I see her.”

“The best way to fix that is to just talk to her.” I shrugged. “Maybe you could ask her what her hobbies are. If you ask a woman what she’s interested in, then she’ll take over the conversation. And they’re always really adorable when they get excited about something.”

Richard’s face twisted in thought, but I didn’t have time to wait for him to make a decision.

“Listen,” I said. “You’re a big strong berserker. A knight. You’re already impressive. But you have to show her that you think she’s interesting, too.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” He nodded more to himself than to me. “I can do that. Just ask her what her hobbies are. No problem.”

I started to leave and then had another thought. “And Richard, make sure that you say hello before you start asking questions.”

“Right, right,” he said with wide eyes.

I rolled my eyes as he stumbled toward his room. Richard’s head wobbled up and down like a bobblehead whose spring was about to give out. I couldn’t wait to find out what the results were, though hopefully it wouldn’t involve some berserker scream to get her attention.

The base was much more active as I left the Stalwart behind and headed to the meeting. It would be a little trickier to find a place to land, but a quick glance at the map on my prot-belt helped me to figure out the best path. I took a deep breath, bounced on my toes a few times, and then leaped into the air.

It didn’t take much effort for the gravity reduction to kick in, and the second I pushed off the ground I was flying through the air. My arms flailed as I tried to find something to grab on to, but then it was time to kick off again. I figured out that keeping my arms straight out helped me slow down a little bit, and putting them straight out behind me made the landings easier.

I made it to the meeting room in only four leaps and landed right next to Moses as the Shield knight tugged open the door.

“Hello.” He grinned and glanced down at my boots. “Nice.”

“Casey made them for me.” I grinned back and followed the Alkegian knight inside.

“Anti-gravity runes?” he asked.

“Yep.” I smiled from ear to ear. “Reduces it by twenty percent. Still getting used to it, but it’s going to be amazing in battle.”

“You’ll certainly be able to weave through the crowds better,” Moses said as he pulled his dreadlocks back into a ponytail. “Might make it harder on us Shield knights, though.”

“My mentee will be just fine,” Commander Reynolds said as she and Captain Cross came in behind us. “Though Knight Monroe does have a point. You should be wary of how far away from the Shield knights you go. Even the most powerful knights need a shield from time to time.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said and then stepped aside to let my captain and commander walk in front of me. “What should I expect in this meeting?”

“A bunch of hot air,” Captain Cross sighed. “We convinced Queen Catrina that you are a valuable asset and should be allowed to join us, but remember that you are still a junior knight. Do not make comments unless it is absolutely necessary.”

“Yes, sir,” I said with a solemn nod.

“You’re here to learn,” Commander Reynolds said. “And there will be a test later.”

I knew the commander well enough now to be able to tell when she was joking with me, but it helped that Moses and Captain Cross cracked smirks before their faces fell. It was as if everyone put on a mask, and it didn’t take me long to figure out why.

Captain Cross led the way into a conference room where dignitaries from all three kingdoms were already gathered around a long oval table. King Kevin sat at the head of the table, and the two seats on either side of the monarch glowed with the tell-tale signs that a hologram was about to be broadcast. We took our seats right next to the Caledonian delegates, and I watched as everyone else slowly found their seats.

“Welcome,” King Kevin said as soon as everyone was seated. “We’re just waiting for Queen Catrina and Queen Corula to arrive.”

“I’m here,” Queen Corula said as the young queen’s hologram appeared in the chair to King Kevin’s right.

“As am I,” Queen Catrina said as she appeared to the king’s left.

It didn’t matter how many times I’d seen my queen, or whether it was in person or through a hologram. She was absolutely gorgeous. And the blue tint in the projection only enhanced her eyes and the sapphire crown entwined in her golden hair.

“Then let’s begin,” King Kevin said with the same smile I’d come to associate with the monarch. “We all know why we’re here, so let’s not waste any time.”

“I do have another meeting to get to,” Queen Catrina said with a firm nod. “But I wanted to be a part of these discussions.”

“Of course,” the Aquitanian monarch said.

“You’ve received the supplies from Rutheni?” Queen Corula asked.

“Yes,” one of the Rutheni delegates said. “We arrived late last night, and everything has been distributed accordingly.”

“The reason for this meeting,” King Kevin said and brought everyone’s attention back to him. “Is to go over the information we have on the Dax. Thus far it has been impossible to narrow down where they are attacking from.”

“It must be their homeworld,” the dark-haired man from the Aquitanian meeting said with a deep frown. “But it’s impossible to open portals from that far away. Even our best jump mages would have to take several breaks before they could make it to our planets.”

“If that was the case,” one of the Rutheni delegates spoke upHe was the same man who’d argued with the dark-haired Aquitanian delegate earlier, and it was clear. “Then we would have noticed them before they made it to our planet. It’s clear that they have some outpost closer to us than we originally thought.”

“Which I’m sure you also would have noticed,” the Aquitanian man sneered. “Even the Rutheni would notice a planet being commandeered by the Dax.”

“My intelligence network says there might be more to it than that,” Queen Catrina interjected smoothly before a fight could break out.

The two delegates glared daggers at each other, but their rulers shot them warning glances, and they both cleared their throats. It would be a long road before the two kingdoms could get along without at least an argument, but we were all part of the Triumvirate at the moment, and the Dax were more important than even a centuries-long squabble, especially one without a clear cause.

“And where did you gain this information?” King Kevin asked as he once again tried to weed information out of Queen Catrina.

“A reliable source,” she said with a warm smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “They are sure the Dax are using more powerful portals. Ones which give them the ability to make longer jumps than anything we have on record.”

“Damned Dax bastards,” a Caledonian delegate muttered and then quickly apologized for the interruption.

Captain Cross was careful to keep a neutral face as everyone went back and forth about where the Dax might be hiding, but it was clear that the bearded man had an idea he wasn’t ready to share with the group. I’d seen firsthand how powerful the enemy’s portals were, but it was hard to believe they’d be even stronger than anything Matthias could make, so they’d have to have some place they could call a home base that wasn’t part of their actual empire.

“Captain Cross,” Queen Catrina said. “You’ve been awfully quiet. Care to share your thoughts with us?”

“Of course, My Queen,” he said with a solemn nod. “I agree with everyone’s observations about the Dax having another base. However, in my experience, it’s best to know our enemies before acting.”

“Says the leader of the Stalwart.” A Caledonian woman rolled her eyes.

“And what do you suggest?” my queen asked and ignored the snide remark.

“The Dax have several outposts which could be hiding their troops,” he continued. “But it’s also equally possible that their portals are simply strong enough to jump across the galaxy. We should study the portals more to find out if the Dax have some technology that’s allowing them to surprise us.”

“A fine idea.” King Kevin nodded. “I already have a team assembled to study the portals but would be happy to accept any help from the other members of the Triumvirate.”

“Lord Graysin should be able to help with that,” Queen Corula said.

Lord Graysin blanched as if that was the last thing he wanted to do. After his argument with the dark-haired Aquitanian delegate earlier, it was clear he didn’t like the idea of working with Aquitanians, but at least the politician was loyal, because he finally nodded in agreement.

“And I have someone who will be able to help as well,” Queen Catrina said with a pointed look in my direction. “If he’s willing to help.”

My mutation and the nanorunes in my blood was one of the best-kept secrets on the Stalwart, but if Queen Catrina was willing to tell everyone at the table about it, then I was willing to help.

“Knight Lyons again?” King Kevin said with an intrigued expression. “And how will he be helping?”

I glanced at Captain Cross, and he nodded in support. I took a deep breath to steady my nerves and then launched into a quick explanation about my ability to affect portals.

The fact that I could split them was left out, and I left out the fact that I could upgrade them all the way to a Seraphic portal if my mutation triggered correctly. I also obviously kept the fact that I could teleport to myself, but everyone still looked impressed when I was finished.

“That will certainly be helpful,” King Kevin said. “And how high have you upgraded a portal?”

“Enough to be useful in this situation,” Queen Catrina answered. “Knight Lyons has a unique relationship with portals. And as he’s agreed to help you study the Dax portals, I will allow him to help you.”

A knight came into view in the projection and whispered something to Queen Catrina. She nodded a few times, frowned, and then motioned for the man to continue. He darted away as if he’d been shot from a cannon, and the Caledonian flashed a smile at us.

“I’ve just been informed that we may have found a Dax stronghold,” she said. “The information should be coming to you immediately. I suggest we send troops from each of the three kingdoms to inspect the situation further.”

“A fine idea,” King Kevin said.

“I agree,” Queen Corula said. “My knights can be ready in the next few hours.”

“Might I suggest each kingdom send their own ship?” Captain Cross spoke up. “So as to have more firepower.”

“Another fine idea,” the Aquitanian monarch at the head of the table said. “I suspect the Stalwart will be a part. I will send my best ship along with them. Sadly, I will not be able to join you as my doctors have me on strict bed rest at the moment.”

“Of course,” Queen Catrina said. “I’m glad you’re doing well, King Kevin. I have another meeting to attend. Captain Cross, please coordinate with the other ships.”

“I must go as well,” Queen Corula said.

The two queens disappeared as quickly as they’d arrived, and every eye turned to King Kevin. He nodded as one of his guards brought the information Queen Catrina had sent, frowned, and then nodded again.

“It seems this stronghold is quite substantial,” he announced. “We should be prepared for an all-out war, even if we are only going to confirm our suspicions. The ships will be leaving in two days. Be prepared at dawn. Meeting dismissed.”

No one moved at first, but then King Kevin gave everyone an exasperated look, and the delegates from the Triumvirate scattered. Captain Cross was the last to stand, and I waited for Commander Reynolds and Moses to stand before I followed them out. The Aquitanian monarch grunted from behind me, and it took all of my self-control not to turn around and check on him, but Captain Cross gave the slightest shake of his head in warning.

“That went well,” Moses said as we left the room behind.

“Better than I thought it would,” Captain Cross admitted and then turned his attention to Commander Reynolds. “Did you read the message?”

“I did.” She nodded. “We’ll be ready by tonight.”

“Good.” He nodded and ran a hand over his beard. “We’ll go with a skeleton crew. Please fill in Knight Lyons. I’ll tell the others.”

“Yes, sir,” my mentor said.

Curiosity filled my veins as we walked back outside, but it was clear that Commander Reynolds didn’t want to talk while there were still so many people around. The Lich knight strolled through the base with her hands behind her back, and workers and other kingdoms’ knights quickly moved out of the way. Not many people knew what classification my mentor was, but she still managed to command respect without a single word.

My mother was the same. And I wondered how long it would take before everyone stared at me like that. More than a few of the knights we passed watched me with a wary eye, but that was probably because I was part of the Stalwart.

“So?” I asked when we were back in the Stalwart’s cargo bay.

“So?” she asked with a lifted eyebrow. “Is that how you ask for information from your mentor?”

“It is when there’s no one else around,” I said and gestured to the empty space around us.

“Fair enough, Knight Lyons,” Commander Reynolds said with a rare smile. “Be ready to leave tonight. We have another piece of King Justinian’s armor to retrieve.”
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Chapter 12

“The belt that my mother mentioned?” I asked as excitement raced through my veins.

“I’m surprised you remembered,” Commander Reynolds said with an impressed nod.

“Of course I did,” I scoffed.

“It was a big day.” She shrugged. “I’d be surprised if you remember anything outside of your mother and the revelations you had with her.”

“Fair enough,” I chuckled.

A couple yeomen came into the cargo bay from the direction of the galley, and Commander Reynolds spun on her heels and strolled back into the daylight. It was rare for us to be planetside with fresh air and sunshine, and it cascaded over my mentor’s sharp features to make her already tanned skin seem darker. She stayed completely still for so long a few passersby started to whisper to each other, but then her eyes snapped open and turned to the message on her prot-belt.

“Naturally,” she said in a dry tone and then took a deep breath.

“What’s up?” I asked when she didn’t elaborate.

The commander turned to eye me up and down a few times and then nodded more to herself than to me, and I tried not to fidget before she said anything. She had the same intense stare that my mother had when I’d come home from school with a new bruise, but then again, my mother had been her mentor, so maybe it was a trained expression.

“Come with me to the armory,” she finally broke the silence. “I want to ensure your gear will be helpful in our next mission.”

“Okay,” I said. “Is it going to be rough? I mean… rougher than our usual missions?”

“It’s a very distinct possibility,” the commander said and started off toward the armory.

Commander Reynolds was shorter than me, but I still had to book it to keep up with her fast pace through the base. She hadn’t walked as quickly earlier, and I had the feeling whatever message had come through her prot-belt wasn’t a good one.

“Commander?” I asked as she slipped between the buildings and headed to the outskirts of the base.

“It’s best no one hears about our mission,” she said when we were far enough away from prying eyes and ears. “We’ll be leaving late tonight. It’s not too far from Salus, but it is a privately owned planet. Barely bigger than the moons that circle Caledonia.”

“Is it Aquitanian?” I asked with a glance around.

“It belongs to a Caledonian noble,” she said and pushed her short black hair out of her face. “An annoying git of a man who thinks the entire galaxy is his playground. At least, from what I’ve heard about him, and I’m inclined to believe it since his grandfather was just as much of a git.”

I squinted at the commander as rage twisted her face before it once again became the cold mask we were all so used to seeing. There was clearly a history there, and my mind immediately shot back to the report from two hundred years ago. It was getting harder and harder to believe the crew weren’t time travelers, though it also still seemed completely ridiculous.

If someone was capable of time travel, then we would’ve heard about it, right?

“This wouldn’t be the first private vault we’ve snuck into,” I pointed out. “You and I did just fine the last time.”

“Yes,” she said with a small smile. “But this is an entire planet full of guards and sycophants who will do whatever it takes to defend their lord. It will require subtlety.”

“I’m guessing Olav will be remaining on the ship, then,” I laughed and then saw the pained expression on Commander Reynolds face. “No?”

“It was Captain Cross’ decision,” she said with finality, though I could see that the commander wanted to question her leader at the moment even if her loyalty prevented it. “If we run into trouble, then he will be an asset in helping us fight through what I’m sure is going to be an army.”

“Fair enough.” I shrugged. “I have to admit, I’m looking forward to seeing him try to be sneaky.”

“It is amusing.” Commander Reynolds smirked. “But Olav is an excellent knight. He can be quiet when he needs to be, even if subtlety isn’t quite his strong suit.”

We reached the armory, and I broke into a wide smile as I spotted Elle. The point clerk had set up a station alongside a few other point clerks from Caledonia, though most of them had made sure to give her a wide berth. My girlfriend didn’t seem to mind as she sorted and categorized all of the gear she’d brought from the ship, and a few knights from the RTF Intrepid eyed the weapons with interest.

The Stalwart may have been the worst assignment anyone could get in the academy, at least on the outside, but no one could deny our knights were ferocious, and it was obvious some of the other knights wanted to check out what we’d already traded in. Elle had been smart enough to leave anything behind that could reveal what our true missions were, or how high the portals were that we came across, but there was still enough to catch everyone’s eye.

“Nick!” she shouted and waved when she caught sight of me. “Commander Reynolds. It’s so good to see you both. I was actually going to come find you later. There’s some new gear here I think you’ll like. It came straight from Caledonia.”

The bionic implants on her forehead lit up as we approached her table, and the other knights quickly gave us more space. They stared at Commander Reynolds in awe as if she had a second head, but then again, there weren’t many knights who wielded dual swords like she did. I half-expected them to challenge her to a training duel, but even the loud-mouthed Aquitanians from the day before had suddenly become much more interested in the gear from their own point clerks.

“You’ll have to come around to my office,” Elle whispered conspiratorially and quickly put away the rest of her weaponry in the file cabinets behind her. She’d arranged the stacks to mimic her office back on the Stalwart, though it didn’t give nearly as much privacy as the four tanks did. Still, the point clerk had managed to create a tiny hallway into what I imagined would be a small office with just the drawers and cabinets the base had provided for her.

“It’s a little tight,” I snorted as I turned sideways to make it through the hallway.

“It wasn’t designed for you hulking knights,” she teased and winked over her shoulder.

Commander Reynolds sighed as one of her sword hilts nicked the cabinet next to her, but soon we’d made it all the way through the hallway and into the office. It was barely big enough for the three of us to stand at once, but at least no one would be able to watch our transaction.

“It’s around here somewhere,” Elle mumbled as she started to open drawers. “I moved everything over so quickly that it’s a little disorganized. I’ll be spending the next few days sorting everything out, but it shouldn’t take me long to find– aha!”

The point clerk pulled out a pair of cobalt-blue gauntlets and proudly presented them to me with a bright smile. Black lines traced through the fingers like veins, and they were surprisingly lightweight despite the armor plating around each finger.

“Scan them,” she said. “I really think you’re going to love them.”

“I do need a new pair of gauntlets,” I said and scanned them with my prot-belt.

Armor type: Shadow’s Touch Gauntlets

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Knight

Armor effect: 10% strength

Runes inscribed: Night Blindness

Rune class: Knight (Lich)

Rune effects: Upon activation, Night Blindness makes an opponent see their worst nightmare for ten seconds. Must use between 3-9 hand strikes to activate.

“Impressive,” Commander Reynolds said while I let out a long whistle. “How did you come by these?”

“They were brought here by one of the Caledonian delegates,” Elle said. “I think Queen Catrina wanted you to have them. The guy even sold them for super cheap.”

“How much are they?” I asked and turned them over in my hands.

“I can part with them for 10,000 KP,” the point clerk said.

I stared at her.

There was no way powerful Lich gauntlets like these would be that cheap. It was impossible. They were so hard to come by.

“You’re kidding me,” I said when Elle didn’t immediately correct herself.

“Like I said, I think Queen Catrina told him to bring these to me,” Elle said.

“The queen has taken a special interest in you,” Commander Reynolds said. “We all expect great things from you. It would not surprise me to find out that she had those sent for you to buy. And I believe they will work well with your current gear.”

“Yeah they will,” I said and then cleared my throat. “Ma’am.”

“All you have to do is transfer the KPs, and they’re all yours,” Elle said.

“Right.” I nodded and quickly made the transfer.

I checked my KP balance on instinct, but the gauntlets had barely put a dent in it.

Kingdom Point Balance: 1,343,914

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 1,918,999

“That was easier than I expected it to be.” Commander Reynolds nodded in approval. “If you’ll excuse me, I have work to do elsewhere. Knight Lyons, Ms. McGrath.”

Commander Reynolds’ eyes slid over the cobalt-blue gauntlets one more time before she disappeared into the tiny hallway.

I felt like a kid in a candy store as I read their stats again. The Night Blindness rune would be perfect with my Skull of Godafre knuckles. And all I had to do was hit my opponent three times and they’d be seeing nightmares, and if Mindfire activated at the same time, then they’d be running from their nightmares and attacking their friends. They might even think their friends were nightmares.

I couldn’t wait to test the combination out, especially since my Mindfire rune was now active a hundred percent of the time. All I had to do was punch a few enemies and then watch as chaos took over. I was about to have a lot more fun during battles, and my next fight couldn’t come fast enough.

“I may not be entirely happy about you choosing the Lich class still,” Elle pulled me from my thoughts. “But I’m glad your armor is coming along. Soon you’ll be just as powerful as your mother.”

“That may take some time,” I snorted and attached the gauntlets to my prot-belt. “Speaking of which, have you been able to do any more research?”

“No.” The point clerk frowned and gestured to her setup. “I don’t want to risk someone figuring out what I’m looking into, and I’ve been busy cataloging everything. It’s not just our crew and the delegates bringing me gear, it’s Aquitanians and Rutheni. Not much, of course, but it seems as if they’ve been told to play nice with the other point clerks.”

“I understand,” I said and pulled her close for a hug. “There’s no rush. Besides, I’ll be out tonight, so we won’t be able to catch up for a little while anyway.”

“Another date?” she asked with a lifted eyebrow. “I heard the one with Faye went very well last night.”

“It did,” I said and then brushed my lips against hers. “Jealous?”

“Of course not,” she said with a flip of her raven hair. “I know I’ll be the victor in the end.”

“Speaking of which,” I said as I ran my fingers along her neck to watch the goosebumps that erupted everywhere I touched. “Faye brought up the idea of a polygamous marriage. It’s a custom on her home planet, and it might work for us.”

“A polygamous marriage?” Elle repeated the words like a question, but I could see her running an analysis already behind those gorgeous hazel eyes. “That might be acceptable. Would you like me to broach the subject with the others?”

“If you can,” I said. “There’s no pressure for any of you to agree, but it would make things easier. And we’re pretty much there already.”

“But it would require us to agree to share you for the rest of our lives.” She nodded and ran her hands down my chest. “Which I’m perfectly fine with. As long as I remain your favorite wife.”

“Something tells me that the others will feel the same,” I chuckled.

“What can I say? You’ve attracted five very competitive women,” she purred.

“Yes, yes, I have.” I grinned and then pulled her in for a long kiss.

“Mmm, that will get me through to our next date,” she whispered against my lips. “And hopefully by then I’ll have something more to tell you about your parents.”

“Just be careful,” I said and then followed the point clerk out of the narrow hallway into the armory. “I’ll see you later.”

“Visiting another girlfriend?” Richard teased as we emerged from the cabinets. “Is that why I can’t find our point clerk anywhere?”

“Do you have something to trade or buy, Knight Culbert?” Elle asked.

“Not at the moment,” he admitted and then flashed a guilty smile. “I was actually hoping to get some pointers from you. I heard you took Nick on a super romantic date.”

“I did,” my girlfriend said, and her snobbish tone evaporated to be replaced with intrigue. “Do you have a date?”

“I do,” he said as a blush flamed his cheeks.

“Did you follow my advice?” I asked.

“Yes.” He nodded enthusiastically. “And it worked like a charm.”

Elle narrowed her eyes and looked between us as she waited for an answer to her unasked question. It didn’t take a diviner to figure out she wanted to know what my advice was, and I brushed my hand against hers reassuringly.

“I just told him to ask about her hobbies,” I said.

“And he was right,” Richard added. “Eva started talking about soil samples and light spectrums. It turns out she has a small garden on board and that’s where a lot of our fresh vegetables and fruits come from. And you were very right about how adorable she was talking about it. Her whole face lit up.”

“Oh?” Elle asked. “Am I adorable when I talk about my hobbies?”

“Where do you think I got the idea?” I winked.

“Good.” The point clerk preened a little, and I knew she’d be telling the others about this later, but they were cute when they talked about their interests, too. And I’d tell each and every one of them if they asked.

“Back to me,” Richard said with a playful eye-roll. “I have a date with her tonight, but I have no idea what to do.”

“You said she likes plants, right?” I asked. “Why don’t you take her to see the gardens around the base. I’m sure there’s one around here somewhere.”

“A great idea.” Elle nodded in approval. “And if your date starts around sundown, you can eat outside and watch the sunset over the ocean. I heard there’s a balcony on one of the buildings in the back. If you can talk to the right person, and supply a few extra KPs, then they might let you have dinner up there.”

Richard’s eyes went wide as he processed what we’d told him. It was hilarious to see the cocky knight freaking out, though I had to admit that dating was a lot scarier than any battlefield. Hopefully he’d be as lucky as I was, and Eva would turn out to be amazing.

I wanted all my friends to be just as happy as I was.

“Okay, okay, okay,” he said and started to bounce up and down like he was about to get into the training arena with Olav and Leith at the same time. “Bribe the guard. Get the dinner. Watch the sunset. Find a garden. I can do that.”

“Don’t get drunk,” Elle and I said at the same time.

“Wha-?” Richard blinked at us and then sighed heavily. “Fine, fine. No drinking until after the date.”

“Good boy,” my girlfriend said and patted my friend on the head. “Just take a few calming breaths, and you’ll be good to go.”

“Come on,” I laughed. “I’ll walk out with you. We can go find the guard together and get everything set up. This isn’t something you want to just wing. We can talk to Faye, too. She’s an amazing cook. And I’m sure she’ll be more than happy to help you out.”

“Really?” he asked. “You really are my hero.”

“Okay, okay,” I said and put my hands up. “No getting sappy on me now.”

I spent the next hour running around the base with Richard. By the time we were finished, he had his own private balcony with an overview of the ocean, access to a garden with night-blooming flowers, and the promise of a home-cooked meal by Faye. I was glad my girlfriend was so willing to help, and she even came up with a menu that included Eva’s favorite foods.

Richard was still freaking out by the time we made it back to our rooms on the Stalwart, but at least he had a plan. All he needed was to calm down a little, and wash off the nervous sweat that had soaked through his fatigues.

The heat on Salus had even me sweating by the time I made it back to my room, but exhaustion from the night with Faye finally caught up to me, and I passed out on my bed as soon as my boots were off. I woke up what felt like seconds later to the sound of an incoming call and blinked through the tears in my tired eyes to see it was from my mother.

“I was beginning to think you weren’t going to answer,” she said when I finally crawled out of bed and waved my hand over the hologram. “Were you asleep?”

“Yeah,” I said around a yawn.

I fumbled my way out from beneath the blankets tangled around my legs and poured myself a glass of water. Only an hour had passed since Richard and I had made it back, and golden hour shone through my window. I smiled to myself and wondered if the future berserker was doing well, or if he’d managed to botch the first date right off the bat.

“Thinking about the mission tonight?” my mother asked and brought my thoughts back to her call.

“Just thinking of a friend,” I said.

“A girlfriend?” she asked.

“No.” I shook my head and then chugged the rest of my water. “One of my friends. The one who’s training to be a berserker. He’s on a date right now.”

It was strange to talk to my mother about friends and dating after everything I’d learned about her, but it was also so familiar. Well, I didn’t have many friends in the academy, and I definitely hadn’t dated back then, but it was nice to just chat about something other than her hidden life.

“I hope it goes well,” she said with a wistful smile. “Your father and I had a terrible first date. Honestly, I didn’t even want to go with him on a second date. I actually used one of my Lich items to make him walk away when he tried to ask me out again.”

“You didn’t,” I laughed and sat down in the chair next to the hologram.

“I did,” she insisted. “It was a long time ago. Back when Lich knights were more prevalent. Not popular, of course, we’ve always been feared, but your father had made up his mind. He said we were destined to be together. And he knew it from the first time he laid eyes on me.”

My mother shook her head, and it seemed as if the lines around her eyes were deeper than the last time I’d seen her. It was as if she’d aged overnight, but then again, maybe she’d always had the gray streaks in her ponytail, and I just never noticed them.

There was a lot I hadn’t noticed. Like the fact that everyone in the building was a plant, or how weird it was that our floor only had two apartments. I couldn’t blame myself for not figuring it out. I was a kid. But it all seemed so obvious now.

“He’d be proud of you, you know,” mom broke the silence that had fallen on us both. “To see what kind of man you’ve become. You’re a fine knight, Nick.”

“Even if you didn’t want me to go to the academy?” I asked and couldn’t hide the bitterness in my words. “What exactly did you have planned for my life? Did you just want me to stay in the slums forever?”

“I always knew you’d go to the academy,” she sighed. “I just had a little trouble admitting it once the time came. Trust me when I say you wouldn’t have been notified about signing up for classes if I hadn’t approved it.”

“Of course.” I rolled my eyes.

“Attitude,” she said, and I was right back to being a kid scolded by his mother.

Though most little boys didn’t have an all-powerful Lich knight for a mother.

“Sorry,” I mumbled and then reached for a protein bar.

“I understand,” she said with one of those warm smiles that always made things better when I was little. “There are so many things I’d change if I could go back, Nick, but I really did what I thought was best at the time.”

“I know,” I admitted. “It just makes it that much more frustrating because I understand, but I’m also still pissed. You know I love you, though, right?”

“Never doubted it for a second,” she said. “And I love you.”

A comfortable silence filled the space between us this time, but Mom had called for more than just a chat, and I had the feeling it had something to do with the belt we were going to retrieve in a few hours.

“So?” I asked when she didn’t say anything else.

“Ah, yes,” she said and cleared her throat. “I know you’re going on the mission tonight. And before you ask, no, I did not tell Captain Cross to bring you along. He and Vanessa both see your potential, and they know you’ll be invaluable on this mission.”

“Okay,” I said. “What did you want to talk about?”

“I just want you to be careful,” she said. “Privately owned planets like the one you’re going to can be very dangerous places. Make sure your nanorunes are at full capacity so you can use your mutation if it gets serious.”

Worry laced my mother’s face for a few seconds before the tough Lich knight I’d met in my childhood home took back over. There was a reason my mother had high-ranking knights from varying classifications at her beck and call. I’d seen just how strong she was growing up when I thought she was just a worn-out cleaner hiding on the edges of the galaxy, but now I could see she’d always had that kind of inner strength that turned heads and got people’s attention, especially as a knight.

“I’ll be careful,” I promised.

“Good.” She nodded. “I know the crew of the Stalwart is the best in the galaxy. It’s the reason they’re on this mission in the first place. But the man who owns the planet you’re going to is from terrible stock. He’s ruthless. And evil. And he’ll do whatever he has to in order to keep the king’s belt.”

“Commander Reynolds mentioned his grandfather,” I said and waited for an explanation that never came.

“Some people are just born into terrible families,” my mother said. “But you were born into strength. You’re a great fighter. Just like your father. And just like me. And you’re smart enough to use your mutation to its full extent.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I’d been so nervous when I’d first learned about my mutation, but now everyone on board knew about it, and my own mother was sitting here talking to me about it on a call. I had been so sure someone would come and take me away to the facility, but thankfully Queen Catrina had decided to use my mutation for Caledonia, and it was my life mission to protect my kingdom with everything in me. Even if what was in me was nanorunes.

“I have to go,” she said with a tired smile. “Be careful tonight.”

“You be careful, too,” I said.

The call ended, and I stared at where the hologram of my mother had been on the table. It had been nice to hear a little more about my parents when they were younger, and a smile tugged at my lips as I thought of my mother using a Lich item to turn my father away. I definitely got my persistence from him.

For now though, I needed to go through my armor and figure out what I wanted to bring with me.

My Wolf’s Hour ring and Skull of Godafre knuckles would obviously be coming with me. Along with my usual helm, leggings, bracers, and spaulders. And my Night Walker Boots would help if we were caught.

But the real question was whether I wanted to wear my Voidgod’s Breastplate, Destroyer’s Vest, or if I wanted to try out my Wraith Collector. The breastplate would be great if we ran into a ton of enemies and I needed to confuse them with the prot-belt projections. But we were going on a stealth mission, so the Destroyer’s Vest and its invisibility would be helpful, but then again I could always just use my mutation to get away.

My mother’s warning about the rich guy who owned the planet rang through my head like a warning bell as I stared at my gear. If he really was going to fight to the death to keep King Justinian’s belt, then I needed to be ready for a battle. Even if it was a stealth mission.

Besides, we were bound to be found out since Olav was coming. Commander Reynolds had faith that the berserker could stay quiet long enough for us to sneak in and out, but he was arrested on our last low-key mission, so it was better to be prepared for the worst-case scenario.

“Decision made,” I said.

I would finally get a chance to use the Wraith Collector and the Animator’s Scepter together. The scepter was a one-handed weapon, so I’d still be able to keep my scimitar, and it worked in conjunction with my Wraith Collector to collect souls.

If I used my summoning gear along with the Lich gear, then I’d be able to call my void beasts out and then reanimate them once they died. Top that off with my new Shadow’s Touch Gauntlets and the Skull of Godafre knuckles, and anyone who came into contact with me would die terribly.

Excitement raced through my veins as I started to pull out my armor and weapons. It seemed like just yesterday I was just an Outlander in the academy with no friends, a mother who worked herself to the bone to provide for me, and a dream to make my father proud.

But now I was a knight on the best ship in the entire galaxy. A laugh bubbled up as I thought about when I’d first arrived and thought everyone on the Stalwart were traitors. Man. Things had really changed.

There was no one more loyal to the queen than the men and women on board the Stalwart, even if everyone else in Caledonia thought we were all crazy outcasts sent to do boring humanitarian work on the outskirts of the kingdom.

I yawned so wide that my jaw cracked, and my attention shifted to the clock. There was still a few hours left before we needed to meet in the cargo bay, and it wouldn’t take me long to put on my gear. I set everything in the chair next to my bed, crawled beneath the blankets, and turned on an alarm before sleep washed over me again.

The beeping from my prot-belt startled me awake a little while later, and I rushed to put everything on. I could hear Nathan and Neville in the hallway as they made their way back from the galley, and it sounded like they were three sheets to the wind. It took forever for them to finally get into their rooms, and I tapped my foot impatiently.

“Fuck it,” I said and opened the door.

If they had questions about where I was going in full armor, then I’d answer them after the mission. It’s not as if they wouldn’t find out later anyway, but I’d rather not make them feel bad about not being invited if I didn’t have to.

Though they sounded drunk enough that they probably wouldn’t even remember seeing me.

The hallway was blessedly empty when my door slid open, and I let out a sigh of relief. I’d tell the guys all about my trip later.

But now it was time to retrieve King Justinian’s belt.
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Chapter 13

“I was starting to think you were going to sleep through the mission,” Olav chuckled as I walked into the cargo bay. “Though I wouldn’t mind that too much since it’ll give me more kills.”

“You’re not going to get any kills if we can help it,” Commander Reynolds said with a pointed look at the berserker.

“Yes, ma’am.” He nodded solemnly but shot Leith and me a smirk the second the commander turned to the captain. “With any luck our stealth mission will be blown.”

“That won’t be hard with you around.” The Slayer rolled his eyes.

“It better not be blown because of you two,” Commander Reynolds said without even glancing at the two men.

“Yes, ma’am,” the two men chuckled like elementary kids caught acting up.

“We all know why we’re here,” Captain Cross said and adjusted his gauntlets. “Another of King Justinian’s armor pieces has been located on a private planet. The owner is technically Caledonian, but only in name. So far, he hasn’t done anything outright traitorous, but I’m sure he’ll give us the opportunity once we’re planet-side.”

“Here’s to hoping.” Olav grinned and shook his axe-arm in the air.

“Yes.” The captain smirked while Commander Reynolds shook her head.

I’d learned enough about my mentor to tell she wanted the same thing, but we’d been informed this was supposed to be a stealth mission, and despite their joking, the knights would do as we were asked by Queen Catrina. If the guy was rich enough to own his own planet, then he’d be able to buy opinions in the counsel, and then my beloved queen would have to deal with that on top of the Dax. She could easily handle whatever came her way, but the guys and I wouldn’t do anything to make her life harder.

“We’ll be splitting up and taking one skiff to the planet to make it easier to sneak in and out,” Captain Cross continued after a small pause. “King Justinian’s belt should be located in a vault below the castle.”

“A castle?” I asked with a glance around at everyone else. “Like from the Old World?”

“Yes,” Commander Reynolds sighed and shook her head. “It’s been in the family for generations. And they’re all quite fond of it. I’d hoped it would’ve fallen at this point, but it seems I’m not that lucky.”

“Ah.” I nodded, but nobody else seemed that shocked by it.

I hadn’t studied architecture much in the academy, but what I did know about the Old World was everyone loved their hidden rooms. My guess was it would be a lot like the Rutheni palace with underground tunnels that made it impossible to tell where we were going. I also knew the captain and commander wouldn’t go in blind, so it didn’t surprise me when they said Matthias had sent a map to our prot-belts already.

“Knight Kjeldsen, Knight Monroe, and I will remain on the skiff,” Captain Cross said. “Knights Manzo and Lyons, you’ll be with Commander Reynolds and will sneak inside to retrieve the belt. We’ll land just on the other side of the moat and sneak around into the outer courtyard. There will be guards on shift, but we should be able to bypass them. Remember… This is a stealth mission.”

“Yes, sir,” we all echoed and split up onto the skiff.

“We have arrived planetside, Captain,” Matthias’ voice came over the speaker as Commander Reynolds took over the controls. “I will maintain altitude within the clouds.”

The cargo bay doors opened to reveal a stormy night filled with bright white lightning. It arched across the sky as Commander Reynolds took us out, and I held my chair tightly when we were rocked to the side. I’d never flown through turbulence quite as bad before, and warnings from the academy about inclement weather flitted across my mind.

“It’ll be fine,” Olav laughed and clapped his hand on my shoulder. “Nobody drives better than Commander Reynolds. We’ll be safely down in the marsh in no time flat.”

“Marsh?” I asked and perked up a little. “Is the whole castle in the marsh?”

“Yes, Knight Lyons, is that a problem?” Captain Cross asked with a glance over his shoulder.

“No, sir.” I shook my head and motioned to my Night Walker Boots. “It’s just, these are made from teenaged hybrid goblin-frog leather.”

“You’re kidding me?” Leith snorted and elbowed Olav. “We’ll have more action than we thought there would be. Too bad it won’t be the kind we’re looking for.”

“Just try not to step into the water,” Moses said with laughter in his eyes.

“It won’t matter much with the storm outside,” Olav said and ran a finger over his axe. “My girl might get to taste blood after all.”

Another lightning bolt slashed across the sky and lit up Commander Reynolds’ face. It looked like my mentor was trying not to laugh at the whole situation, and instantly my shoulders relaxed from around my ears. If she thought it was funny, then it couldn’t be bad enough to ruin the entire mission.

Besides, I figured I could find a way to use a bunch of horny frogs as a way to distract the guards.

Dark rolling hills stretched out beneath us. They were intermittently lit by the lightning, and Commander Reynolds took us so low that no one on the watchtowers would be able to spot us. And if they did, they’d probably think we were just one of the massive deer-like creatures standing out in the fields like it was just another day in paradise.

A dark shape rose out of the swampland ahead of us, and I leaned forward in my chair as the castle came into view. It was the only building on an island separated from the rest of the marshland by a massive moat wide enough to fit a beluga-class ship. Five watchtowers poked up from the darkness and were guarded by not one, but two walls.

The captain said we would land near the outer wall, so we’d have to sneak through two walls and then into the castle itself without being seen.

No problem.

At least the storm would give us plenty of coverage since it cast everything in shadows. And whatever frogs were drawn by my boots would be a decent distraction, even if they didn’t arrive until we were on our way out.

“What are you smiling about?” Olav asked.

“Just thinking about all the frogs the guards are going to have to jump over if we stay too long,” I chuckled.

“You remember that time we had to go to that voids-awful desert with the underground river?” Leith asked and nudged Olav. “It was filled with these creepy pale lizards with no eyes. They were uglier than Grendels.”

“So much uglier,” Olav sighed and ran a hand over his beard. “Voids, that was ages ago…”

“It has been quite a long time since we visited Prols.” The captain nodded.

“Prols?” I asked. “Didn’t that planet get destroyed a long time ago?”

“Yep,” Olav snorted.

The senior knights all nodded in agreement as their eyes clouded over with memories, but it was clear they weren’t going to tell me anything else.

Irritation bubbled up inside me as they all changed the subject to another adventure where Flanagan had tried to seduce a married woman. Moses spoke up for the missing bard and claimed he hadn’t known about her husband, but I’d personally been chased by an angry husband, so it wasn’t too hard to believe.

I let the men change the subject as Commander Reynolds landed the skiff on the back half of the island, but my mind raced with what they’d let slip.

Prols had definitely been destroyed almost two hundred years ago, but they’d talked about it as if they’d been there personally. I didn’t doubt they had, and along with their comments about the castle and its ancestors, I was even more sure our crew had something to do with time travel.

Frustration still threatened to overwhelm me since they wouldn’t tell me everything, especially now that I knew about my mother and father, but I also knew they’d tell me when they were able to. Some secrets had to be revealed when it was the right time, and apparently that time hadn’t arrived yet. Of course, I could always find out for myself, and Elle’s research would help.

“And then we killed our way out without a single injury,” Olav boasted as I snapped out of my thoughts.

“Except for your ego,” Leith snorted. “And you lost one of your beloved axes.”

“I miss her,” the berserker sighed.

“Don’t let them fool you, Nick.” Reynolds shook her head. “It was a lot more chaotic than they’re making it out to be. And if I’m not mistaken, and I know I’m not, Olav did have an injury to his right ankle from landing wrong when he came out of his tornado.”

“Bah.” He waved his hand dismissively. “It wasn’t too bad.”

“Except for Penelope having to carry you out,” the Lich knight said.

“My mom was there?” I leaned forward.

“Grabbed Olav by his puppy scruff and then threw him on her shoulder,” Leith chuckled.

“Bah. I don’t remember that part,” the berserker scoffed. “It was all murder and death and maybe, just maybe she might have helped me out, but I don’t recall.”

“That’s the fun part.” Leith grinned from ear to ear. “It’s the missions where we barely make it that give me life. And I collected no less than six scalps. They’re still hanging in my room. Good warriors. All of them. Don’t worry, Nick. You’ll have some soon.”

“Thanks.” I grimaced and shook my head. “But I still don’t think I want to start collecting scalps. I’ll leave that to you.”

“You’ll change your mind,” he said and then leaned forward to whisper to me. “Just like you’ll change your mind about being a Lich knight. You’ll realize sooner or later how great being a Slayer is.”

“I can hear you,” Commander Reynolds said as she readjusted the skiff so we didn’t sink into the marsh. “You will not be stealing my mentee.”

“Of course not.” The Slayer winked at me and sat back.

“This will be a quick trip,” Captain Cross reminded us as Commander Reynolds stood. “Knights Monroe, Kjeldsen, and I will remain here. Call if there is any trouble.”

“There won’t be.” Leith grinned and slapped me on the shoulder. “We’ll be in and out without anyone being the wiser.”

“I will make sure we are,” Commander Reynolds said and then turned her attention to me. “Nick, if anything goes wrong, you will need to teleport us back to the skiff.”

“I’ll be ready.” I nodded.

The skiff rocked back and forth as a bolt of lightning landed in the marsh near the island’s edge. There wasn’t much island outside of the castle, and I wondered if the storm would wash away what little land was beneath our landing gear. No one else seemed worried, even when the storm picked up and the rain slashed across the windshield, and I reminded myself they’d all been there before and had made it out safely.

Still, we didn’t see a lot of storms like this on Dobuni. And my home planet was way too dry to have marshes. I just hoped the rumors about sinking into them with one misstep were made up to scare squires, because with my armor I’d sink like a rock unless I could use my Night Walker Boots to fight gravity.

“Ready to go?” Commander Reynolds asked.

“Yep,” I said. “Let’s go get the belt.”

The wind and rain rushed in as soon as the door opened, and the sweat recycling system in my armor hummed when the heat and humidity hit me. It was hard to believe it could be so sticky outside in the middle of a monsoon, but the marsh managed to make it work, and I suddenly couldn’t wait to be finished with the mission so we could get back to the cool air on the skiff.

“The opening into the outer courtyard is up ahead,” Commander Reynolds said as she took point.

Sweat trickled down the back of my neck as we slipped through the marsh, and I was almost positive I heard frogs croaking nearby. My boots splashed in the water, and Leith shot me a grin as if the Slayer wanted nothing more than for me to bring over every frog in a ten-meter radius. I had to admit, it would be funny to see a bunch of guards freaking out about the horny amphibians, but only after King Justinian’s belt had been secured.

A rusted iron gate loomed out of the darkness. The hinges practically disintegrated when I reached around to pull on the handle, and a high-pitched whine competed with the thunder clashing overhead. A key dangled from the other side as if whoever let us in had left it. That or someone had just forgotten about it whenever it was opened last.

“This place gives me the creeps,” I muttered as we ducked through the short gate.

“I love it,” Leith said with one of those mad grins that sent shivers down my spine. “It’s like death is lurking everywhere.”

“That’s just me,” Commander Reynolds said in a completely deadpan tone.

I stared at my mentor for a few seconds as I processed that she’d just made a joke, but then again, she’d already told me a dark sense of humor was necessary when becoming a Lich knight. Luckily for me, I’d been developing one thanks to the Stalwart.

“Wait,” Leith said and held up his hand. “There’s something there.”

The Slayer pointed to where the outer wall curved around a vegetable garden and then disappeared. I was almost positive I felt him walk by me because the wind suddenly stopped, but it only lasted a second, and then the knight was gone. Leith wasn’t gone for long, and he reappeared with an excited expression that could only mean one thing.

We were about to get into a fight.

“What is it, Knight Manzo?” Commander Reynolds asked as she unsheathed her dual swords.

“Grendels,” he said and bounced on the tips of his toes. “A lot of them. There must be a portal open around here somewhere.”

Worry crashed through me. If there was a portal nearby, then I might upgrade it, and then our stealth mission would go up in flames. There was no way we could fight a Grendel portal and get to King Justinian’s belt without anyone realizing we were there.

“Shouldn’t I feel it?” I asked with a glance around. “My nanorunes usually react when there’s a portal nearby. But I don’t feel anything.”

“Captain,” Commander Reynolds said into her communicator earpiece. “There are Grendels. How should we proceed?”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line, and I glanced back into the inky darkness to find the skiff. Lightning flashed to reveal the open door, but there weren’t any Grendels anywhere. I gripped my scimitar’s hilt and looked around for any signs there were Elites, but I couldn’t even find a break in the torrential rain.

“Proceed as planned,” Commander Cross finally spoke. “But be on guard. There are no signs of a portal nearby, but if there are Grendels, then there might be.”

I could hear Olav in the background as the berserker whispered loudly about being able to kill the scaly bastards. If we found anything, then he’d be there so fast that it would be like he had teleported. I smirked at the image of the bearded man appearing out of thin air with his axe-arm but then shook myself to focus.

A strangling noise came from behind me, and I whipped around with my scimitar already unsheathed in one fluid motion.

Leith grinned up from the Grendel Warrior he’d just killed and then waved before he disappeared again. I spotted at least three more of the bastards, but they were all dispatched by the Slayer before I could take a step forward.

“Just take all the kills for yourself,” I snorted when Leith reappeared next to us.

“I’m sure there will be more,” he said with a wicked smile as he sheathed his knives. “Where there’s one Grendel, there’s more.”

“It’s important we don’t draw attention,” Commander Reynolds reminded us as she pulled up the map on her prot-belt. “We’ll enter through the inner courtyard right over there and then into the back. Our entry point is a cellar which leads into the dungeons. There will likely be guards on duty. We will not kill them unless they see us.”

Leith opened his mouth as if to argue but then shut it again when the Lich knight gave him a hard stare. I had to admit, I was disappointed as well, but we were still on a stealth mission. It was the only reason the three of us had come instead of Olav and Moses.

The Alkegian Shield knight was too big to go unnoticed for long, and our maniacal berserker liked to shout when he went into battle, which was literally all the time.

“I’ll take up the rear,” I said. “If there are more Grendels, then I’ll take them out before they reach us.”

Commander Reynolds nodded and then led the charge through the inner gate. It wasn’t as rusted as the one on the outer wall, but it was close to the now ruined vegetable garden, and the servants likely used it to come and go. They’d freak out in the morning when the storm was over, not just because the wind and rain had yanked up their food by the roots, but because the Grendels’ corpses were splayed across what was left.

My mind raced with a thousand questions as we snuck across the inner courtyard toward the cellar. Captain Cross must have checked for any portals, and I didn’t feel any nearby, but then why the voids were there Grendels? It didn’t make sense for them to be here without attacking, but the few servants I caught a glimpse of through the windows were acting like it was just another day in paradise.

“Those bastards need to go,” a man’s voice broke through the howling wind as Commander Reynolds reached for the cellar door.

We all plastered ourselves against the gray stone wall, and I wondered if maybe I should’ve worn my Destroyer’s Vest instead of my new Lich chestpiece, but I’d expected our stealth mission to go to shit a lot faster than it currently was. But then again, Olav was still on the skiff.

Leith went invisible, but Commander Reynolds reached out and grabbed him as if the Lich knight knew exactly where the Slayer would move. I was sure she couldn’t see him, but it still sent a shiver up my spine. The slim man was faster than most, especially when he was moving in for the kill, but years of fighting by each other’s side would account for my mentor’s foresight.

“What?” Leith whispered.

“No killing unless we’ve been spotted,” she reminded him.

I bit back a laugh as Leith reappeared with an annoyed expression. The Slayer dramatically resheathed his knives, folded his arms over his chest, and then pointedly stared in the direction the voices had come from.

“Don’t say that too loudly,” another man responded to the first. “You know we’re supposed to be working with them.”

“How are we supposed to work with Grendels?” his friend snapped. “They’re mindless lizards. Just because they learned how to stand upright and fire a plasma rifle doesn’t mean they’re smart enough to be good guards. And he’s paying through the nose for their protection. And for what?”

“It’s not our business,” the second man said as they came into view.

The two men wore armor as if they expected an attack at any moment. Neither ventured out into the storm, so they were far enough away that we would be covered for the moment, but it was hard to see exactly where they were looking with the light from inside the castle shining behind them.

“They’re getting paid more than us,” the guard closest to us huffed and laid a hand on his sword’s hilt. “A bunch of lizards. They’re supposed to be our sworn enemies.”

“None of our business,” his friend reiterated. “We already knew what we signed up for. It’s not like we can go back to Caledonia.”

“But Grendels?” the other man groaned. “If I knew I’d be working with Grendels after I defected, then I would’ve stayed a knight.”

I gripped my scimitar tighter and fought the urge to kill the men right on the spot. They were traitors to my queen and deserved nothing more than to have their blood spilled on the steps below them. I was about to move forward when Commander Reynolds put a hand on my shoulder and shook her head.

“We have a job to do,” she said.

Hatred boiled in my veins, but I nodded and watched as the two men turned to go back inside. King Justinian’s belt was more important at the moment. But those men would pay for their crimes, right alongside their lord.

“Knight Lyons, please do the honors,” my mentor said with a motion to the cellar doors.

The wind howled and pushed against the thick wooden slabs as I grabbed one handle. It opened halfway before a sudden gust slammed it back into place, and the handle ripped away from my hands. The damn storm made it almost impossible to keep a good grip, but my muscles had an extra boost thanks to the rune on my Wraith Collector chestpiece, and soon I had it open enough for Leith and Commander Reynolds to slip through.

I made it inside the dark stairway just before another gust of wind shut the cellar doors again. The clang rang through the hot, damp corridor like a gong. I held my breath for a few seconds and waited for Grendels or guards to appear, but it seemed as if we were in luck because no one showed up.

That was at least one good thing to come from the storm.

“The vault where the belt is being hidden should be down the hallway to the right,” Commander Reynolds said. “There’s a hidden doorway which will lead us where we need to go.”

“I’ll scout ahead and make sure no one from the dungeons notices us,” Leith said.

The Slayer became one with the shadows as he snuck forward. I could barely make out his form before he activated the invisibility runes on his gear, and then he was completely gone.

“Help me find the door,” my mentor said.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said and followed her down the stairs.

Gray stone stretched beneath pale yellow light that flickered as if the wall sconces were actually torches like the ones used in the Old World. I could smell the rainwater but couldn’t spot where it was coming from. The whole place felt as if one strong blast from the storm would bring it crashing down around us, but I reminded myself it had stood for centuries, and it would probably be there until we could come back and finish off the traitorous lord who owned it.

“I don’t see anything.” I frowned and ran my fingers along the wall where Commander Reynolds had started her inspection. “It’s a very well hidden–”

My words were cut off by a soft click. Air puffed out as the stones started to pull away from each other like a rolling door in the Dobuni marketplace. It completely disappeared into an alcove just above my head, and a ticking noise started to get faster with every passing second.

“Knight Manzo, return to us,” Commander Reynolds said and then hurried into the newly opened hallway.

“Already here,” the Slayer said with a smirk as he appeared next to me.

I jumped just enough for him to notice it and then rolled my eyes as he laughed to himself. It was something I should’ve been used to already, but then again, someone appearing out of thin air would always put me on guard, even if it was a friend.

Commander Reynolds led the way with her dual swords at the ready. The only sound was the scuffing of our boots and the faint sound of frogs croaking. My mentor shot an amused glance at my boots, and I fought the urge to groan.

It had to be a swampland.

The tunnel twisted and turned beneath the castle in a complicated maze. Whoever had given us the information had been very thorough in the outline, because my prot-belt showed us each turn we needed to take. I briefly wondered who the inside person was, and why they hadn’t told us about the Grendels, but maybe they hadn’t had the time since the bastards seemed to be a new addition the guards still hadn’t gotten used to.

“It should be just past this door,” Commander Reynolds said as we reached a seemingly dead end. “There will be an antechamber, and then the room with King Justinian’s belt.”

“There’s going to be traps,” I pointed out. “If the lord of this castle hired Grendels, then there’s no way there aren’t traps down here. I’m surprised we haven’t run into any yet.”

“That just means they’re all on the other side of this door,” Leith said.

The Slayer had a smile from ear to ear, and his mustache trembled with excitement in the light from my prot-belt. He unsheathed two daggers and bounced on the balls of his feet like a kid about to open birthday presents.

I had to admit that I was pretty thrilled to find out what was on the other side of the door, too. There was no telling what it could be, and so far our mission hadn’t been nearly exciting enough, even if it was supposed to be a stealth mission. I wondered if there would be those giant swinging axes I’d seen in clips from the Old World, or maybe arrows that shot out from hidden alcoves.

Commander Reynolds met each of our eyes and then ran her hand over an almost invisible seam in the wall. The stones rolled upward just like the ones from earlier, and we stepped through into a giant circular antechamber.

Light flashed from a hole in the ceiling, and rain poured down in thick sheets to form a small moat where the wall and floor met. No sconces on the walls lit up as we entered, but the door behind us quickly descended to trap us in the room. The only apparent exit was the hole above us, or the small wooden door directly opposite from us.

“The belt should be right through there,” Commander Reynolds said.

My comms let out a high-pitched screech before it went completely dead, and the others all reached up at the same time as if theirs had done the same.

“Signal jammer?” I guessed.

“Signal jammer,” my mentor sighed. “We need to get out of here sooner rather than later. If they know we’re here, then they’ll go after the skiff.”

“There’s no way I’m letting Olav get more kills than me,” Leith snarled.

The Slayer took a step forward, and the stone beneath his feet let out a soft click. He glanced down and laughed hysterically just before blades shot across the room. Leith spun around like a maniacal ballerina between the sharp projectiles but then stopped dead in his tracks and started to sputter.

“Elites,” he grunted and stabbed something in front of him.

A Grendel Elite appeared in front of Leith and hissed as green blood trickled down the Slayer’s hand. The ugly lizard bastard dropped to the floor with a thud and one final snarl, but there was no time to react because something moved next to me.

I had just enough time to activate the runes on my boots and jump out of the way before claws appeared out of thin air and slashed where my head would’ve been. The extra time in the training room helped me to navigate my crazed flight, and I landed hard on one of the grunts that scurried along the ground like a writhing sea serpent.

“Kill them all,” Commander Reynolds said.

The Lich knight sliced through three Grendel Elites with practiced ease, but twenty Grendel Warriors appeared through doors that opened in the walls.

“Son of a bitch,” I swore and sliced through one of the bastards in front of me.

More Grendel grunts poured into the antechamber and joined the fray like a swarm of locusts on a wheat field. It was impossible to take a step forward without one of the little bastards scratching at my boots, but thankfully the hybrid goblin-frog leather healed itself, though even they wouldn’t be able to repair themselves forever.

I needed another plan, and fast, before we were completely overwhelmed.

I quickly summoned a lightning sprite with my scimitar. A void portal opened, and the creature flew out like a blast from a plasma rifle to dig her long claws into the Grendel grunts with a ravenous hunger. Their death screeches echoed around the stone chamber to compete with the scurrying sound from their claws, and the cacophony made it impossible to pick up the subtle boot scuffle from the invisible Elites.

My mind flashed back to my first experience with the Elites and the knights who’d fallen onto their claws. They were sharper than the little insect-like grunts at my feet, and even my armor wouldn’t be able to take too many direct hits. I needed to keep my eyes peeled for any signs of movement near me, and I quickly pulled my scepter from its magnets.

Something moved to my left, and I swung outward with my scimitar. A clawed hand dropped to the ground as green blood sprayed everywhere, and a Grendel Elite lost its invisibility. Its fanged maw let out an angry war cry, but I slammed my scepter into its jaw.

The Elite’s eyes rolled into the back of its head as blood and spit dripped to the ground, and a green mist rose from the Grendel’s body as it collapsed. My enemy’s soul looked like it was connected to the Animator’s Scepter by a thin string, but it quickly shot into one of the batteries on my Wraith Collector chest piece, and I smiled as I realized what had just happened.

“Fuck yeah.” I grinned and then swung downward to crack a grunt in the skull with the scepter.

It didn’t take me long to have all six batteries filled, but my sprite was still going strong, so I wouldn’t need to use the souls anytime soon.

More grunts and Grendel Warriors raced into the antechamber like there was a portal somewhere in one of the darkened halls, but I still didn’t sense one, and that could only mean the lord of the castle had paid for an army to guard King Justinian’s belt.

Leith and Commander Reynolds were still spinning through the Grendels like their blades were just extensions of their hands.

Still, we needed help.

I traded my scimitar and scepter for my longbow and shot one of the Warriors straight through its neck. The released arrow opened a void portal, and one of my giant black void cats pounced through. I nodded to the creature once, and it rushed into the fray with as much wild abandon as the sprite.

“This is never-ending!” Leith shouted with the glee of a kid in a candy store. “There’s no way Olav will be able to keep up!”

“We need to leave before the castle guards come,” Commander Reynolds huffed and spun around to stab a Grendel Warrior who’d rushed her. “This was supposed to be a stealth mission, if you remember.”

The blood spraying from the Grendel Warrior she killed landed on something that was already moving toward my mentor. I traded the longbow for my scimitar and then leaped into the air and across the antechamber as a Grendel Elite reappeared and tried to sneak up on Commander Reynolds. It let out a dying screech that echoed off the walls as my blade sank hilt-deep into its head.

Commander Reynolds spun around and nodded in approval before she rushed off to kill another Elite, and I quickly slid the Skull of Godafre Brass Knuckles onto my right hand. I punched the nearest grunt and watched as the little bastard shook its head in confusion as if it wanted to fight the Mindfire rune, but the magic was too strong, and it quickly turned on its friends.

That was one hit. I just needed two more before the Night Blindness rune activated on my new gloves. Then I’d get to see if it would work with the Mindfire.

I punched two more grunts and watched them turn on the Grendels closest to them. A grin spread clear across my face as the Mindfire rune continued to be active a hundred percent of the time, and I bounced on the balls of my feet in excitement.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and I whirled around to see a Grendel Warrior appear right behind me. His sharp claws were already slicing through the air toward my face, but I slammed my fist into his stomach before he could. His armor didn’t stand a chance with the added strength boost my Wraith Collector’s rune gave me, and it crumbled beneath my knuckles as I landed a fourth punch.

The Warrior paused mid-swing to stare at me for a few seconds, and then black shadows covered the Grendel’s eyes. A panicked screech crawled up the lizard-creature’s throat, and I quickly stepped out of his way so I could see what would happen with the Mindfire and Night Blindness runes activated at the same time.

He shook his head as fear warred with rage, and in seconds, the Warrior started tearing through the room like a madman.

Some of the grunts tried to get out of the way of the Warrior’s claws, but they didn’t make it far before their comrade sliced through them like they were tissue paper. Another Warrior rushed over to stop him, but the Night Blindness rune still clouded the Grendel’s eyes, and the Mindfire rune made him angry enough to rip the other Warrior’s arms out of their sockets.

Blood and tissue flung through the air as the maddened Grendel started beating the other lizard-like bastard to death with his own arms while screaming in fear.

“Fuck yeah.” I grinned.

The Night Blindness rune would only last ten seconds, but the Warrior’s fear and rage-fueled massacre had already taken out half the grunts. And his next target was one of the other Elites who appeared after the Warrior had been killed with his own arms.

“Get the belt!” Commander Reynolds shouted and motioned to Leith and me. “I’ve got the rest of them.”

“Great way to up your death count,” Leith said and pointed to the Warrior tearing through the crowd.

“I haven’t been keeping track.” I shrugged and darted across the antechamber.

“Still so much to learn,” he sighed with a disappointed shake of his head.

Green blood covered every inch of the floor, but no more Grendels poured out from the hidden passageways. There were still five Elites left, but that was nothing for Commander Reynolds, and something told me the reason there weren’t more was because some of them had gone after the skiff.

“Do you think our source betrayed us?” I asked as Leith pulled the door open.

“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Every traitorous bastard in this place will be dead by morning.”

“Good,” I said and followed the Slayer into the smaller room.

The wall sconces burst with flickering light to reveal another circular stone room, and my eyes landed on a pedestal with King Justinian’s belt on display. The marble stand was a meter high and almost as wide, with a glowing light beneath the belt like a shield. It was the only thing in the room except for a small waterfall to my left that streamed down the wall into a hole in the ground, but I still watched for any more traps as I made my way to it.

The trap Leith had triggered had been just another stone in the ground, and the moving light in the room made it hard to pick out any differences in the ones around my feet. At least the rounded walls didn’t seem to have any big enough breaks to release arrows, but there was no way the castle’s lord had provided an entire army of Grendels in the antechamber and only a small shield where the actual belt was kept.

“H-hello?” a little girl’s voice echoed through the room, and I stopped in my tracks.

A brown-haired girl with dirt-smudged cheeks poked her head out from behind the pedestal and stared up at me with wide eyes. Her whole body trembled as if she expected me to slice her in half, and I quickly put away my scimitar and lifted my hands into the air.

“How did you get in here?” I asked and crouched down so I wouldn’t be quite so big and intimidating.

She shook her head and ducked back behind the pedestal again, though I could still see her mud-caked feet sticking out.

Leith disappeared in the blink of an eye, but my attention was on the little girl. The Slayer could grab the belt.

I would get the girl to safety.

“You don’t have to be afraid of me,” I said. “We’re going to get you out of here. I don’t know how you managed to get in here, but you’re safe now.”

“I–” she started to say and poked her head back out.

Whatever she was going to say next died on her lips as a thin red line appeared on her neck.

Leith reappeared behind the little girl just as she fell to the ground with lifeless eyes and a stream of blood oozing from her neck and pooling across the stones.

“What the fuck?” I shouted.
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Chapter 14

“What?” Leith asked as he reached for the belt like he hadn’t just murdered a little girl.

The light below the belt became a solid dome before the Slayer could actually reach it. His brow furrowed in confusion for a few seconds before he slammed a gloved hand into something on the back of the pedestal. The sound of breaking glass echoed through the small circular room, and Leith grinned from ear to ear as he grabbed King Justinian’s belt the second the barrier disappeared.

“What do you mean what?” I gaped as soon as I had the ability to speak. “You just killed a little girl. She was probably trapped in here.”

“Did I?” Leith asked.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure you killed her,” I huffed and motioned to the lifeless body next to the pedestal.

Except it wasn’t a little girl anymore.

In her place was the body of a small Grendel. It was like a child-sized version of an Elite, but its skin shimmered in the flickering light from the sconces. The little girl’s nose and mouth had elongated, and her teeth were sharp points. Even her eyes had changed to become bulging sockets like a chameleon.

“What the fuck?” I whispered and knelt down to study the creature. “How?”

“It’s a chameleon.” Leith shrugged and nudged it with his boot. “They’re rare. Must have cost the lord an arm and a leg to hire its protection.”

“How did you know?” I asked as I stood back up.

“It didn’t make sense for a little girl to be here,” the Slayer said with a casual shrug.

I blinked at him for a few seconds as I processed what he’d just said. He was absolutely right that it hadn’t made sense for her to be in the chamber when the only other thing was King Justinian’s belt, but it also sounded like Leith hadn’t been one hundred percent sure she was a chameleon.

“What if she’d been a human?” I asked.

“But she wasn’t,” he said. “There are other things you could’ve noticed as well, but you were too focused on wanting to save her. It’s what they do. Some kind of pheromone to make you more pliable for their illusions. I’m sure you’ll be able to resist it with more Lich train—”

The rest of his sentence was cut off by the grating sound of stone on stone. We both whipped around to see the door being crushed by a slow-moving wall descending to lock us in.

And Commander Reynolds was still on the other side.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I said. “Come on.”

We both bolted across the small room, but Leith made it first. It was easier for the smaller man to slide beneath the door, but my armor made me too wide. Luckily, I had the ability to teleport, and the antechamber was seared into my memory.

“We need to get out of here,” Commander Reynolds said as I appeared next to her. “We’ve triggered the alarm. If they haven’t already attacked the skiff, then they’ll be on their way. Knight Lyons, can you bring all three of us back at the same time?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

I closed my eyes and pictured the swamp where the skiff had landed. The nanorunes in my blood activated, and all three of us were pulled from the locked antechamber just as gas started to pour into the locked room. I could still smell the noxious fumes as my boots landed in the soggy grass, but thankfully the rain washed it away before it could make me too dizzy.

“There you guys are!” Olav shouted over the rain. “I was starting to think we were going to have all the fun.”

The berserker stood on a pile of dead Grendel grunts with a wide smile on his face.

“We ran into our own fun,” Leith said as he jumped into action.

There weren’t many Grendels left by the time we arrived, but we quickly dispatched them before they could call for backup. Though I wasn’t sure there would be many left to lend a hand. Even if the castle’s lord had hired an army, there wouldn’t be an inexhaustible supply of the lizard-like bastards around, and we’d already killed over a hundred in the antechamber.

It looked like Olav, Captain Cross, and Moses had taken out just as many.

“Did you get the belt?” Captain Cross asked as he came around the side of the skiff.

“Right here,” Leith said with a motion to the belt. “Are we leaving?”

“No.” The grizzled Lancer shook his head and frowned at the shadowy castle in the distance. “Our stealth mission has officially been discovered. It’s time to go to our backup.”

“What’s that?” I asked. “Please tell me we get to kill the bastard who lives here. He hired Grendels. He’s a traitor to not only Caledonia, but every human in the galaxy.”

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Captain Cross said with a wicked smile. “Kill anyone you see. And feel free to loot whatever you find. We need to make it seem as if bandits raided the castle.”

“We should leave Dax armor behind,” Commander Reynolds said as everyone started forward.

“How?” I frowned in confusion.

The commander merely glanced at Moses. “Knight Monroe, I believe we have some Dax armor on board the skiff. I brought it just in case we had to go to plan B.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the Alkegian Shield knight said, and I gave an impressed nod.

Moses disappeared into the skiff while Commander Reynolds spoke quietly with Captain Cross. I tried to listen to their conversation, but it was hard to hear them over Leith and Olav’s excited exchange about how many kills they’d added to their tally.

And the sound of frogs croaking.

My boots were covered in green Grendel blood, but the rain washed them cleaner with every passing second, and soon it sounded as if an entire army of amphibians was about to bear down on us.

“Did you summon your horny army?” Olav snorted and slapped my shoulder.

“I guess all his girlfriends weren’t enough,” Leith chuckled.

“Haha,” I grumbled and kicked at a huge toad that hopped onto my boots. “This fucking swamp. There’s no way we can sneak up on them with all these frogs everywhere.”

An idea struck me like the bolt of lightning that hit a nearby tree, and I laughed maniacally at the mental image.

“Aaaaaand he’s finally lost his mind,” the berserker said.

“What’s your idea, Knight Lyons?” Captain Cross asked as I managed to choke back the giggle fit.

“I think we should use my boots’ unfortunate side effect to our advantage,” I said. “I’ll lead the way into the inner courtyard near the cellar while the frogs come for my boots.”

“No pun intended,” Olav snickered.

“You guys can follow after me,” I continued, “and while the guards are distracted, we can take them all out.”

“Saved by a bunch of horny amphibians,” Leith said. “Now that’s one for the record books.”

“It’s a good idea.” Captain Cross smirked and ran a hand over his full salt-and-pepper beard. “Lead the way, Knight Lyons.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

I kicked the frogs off my boots and then started toward the outer wall. There were so many damned toads and tiny frogs everywhere that it was hard to set my feet down without squishing them, but thankfully the anti-gravity runes made it easier to run. I kicked off the marshy grass a little harder than necessary right next to the rusted gate and flew high above the wall before landing in the courtyard between the outer and inner walls.

The castle had gone completely silent as if it was already a graveyard, but an alarm sounded as soon as my feet touched the ground. Guards poured onto the walkway on top of the inner wall and through every doorway until we were completely surrounded.

Olav slashed his axe-arm through the air with a maniacal laugh and then leaped into the air as he activated his berserker tornado. Screams filled the night and competed with the raging thunderstorm as Leith joined in, and soon the two knights had wiped out all the archers on the wall.

“What the voids?” a knight in Caledonian armor shouted as the frogs caught up with me.

The courtyard between the walls was filled with croaking frogs who all wanted a piece of my boots, and a few guards let out frightened screams as the jumping amphibians leaped onto them. One man flailed and slashed downward at a huge toad who’d landed on his leg, but the creature jumped off at the last minute, and the corrupt guard ended up chopping off his own leg.

“Come on, Knight Lyons,” Commander Reynolds said as she ran toward a gate in the inner wall. “We have orders to kill the lord of this voids-forsaken castle. The others can handle these bastards.”

A smile spread across my mentor’s face right before she’d turned, and I almost felt bad for the man waiting inside. Almost. But he’d betrayed the entire galaxy when he’d hired the Grendels, and it sounded as if his ancestors had done something to really piss off both my mother and Commander Reynolds.

It must’ve been an inherited family trait.

I kicked both legs as the frogs climbed up my boots, activated the runes, and then leaped over the inner wall. A few toads managed to latch on tightly, but even they flew off when I cleared the wall’s walkway. I glanced over my shoulder as a guard screamed and saw one of the damp-skinned amphibians spread across the man’s face as he plummeted to the ground.

“Gross,” I muttered and then followed Commander Reynolds inside.

The storm had finally started to calm down, but the marble foyer was still covered in swamp water from the opened wooden doors. Gold inlay ran through every pillar, and the flowery wallpaper was painted with gold leaf. The castle practically dripped in diamond dust and precious metals that all shimmered in the flickering wall sconces designed to resemble old-world torches.

There wasn’t a single servant anywhere in sight, as if they’d all abandoned their home the second the alarm had gone off. Even the guards had all poured outside into the courtyard to fight, and the only sound in the echoing foyer was the sound of Commander Reynolds’ heavy boots on the floor above me and the constant croak from the frogs that were determined to follow me inside.

“She’s not even going to wait for me,” I snorted and ran up the stairs.

Something slammed into me as I reached the second floor, but I managed to twist and landed on solid ground. A banging sound echoed as a Grendel Elite appeared. Its lizard-like skull had bashed against the marble floor in the foyer, and I shook my head at the sight, but there was no time to gloat over his death.

A battle raged a few feet away from me as Commander Reynolds squared up with Grendel Warriors, and more poured through the doors to fill the corridor until my mentor was nowhere to be seen.

I slid the Skull of Godafre knuckles onto my right hand and reached across to grab my scepter with my left. There were six souls stored in the batteries on my Wraith Collector chestpiece. I slammed the scepter into the nearest Warrior and activated the reanimation rune.

All of my summons were still in the bowels of the castle, so I wasn’t sure if it would even work, but the scepter started to glow a sickly green. One of the soul batteries lit up as a string connected to it, and when the soul was extracted, it took off down the stairs.

“Guess we’ll find out in a minute.” I shrugged and then turned my attention to the next Grendel.

My right fist cracked the next Warrior so hard in the face that it dislocated his jaw on impact. He shook his head as the Mindfire rune took over and soon enough he had turned on his friends. My extra helper tore through the Warriors with amazing speed, and I focused my attention on the next lizard-like bastard.

“We’re almost there!” Commander Reynolds shouted.

The Lich knight slashed through the last Grendel guard between her and the door at the end of the hallway, kicked it in the chest to free her blade, and then cracked her neck. I couldn’t see her face, but something told me the smile on it was even scarier than the one Leith usually had before he jumped in to slaughter everything in his wake. Commander Reynolds sheathed one sword and reached for the door handle, but before she could open it something roared behind me.

“What the actual fuck?” I turned to see a Grendel Ogre.

He was smaller than the ones I’d seen before, but that actually worked in his favor as the ogre broke through a door on the opposite end of the hallway and started to race toward us.

“I’ve got this!” I called over my shoulder.

“Kill it quickly,” my mentor said.

“Sure, no problem,” I snorted.

The ogre shoved its way through the hallway with no regard to the Warriors it crushed in its wake. His sole focus was on me, and I was ready for the fight.

Excitement raced through my veins as I faced off with the bigger enemy. His shoulders left crumbled plaster from where the hallway was too narrow to fit him, and I switched my scepter for the scimitar. It would be easier to slice the ogre than bludgeon it to death, and I still had the brass knuckles on my right hand.

A cat-like screech filled the air just as I raised my scimitar to slice into the ogre, and time seemed to stand still. Even the Grendel stopped to turn toward the noise with a confused expression on its massive face. The screech dissolved into a howling hiss as my void cat bound into the foyer, but something was very, very wrong with it.

Patches of fur and flesh had been ripped off to reveal the giant cat’s bright red muscles, and the blood left behind in its footprints was dark and spotted with clots as if it was still dead. I took a step back as my reanimated pet whipped its head around to glare up the stairs, but thankfully the hate-filled gaze fell on the Grendel instead of me. The zombie-like beast leaped up the stairs in two bounds and flung itself onto the ogre with a hiss that echoed all the way to my bones.

“Okay,” I said and slowly took a step back. “Creepy. But helpful.”

I turned around to see most of the Grendel Warriors were already dead, but two had managed to survive the onslaught from the lizard-like bastard controlled by Mindfire. My temporary ally bled out beneath its comrades and managed to point one clawed finger in my direction before death finally took it.

I took a deep breath and prepared myself for battle as the last of the hired guards whipped around to glare at me.

The sounds of hissing and screaming from behind me drowned out the Warriors’ war cries as they charged at me, but I was ready for them. I slammed one fist into the Grendel on the right, and the bastard managed to use his tail to shift just enough that the blow glanced off his shoulder, but it didn’t stop Mindfire from activating. He slashed at his friend as I continued down the hallway and left them to work it out on their own.

“Are you done?” I asked as I stepped into the room at the end of the hallway.

“Just finished,” Commander Reynolds said and brushed her short hair from her face.

The Lich knight was caked in green and red blood from Grendels and humans alike, and there was a satisfied light in her eyes as she glared down at the dead lord.

He wasn’t very impressive.

The lord was splayed out on a high-backed throne positioned next to a four-poster bed. His satin robes were stained with blood from Commander Reynold’s slash across his neck, and a plasma rifle hung from one finger like he’d tried to use it in a desperate attempt to save his life. He was thinner than I would’ve expected given the lavish decorations below, but one look around at the weapons displayed on the wall showed where he spent his money.

“Take whatever you want,” Commander Reynolds said as she sheathed her blades. “I’m sure you’ll find very expensive gear here. None of it will have been used, of course, but maybe that can change.”

I strolled over to a shield that stretched a full meter across and almost two meters high. It was hung on the wall as a display and shimmered a dark purple in the flickering lights. I was sure Nathan could use it, especially since I couldn’t give him the Rutheni shields since they all had the kingdom’s roaring bear on them.

I was just about to scan it with my prot-belt when another spine-chilling roar came from the hallway. The void cat was too big to fit inside the door easily, but it had slammed into the frame at full force. I watched its crazed eyes land on us and had no doubt we were its new targets.

“You brought it back?” Commander Reynolds asked in a disinterested tone as the void cat shifted and tried to get through the door.

“Yeah, I didn’t know it would be like that, though,” I said and quickly pulled the shield from the wall.

“It can happen.” The seasoned Lich knight nodded. “Not always, but sometimes a risen void creature will go wild with hunger. It will even attack its summoner. We should leave now.”

“Right.” I nodded and attached the shield to my loot magnets.

I grabbed another axe, a few blades, and a helmet from the wall, attached them to the magnets, and then stepped closer to Commander Reynolds. There was still plenty of loot around the room, but the castle’s lord had concentrated the nicer pieces around the shield, so I would at least have a pretty decent haul when everything was said and done.

I gasped as the void cat broke one of its shoulder blades to finally fit through the slim door frame.

It bounded toward us with a ravenous hunger as I activated the nanorunes in my blood. We teleported just as a bloodied claw slashed toward us, and I glanced over my shoulder just in case it had somehow come with us.

“Mental note, be ready for creatures to attack me if I reanimate them,” I said with a shiver.

“But it did help you with the ogre,” Commander Reynolds pointed out as she headed to the skiff. “It might have been out of your control, but it did attack your enemies first.”

“Who let that cat out?” Olav shouted as the berserker ran toward the skiff.

“That would be me,” I said and looked over his shoulder.

The others were right on his tail as they ran from a cat-shaped shadow. It was too damaged to leap over the outer wall, and the gate the others had come through was too small for it to fit through, but that didn’t stop the crazed void beast from trying to shove its way through.

I’d never been so grateful for my boots before, because there were still so many frogs and toads hopping around the marsh that the void cat kept slipping and falling.

“I believe that is our cue to leave,” Captain Cross said as he slowed to a walk. “Commander Reynolds, if you’ll do the honors.”

“Gladly,” she said.

“That thing is a gorgeous murder machine.” Leith grinned and slapped me on the back as he passed. “I bet it took out so many Grendels.”

“Mostly just an ogre,” I said and tore my attention away from the void cat to go back inside.

“An ogre?” Moses asked with an impressed look back. “Very nice, Nick.”

“Our young Lich knight is coming along very well,” Captain Cross said as we all took our seats. “You are on your way to becoming the captain of your own ship one day, Knight Lyons.”

“Nah,” Olav said and started to clean the Grendel blood from his axe-arm. “He’ll never leave the Stalwart. He likes us too much.”

“Never say never,” Commander Reynolds said as we lifted into the air. “Our mission will be over one day, and Knight Lyons has quite a few women to keep happy. He might wish to stay closer to Caledonia.”

I knew my mentor well enough to know she was teasing me, but there was still some truth to her words. My girlfriends and I did want to start a family one day, but none of us had talked about leaving the Stalwart. I couldn’t imagine it at the moment, but once King Justinian’s armor was gathered, and the Dax were destroyed, then it might be time to settle down.

Even Neville would get married and fulfill his duties as a noble.

“It looks like you managed to retrieve quite a bit of loot,” Moses said with a gentle smile.

“Yeah,” I said and welcomed the distraction. “I didn’t get a chance to scan any of it with my prot-belt, but thankfully, Elle can go through it all for me.”

“Anything from that family will be worth a shit-ton of KPs,” Olav said and then retrieved a double-headed axe from his back. “I managed to snag this off one of the guards.”

“I did retrieve a few Grendel ears.” Leith nodded. “But none of those traitors were worthy of being scalped.”

I bobbed my head in agreement and then leaned back against my seat as Olav chuckled about how many guards had freaked out because of the frogs. My boots had definitely been more of an asset than I’d expected them to be, and by the time we reached Salus, all of us were tired from laughter.

“Knight Lyons,” Captain Cross said as the skiff landed. “I understand we’ve all just made it back, but it seems there is a meeting this morning. I would like you to attend.”

“Do I have time to wash up?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said with an amused light in his eyes. “Be at the meeting room in an hour. You as well, Knight Monroe.”

“Yes, sir.” Moses nodded.

I quickly darted from the skiff and through the Stalwart’s cargo bay. The ship was oddly quiet since it was still early in the morning, but at least I didn’t have to explain why I was covered in Grendel blood. I made it all the way to my room without being spotted, tore off my armor and loot, and then stood in the hot shower until my fingers had pruned.

“Now that’s an even better sight than this armor,” Elle said as I came out of the bathroom in nothing but a towel.

“What are you doing here?” I asked with a wide smile.

“I heard you might have some loot to sell but wouldn’t have time to bring it to me,” the raven-haired point clerk said.

She ran her slender fingers up my chest and into my wet hair while I leaned in for a long kiss. Elle’s tongue tasted like coffee and the sweet rolls from the kitchen, and I lingered a little longer before I pulled back.

“I didn’t get a chance to scan any of it,” I said when we finally parted. “But I want to give that shield to Nathan if it’s any good. And the axe would be good for Richard. I was thinking Neville could use the small blades if they’re an upgrade to the ones he has already.”

“You don’t want to sell them for KPs?” she asked as she immediately went into work mode.

“I have plenty.” I shrugged. “And my friends could use better armor.”

“You’re very good to them,” she said with a loving glance in my direction. “What do you want to do with the helmet?”

“Not sure,” I said and then jumped as I saw the time. “Shit. I have to go.”

“Then go.” Elle grinned and grabbed the loot into her arms. “I’ll bring this back with me. It might take a few days to go through everything, but I’ll let you know as soon as I can whether the guys can use these or not.”

“You’re the best,” I said and snagged another quick kiss. “See you later.”

I watched the point clerk walk out of my room and then hurried to get dressed. The meeting would be with all the higher-ups, but nobody would expect a young knight to have on full armor, so I opted for my black battle fatigues. I had just enough time to throw them on, slip into my boots, and click on my prot-belt before I had to race across the base.

My Night Walker Boots were still caked in dirt, but thankfully the last of the rain had washed the Grendel blood off. And whatever dried bits were left fell off the second I landed in front of the meeting hall.

“Wow,” one of the Caledonian knights gasped. “Where the voids did you come from?”

“The Stalwart.” I shrugged and then waved to Captain Cross.

“Good timing,” he said. “Those boots are more useful than I thought they’d be when Casey first started working on them.”

“They really are,” I laughed.

The Caledonian knight quickly stepped aside as Captain Cross opened the door to the meeting hall, and I followed him inside to see Commander Reynolds and Moses had already arrived.

Actually, everyone except for King Kevin had already taken their seats. Even the queens had already arrived, and my heart beat a little faster as Queen Catrina nodded in my direction.

Her beauty shined through the hologram just as much as it did in person, and I quickly tore my eyes away from my gorgeous queen to take a seat.

“Welcome, everyone,” King Kevin said as he bustled into the room. “I apologize for being late. Please, sit, sit. We have much to discuss and little time in which to do it.”

“I do have another meeting soon,” Queen Catrina said. “But I wanted to be here.”

“Are there any updates from your informants?” King Kevin asked as he took a seat and jumped right in.

“Not as of yet,” my queen said. “I will inform you as soon as there is.”

“Of course.” The Aquitanian king nodded. “Then the purpose of this meeting will be to discuss the portals.”

The delegates around the table all nodded in agreement, and Queen Catrina’s attention shifted back to me.

“As we discussed during our last meeting, Knight Lyons has a particular affinity for portals,” she said. “And has agreed to assist you. Have the proper security measures been enacted?”

“Yes.” King Kevin nodded. “It took a little longer than anticipated, but we are finally ready for Knight Lyons to help us.”

“Perfect,” Queen Catrina said with a warm smile. “Then we are one step closer to defeating the Dax. If you’ll excuse me, I have another meeting.”

“As do I,” Queen Corula said just loud enough to remind everyone she was still there. “I trust Knight Lyons to help you as he has helped Rutheni in the past.”

The two queens disappeared, and every eye turned toward me. Some gave me the same suspicious glares they had during the last meeting when I’d first explained my mutation, and I had no doubt they’d want to kill me the second the Dax were defeated.

One more thing I had in common with my mother.

“Are there any other updates?” King Kevin asked into the growing silence around the room.

Everyone shook their heads, and the Aquitanian king clapped his hands in dismissal. The small movement made him wince, and I glanced at where the knife had embedded in his chest. He still had a long way to go before he completely healed, but King Kevin wouldn’t let something like an attempted assassination stop him from killing the Dax.

“I’ll be your escort to the labs,” an Aquitanian knight said as the meeting adjourned.

It was one of the knights I’d seen glowering at me during the training sessions, and his face was twisted into a deep scowl as if being my escort was the last thing he wanted to do. I was tempted to tell him that I’d find my own way as long as the location was loaded onto my prot-belt, but Captain Cross patted me on the shoulder as he passed, and I heard the silent order to get along loud and clear.

“Lead the way,” I said as I stood and forced a smile.

It was time to use my mutation.

In front of an entire lab full of people.

No problem.
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Chapter 15

The Aquitanian knight led the way from the meeting room, but instead of going straight out into the base, he took a right down a narrow hallway. Lights flickered to life as we passed and turned back off the second we walked by. My guide didn’t even look over his shoulder to make sure I was following him, but there was so much tension in the guy that his shoulders were up by his ears.

I had no idea what I’d done to piss him off, but apparently it was bad enough that he didn’t even want to look at me. King Kevin would probably be pissed if he found out one of his own was treating me like pond scum, but it wasn’t a big deal, and this man was just my escort anyway. I could handle an asshole with a chip on his shoulder, especially since it had been this way during my entire time at the Academy.

“You will not be able to enter the labs without me.” The knight broke the silence as we reached a nondescript door at the end of the hallway. “If you are asked to come again, then you will need to wait here until I allow you to pass.”

“Sure.” I shrugged.

My answer seemed to piss the guy off more, because his face turned a nasty shade of red before he took a deep breath and swiped his hand over the sensor.

The door clicked open to reveal stairs leading down into what looked like a hastily dug corridor in the rocky ground below the base. More motion sensor lights were stuck to the wall at random intervals, and the air grew colder with every step into the deep abyss. Rushing water sounded from somewhere in the distance, but it was hard to tell where it was coming from, especially with all the hallways branching off into darkness every few meters.

I memorized every turn we made as the Aquitanian knight strutted with purpose toward the labs. It felt like half an hour had passed before we reached a frosted glass wall embedded into the stone wall. I glanced at my prot-belt to see only ten minutes had gone by and was glad I’d committed every turn to memory, even if I wouldn’t be able to get through any of the doors without authorization.

It was better to be safe than sorry. Especially when it came to portals. King Kevin was always jolly and kind when we met, but he’d tried to kill my mother because she was the most powerful Lich knight in the galaxy, and there was no telling what else he was up to. One wrong move, and we could accidentally open a Seraphic portal.

“Knight Arinzo,” a woman’s voice said through a speaker on the stone wall. “Welcome. Please enter.”

I glanced up to see a camera hung in the corner where the glass wall met stone. A soft click sounded, and then a puff of air washed outward as the handleless door popped open. I didn’t see any doorbell, and my escort hadn’t pressed any buttons, so there had to be some kind of motion sensor to let the scientists inside know when someone had arrived. That, or someone had been assigned to watch at all times.

“Stop right there,” the same woman’s voice said as we entered an overly bright hallway with white tiles and frosted glass walls. “I will need you both to sign in.”

A honey-haired Rutheni woman strolled out from an office to the left of the door with a clipboard in hand. Fine lines crinkled next to her eyes, but there was no smile on the guard’s face as she motioned for us to sign in. Still, she had that same effortless beauty Dr. Lenkov had, and I was starting to wonder if it was just a Rutheni trait.

“Knight Lyons,” she said after I’d signed my name. “I’ve heard of you. Please be careful while you are here. I understand you have a mutation which allows you to upgrade portals. If you cannot control it, or if you feel as if it is becoming chaotic, then please let one of the scientists know right away.”

“No problem,” I said with a smile.

The guard’s dark brown eyes lit up as she met my gaze, and a faint blush crawled up her cheeks before the Rutheni woman turned and went back into her office.

“You just can’t help it can you?” Knight Arinzo snarled under his breath.

“What?” I asked and turned to stare at the man.

“Nothing,” he huffed. “This way.”

I’d definitely heard his question but couldn’t understand why an Aquitanian knight would be so angry about a woman blushing. Unless he liked the Rutheni woman. But that would be the upset of the galaxy with the rivalry between their kingdoms still going strong.

He’d been irritated with me even before, though. I was absolutely positive he was one of the knights at the training arena when Neville and I had fought. The Aquitanian looked ready to bite me then, too. Whatever his issue was, it was only a matter of time before he challenged me to a fight, and if he kept it up, then I’d be more than happy to kick his dick in just like I did with all the assholes in the Academy.

My attention shifted from the knight in front of me to the brightly-lit corridors he led me through. All the walls were made from the same frosted glass and steel, so it was impossible to see what was happening inside, but every room was at least ten meters long. And every one of them was marked with a symbol that showed which kingdom in the Triumvirate it belonged to.

We turned down yet another hallway, but this one opened into a long corridor with a frosted glass wall that stretched the entire length of the facility. I couldn’t tell how deep the room on the other side of the wall was with the frosted glass obstructing my view, but it was clear that whatever was going on inside needed plenty of space because the room was at least fifty meters long. All three kingdoms’ symbols were on the door in a horizontal line so none of them were above the other, though Aquitaine’s was first, and Rutheni was last.

“We’re here,” my guide said with a wave at the handleless door. “Have fun, Golden Boy.”

Knight Arinzo glowered at me one last time and then stomped back down the hallway in the direction we’d come through. I wasn’t sure if he’d come back to lead me out, but that was a problem for another time, and I’d already memorized our route. If he decided to abandon me, which seemed likely with his unfounded grudge, then I’d just find my way back to the Rutheni guard and ask her to let me out.

Another soft click sounded behind me, and I whipped back around as the door cracked open. My problems with the Aquitanian could wait until he manned up enough to challenge me. For the moment, I had bigger things to worry about.

My palms were sweaty as I grabbed the door and opened it wide enough to slip inside.

The lab itself was split into four sections with each of the three kingdom’s areas completely cordoned off from their neighbors, but the fourth area looked like it was where they came to work together. Gleaming equipment and computers filled every nook and cranny, and I recognized a few high-end drills like the ones Casey used in the enchantry. A massive ring sat in the middle of the shared area with symbols I recognized from my time in the Academy as stabilizing runes for portals.

Shield knights from each kingdom lounged on couches in the back of the shared area and chatted as if they were friends, though the Rutheni and Aquitaine knights did sit as far away from each other as possible.

A Rutheni enchanter worked on one of the runes around the portal stabilizer while a Caledonian jump mage studied readouts on a computer. No one talked. But the jump mages and scientists all worked around each other with an efficiency that could only come from experts in their fields while the Shield knights pretended they weren’t ready to defend their people at a moment’s notice and that everyone was really at peace.

“Knight Lyons,” a man with a thick Rutheni accent said.

He strolled out from the Rutheni area with a wide smile. A five o’clock shadow covered the scientist’s flabby chin even though it was still early in the morning, and the hair near his temples and forehead was wet as if he’d just splashed water on his face.

“It is nice to finally meet you,” he said and offered me a hand to shake. “My name is Urich. I am Lord Graysin’s brother, but please don’t hold that against me.”

“It’s nice to meet you.” I grinned and shook his hand. I vaguely remembered Lord Graysin from the meetings. Queen Corula had assigned him to help with the portals, and I guessed what she really meant was that he needed to bring his brother in.

“Knight Lyons?” a silver-haired Caledonian jump mage said as she popped up from behind one of the computer stations in the shared area. “I’d heard you were coming. It’s very nice to meet you. Is it true you have a mutation which lets you affect portals?”

“Uh… yeah,” I said and swallowed hard on the lump in my throat.

The jump mage stared at me with wide blue eyes that reminded me of Queen Catrina, though she was quite a bit older. Still, her fine features did remind me a little of my queen, and I wondered if they were distant relatives. Either way, I was happy to see there was only intrigue in her gaze when she studied me, so hopefully she wouldn’t petition me to go to the Facility when everything was said and done.

“You can call me Nick,” I said as the other scientists all gathered around me.

There were jump mages, enchanters, knights, and lab techs from every kingdom present, and there was absolutely no way I would be able to memorize all their names. I learned the silver-haired jump mage was called Serulia, and the enchanter who’d been working on the stabilization runes was Rob, but after that they all started to blend together.

“Alright, alright,” Urich said and motioned for everyone to back up. “Give the boy some space. He’s going to be a regular fixture here.”

It definitely seemed as if Urich was the one in charge even though he was Rutheni, but there was an Aquitanian jump mage who stood in the back and watched everything with sharp silver eyes. I was pretty sure his name was Korbin. Yes. That was how he introduced himself before he’d slipped to the back of the crowd and let everyone talk.

There was no doubt in my mind he was the one King Kevin had sent to watch over the lab, but it seemed like the older man was content to just watch and let the Rutheni lord take charge. It probably kept a lot of fights down, especially if Urich was anything like his brother. I hadn’t seen much from Lord Graysin, but his face had said plenty in the meetings, even if his lips hadn’t, and it was clear he didn’t like working with the Aquitanians.

Urich didn’t seem to have that same problem, but family did take after each other, and I made a mental note to keep an eye on the two men. The last thing we needed was for Korbin to step in and butt heads with Urich at the wrong time. Especially if I was using my mutation.

“Now, then,” Urich said and clapped his pudgy hands together. “Everyone can go back to your stations except for those who Korbin and I have already talked to. We don’t want too many cooks in the kitchen.”

Everyone stood around for a few seconds and then hopped into action. It didn’t take long for everyone to get back to their stations while Korbin, Urich, Rob, and Serulia stayed behind in the common area. The Shield knights hadn’t moved at all during the conversation, but every eye watched me carefully as if I was a bomb ready to explode at any moment.

“Dr. Lenkov has graciously shared your most recent blood tests with me,” Serulia said with a wave toward her computer. “They have not been shared with everyone else.”

“Though we are supposed to be working together,” Urich said with a strained smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Of course, I understand the need for secrecy in some things. Still, if anything goes wrong—”

“Then I will be the one to take the punishment,” the silver-haired jump mage interrupted. “I assure you his mutation and blood work will be taken into account.”

“His blood work will not tell us the extent of his abilities,” Korbin said before the other two could argue more.

“But I can.” I nodded in agreement.

“Please, enlighten us,” Urich said as his attention shifted to me.

I spent the next few minutes giving them all a rundown of what my mutation could do. They were very intrigued with the idea of splitting portals, and with how I’d managed to upgrade a portal, though I did leave out the Seraphic portals and my ability to teleport. I wasn’t sure how much any of them knew about the Seraphic portals, or if they knew anything at all, but we were there to talk about Dax.

The last thing I wanted was to ruin Queen Catrina’s plans, or the Stalwart’s mission to retrieve King Justinian’s armor, and if the other kingdoms found out about the Seraphic portals, then they’d race to find the items rather than fight the Dax.

“Interesting,” Urich said as I finished. “That’s a very powerful mutation.”

“Thanks.” I shrugged and tried not to look directly at Serulia. If the jump mage had my blood work, then she probably knew about my other mutation as well, but my ability to teleport wasn’t anyone else’s business. And it had nothing to do with making portals stronger.

“We should get started,” Korbin said. “Rob, how is your progress with the runes?”

“Good,” he responded without getting up from his crouched position on the floor.

The enchanter had quietly gone back to work. He’d been so silent I’d almost forgotten he was even there in the first place. The only reminder was the constant drilling sound.

“I still think we should use different runes,” Urich muttered and crossed his arms over his wide chest. “The ones we have on Rutheni are much better at portals. Maybe you remember from the last battle our kingdoms waged?”

“I do,” the Aquitanian man said.

Korbin’s face remained completely neutral, but there was a flash of anger in the calm man’s eyes at the mention of the ongoing feud between the two kingdoms. The tension in the air was almost palpable as the two men stared at each other in silence, but then Serulia cleared her throat and smiled sweetly at everyone the way Queen Catrina did when the Caledonian representatives were acting out. It had the same effect, and both Korbin and Urich broke eye contact.

“If the runes are in place,” she said with a gesture at the portal stabilizer. “Then we should get to work. Knight Lyons, your duty will be to keep upgrading the portal slowly.”

“We should also see if he can keep it open longer,” Korbin said with a long-suffering sigh. “The Dax seem to have a way to keep it open as long as they want. Even long enough to let ships come through.”

I thought about the attack on Rutheni and glanced at Urich. The lord had gone pale as if he too was remembering the battle, though he and his brother had been absent on the battlefield. I was sure he was one of the delegates who hid until everything was over, but he wasn’t exactly built for war, and his brother always looked like he’d have a fit if a piece of dirt even touched him.

“I can do that,” I said when I realized they were waiting for an answer. “I’m not sure how long I can keep it active. It’s not usually something I’m trying to do.”

“And what are you usually trying to do with your mutation?” Urich asked with an inquisitive smile.

“Trying not to upgrade it,” I chuckled.

I pretended not to see the hungry expression in the Rutheni man’s eyes, but it was obvious Korbin saw it, because the Aquitanian’s eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second.

“Let’s get to it,” Serulia said. “And don’t worry, Knight Lyons, these portals will open to another spot on Salus where no enemies are located.”

“Perfect,” I said as some of the tension left my shoulders. “And it’s Nick.”

“Of course, Nick,” she corrected.

The silver-haired woman strolled over to a nearby computer while Rob quickly finished the rune he was retracing and backed away. It didn’t take long for a Level One portal to open in the lab, and my nanorunes hummed with excitement as if they knew what was coming. Serulia turned to me at the same time Korbin and Urich did, and I glanced around the lab to see everyone had stopped their work to watch.

Sweat trickled down my spine as I focused my attention on activating my nanorunes. It wasn’t every day that I needed to intentionally upgrade a portal, but I’d managed to close one before with help from one of the arrows on my longbow. All I had to do was channel that in reverse.

No problem.

I felt the familiar pull as the portal upgraded, and the runes carved into the floor glowed as the fluctuating magical doorway turned from blue to purple. Nausea washed over me immediately, and a headache sliced through my right eye. I slammed my eyes shut to keep out as much light as possible but then opened them a second later when Urich let out an impressed whistle.

“You took it from a Level One to a Level Three,” he said.

“Now let’s see if you can keep it open,” Korbin added.

“Sure,” I breathed through the pain and nausea.

The rest of the afternoon passed by in the blink of an eye as I worked to keep the portal open. I managed to upgrade it all the way to a Level Five, but it started to expand all the way to the runes, and Rob shut it down. The enchanter sent me home for the day to recuperate while he enlarged the circle, and the three jump mages hovered over their data.

I didn’t think we’d learned anything of particular interest, or anything that could actually help us with the Dax portals, but it was at least a start. If I kept it up, then I’d be able to hold a portal open intentionally for a longer period of time. It was just like the muscles I’d built up at the Academy. And once I could hold the portal open, we could figure out how to upgrade it, or maybe even replicate the more advanced ones our enemies seemed able to summon.

The jump mages would know more about the intricate details than I would, and they called me back the next day right after breakfast to start the whole process over again. Rob must have worked all night and enlisted the help of every other enchanter in the lab, because the equipment had all been pushed to the far walls so the portal stabilization ring took up almost the entire lab.

“Ready to go again?” Urich asked the second I walked into the lab.

“Sure.” I shrugged. “What’s our goal today?”

“A Level Ten,” the Rutheni jump mage said and clapped his hands excitedly.

“Level Eight,” Korbin corrected. “The glass walls will be able to withstand the winds from a Level Eight, but if we try anything else, then they’ll shatter.”

I hadn’t seen a Level Eight portal before. At least, not without a bunch of Grendels pouring out of it, but then again, most of the ones I had seen were filled with the lizard-like bastards. I’d personally traveled through a few, and I didn’t know what level the ones Matthias used were, but the explanation Serulia had tried to give me about the differences in travel portals and Grendel portals had gone in one ear and out the other.

Granted, she’d tried to fill me in at the end of the day, so my brain had been completely fogged from overexertion. I’d have to ask her about it again at some point. Especially if I was going to use my mutation for Queen Catrina on a regular basis. I might even be able to open portals all on my own one day, though the idea sent shivers down my spine.

That particular skill could wait for a little while.

“The runes are ready,” Rob said with an approving nod at the other enchanters. “They should hold. And they’ll make sure the portals are strictly for transportation. I don’t know about any of you, but I’d rather not have any unexpected Grendel visitors.”

“Not without my weapons,” I chuckled.

“The scimitar doesn’t count?” a young Caledonian jump mage asked from one of the computers.

“No,” I said.

“Definitely not,” one of the Shield knights snorted from the couches. “Especially not for anyone on board the Stalwart. That voids-awful rust bucket is filled with nothing but crazed fighters with epic gear.”

“I believe that,” Knight Arinzo said from next to him.

The Aquitanian knight had been my escort again, and neither of us were happy about it. I wanted to ask him what the voids his problem was, but Captain Cross had stressed that I was supposed to get along with everyone in the labs, and the asshole was apparently part of that team today. Hopefully he’d challenge me to a duel sooner rather than later, but I wasn’t sure if he actually had the balls to do it or if he just wanted to bitch and glare at me for the rest of eternity.

“Well, then,” Serulia said politely as she activated the Level One portal. “Shall we get started?”

My answer was interrupted by an urgent message on my prot-belt. The screeching alarm was loud enough that everyone jumped and spun to look at me, and I quickly read the missive from Captain Cross.

“I have to go,” I said as my mouth went dry.

“We’ll be coming with you,” Korbin said in his even tone as the Aquitanian jump mage looked up from his own prot-belt. “Urich and Serulia, you will be coming as well. Everyone else, please continue with the work we were doing before Knight Lyons’ arrival.”

Everyone nodded, but I could see the curious glances they exchanged.

Knight Arinzo hopped up to lead us into the hallway, and I followed closely on his heels.

My mind raced over the message from Captain Cross, and excitement warred with nervousness as our little group raced topside. It had been simple, but my captain had given me all the information I needed.

The Dax had attacked one of our bases.
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Chapter 16

No alarms blared.

Knights and Yeomen ran around the base like chickens with their heads cut off, and there was a distinct lack of panic in everyone we passed when we reached the surface.

I’d already expected the base under attack wasn’t near us since the alert had only been delivered to me and the three jump mages in charge. I wasn’t sure how I fit into the equation if I wasn’t going to be doing any fighting, but someone would tell me soon.

“Where are we going?” I asked Serulia.

“The command center,” she said with a point to a tiny building on the other side of the air strip.

Two Aquitanian knights stood out in front of the door in full power armor. One of them noticed us as we rushed toward them and quickly opened the door to allow us passage. Clearly, there were a lot of doors on Salus that could only be opened by the right knight.

Good to know we were working together.

Knight Arinzo led the charge into the command center with his hand on the hilt of his sword, and my hand drifted to my scimitar. Just in case.

The sounds of battle exploded around me as we walked into the last room, and I had no idea where to look first. Floor-to-ceiling display screens covered every wall so tightly they could’ve all been one continuous piece. The battle with the Dax was displayed in all its glory as if the door had been a portal to the far-away battle.

“Knight Lyons,” Commander Reynolds said and motioned for me to join her, Captain Cross, and Moses.

The jump mages dispersed to their kingdoms’ delegates, and Korbin quickly checked in with King Kevin.

“What’s going on?” I asked my friends. “Are we deploying?”

“No,” Captain Cross said. “We are here to observe. The battle is already underway, and we would not be able to help anyone even if we left right now. Even with Matthias.”

The captain’s words were said so low that I had to lean in to hear him, and I noticed the other Caledonian delegates shoot glances in our direction. My mutation had probably sparked a lot of questions about the Stalwart and her crew, and technically it was frowned upon to even have Matthias since he was a machina.

“I wish we could help,” Moses muttered under his breath as a ship’s shield went down, and the Alkegian’s giant muscles bulged with the effort it took to restrain himself.

“Same.” I wasn’t happy to be watching from a distance either, especially since the base under attack turned out to be Caledonian. But it wasn’t just us who needed to hold ourselves back, Commander Reynolds and Captain Cross stared at the screens with placid faces despite the fists they clenched behind their backs.

“They won’t win,” Lord Graysin huffed and waved a hand at the screen. “There’s too many Dax.”

“I have faith in my people,” Queen Catrina’s voice echoed through the room.

I didn’t see a hologram of either queen, but they had to be watching the battle from their own command rooms. The Triumvirate had to work together if we were going to take down the Dax bastards, and part of that was watching the attacks so we could figure out how they were using the portals. I was sure my queen would agonize as she watched her own people die, and my heart squeezed in my chest at the thought of her tears.

“Whether they win or lose, there is something to be learned,” King Kevin said with a pointed glance at the Rutheni delegate. “Which is why I have invited the jump mages who are studying portals for us. And Knight Lyons. It’s my understanding they have managed to make quite a bit of progress over the last two days.”

“Yes, sir,” I said when every eye turned to stare at me.

“We have,” Urich said with a quick glare at his brother.

There was definitely a sibling rivalry there, and it suddenly made more sense why Lord Graysin had resisted Queen Corula’s request. It wasn’t just about working with the Aquitanians. It was about working with his brother.

“I want each of you to study the portals the Dax are using,” the Aquitanian monarch continued and gestured to the screens. “Those portals have been open since before we were able to send out the alert. And they are all strong enough to let the Dax skull ships through.”

“Yes, sir,” we all echoed.

I forced myself to focus on the portals instead of the battle raging around us. The ship the video feed was coming from had moved closer and was in the middle of a heated battle with a Dax skull ship, but the shields were holding well enough for me to study the portal nearest to it, and that would have to do. I forced all of my attention on the shimmering gateway instead of the red lights flashing and what it meant every time the camera jolted.

“The battle is turning in our favor,” Captain Cross pointed out after a few long minutes.

“So it is,” King Kevin said in a satisfied tone.

Explosions erupted all around us as the battle raged on, but I didn’t take my attention from the portal. It was practically in front of me at this point since the ship had managed to sneak closer, and its dark purple edges hadn’t flickered even once. There was a strange turquoise ring that appeared every few minutes before it blinked out again, but no one besides me seemed to have noticed it, since my prot-belt display said an hour had passed already.

Cheers erupted from the delegates as more explosions sounded, and I saw Moses’ shoulders relax out of the corner of my eye. Dax ships started to retreat into the purple portal, and I leaned closer to the screen as if the action would zoom in for me.

And that’s when I saw it.

Just as one of the smaller ships flew through the portal, a new rune appeared right at the top. It blinked in and out as quickly as the turquoise ring had, but I’d definitely seen something. The symbol appeared again as a skull ship flew through, and this time my blood ran cold as an image flashed across the portal’s surface to show where the ships were headed.

Their destination had to be another stronghold, because there were thousands upon thousands of armed ships waiting for the order to replenish the troops coming back. The sheer numbers made the three navies of the Triumvirate look like children on a playground. If they all attacked at once, there was no way we’d be able to survive, but for some reason they were retreating.

It didn’t make any damned sense.

The image disappeared before I could grab anyone else’s attention, and the last ship retreated through the portal.

I focused all my attention on where the rune had appeared before and memorized it before the whole portal disappeared.

“We did it!” Lord Graysin shouted and pumped his fists in the air.

“I appreciate your assistance, King Kevin, Queen Corula,” Queen Catrina’s voice echoed through the room. “The Triumvirate takes the victory today. However, we should remain vigilant for the next attack.”

“Of course.” King Kevin nodded and turned to the room. “I would like all of those on the council to remain so we might discuss our future plans.”

The knights and jump mages all hurried from the room at the Aquitanian king’s dismissive wave. I watched them go and thought about asking King Kevin to allow the jump mages to stay so I could ask them if they’d seen the rune too, but it was clear they didn’t have the clearance for what came next. It made sense with the recent assassination attempt, but it also meant I’d have to track them down later.

“Now that we’re alone,” King Kevin said and eased into a high-backed chair one of his personal guards brought over. “Please sit. This room is completely secure. We can discuss everything openly.”

“What is there to discuss?” Lord Graysin asked. “We won. It’s clear that when we come together we can defeat the Dax. The war has practically been won.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” an Aquitanian delegate said. “They were doing quite well. It doesn’t make sense that they’d retreat.”

“The Caledonians managed to turn the tides.” The Rutheni delegate shrugged and waved a dismissive hand. “Stranger things have happened.”

“I do not think it was a decisive victory,” Queen Catrina said.

“I don’t, either,” Queen Corula said as if she wanted to remind us she was there. “Even if the reinforcements were able to turn the tide. They had more ships and could have easily taken the advantage back.”

The young queen sounded more sure than she usually did. But then again, the Dax had worked with her own brother to kill her father and attempt to take over Rutheni. If anyone in the room had first-hand experience with just how well our enemy could fight, it was Queen Corula.

“I apologize, but I must go,” Queen Catrina said as the delegates all began to debate whether we’d really won or not. “King Kevin, I trust you will know how to proceed and look forward to what you decide.”

My queen’s transmission ended, but the delegates didn’t even stop their argument to bid her farewell. The Rutheni delegates were split right down the middle with some being more cautious than their friends about the Dax while the Aquitanians all huffed and puffed about our army being bigger.

“I’ve informed the men they should have a wonderful night and to enjoy themselves,” a Caledonian delegate said as he sidled up next to us. “Whether the victory was real or not, they survived a great battle and deserve time to recuperate before the war begins in earnest.”

“They do,” Captain Cross said with a deep frown.

“You seem to have some thoughts on the matter,” King Kevin said as the monarch joined our group.

The Aquitanian king ignored the chaos raging behind him as the delegates devolved into a shouting match that could rival any elementary school playground argument about who won a game of tag. I wasn’t surprised the politicians could be so juvenile, not after everything I’d learned since graduating the Academy, but it was still completely ludicrous. At least King Kevin seemed serious about the situation, and there was a twitch in his right eye like he was two seconds from telling everyone to shut the fuck up.

“I do,” Captain Cross said. “Were you watching the portals as they retreated?”

“I thought it best to leave that to the experts,” King Kevin said. “I was focused on our casualties. There were many, but I have doctors rushing to the base to give aid to Caledonia.”

“There was a moment when the image changed,” Commander Reynolds said. “And you could see how large their navy really is.”

“It dwarfs ours,” I added.

Everyone’s attention shifted to me, and for a moment I wondered if I was supposed to stay silent, but then Commander Reynolds flashed the briefest smile and nodded.

“It did,” she said. “You have a very good eye.”

“The withdrawal was meant to give us a false sense of security,” King Kevin said loud enough for the delegates to hear. “A fairly common tactic. It isn’t surprising. But it also gives us time to regroup.”

“This is true,” Captain Cross said and stroked his salt-and-pepper beard. “But there are some situations where there could never be enough time to regroup. The sheer numbers on the other side of that portal was enough to overwhelm the entire Triumvirate with little effort, so the question is, why did they retrea--”

“They retreated because we bested them,” Lord Graysin interrupted.

The Rutheni delegate strolled over with wide swings of his shoulders, and he grinned at King Kevin before he gave us all a wink. If I wasn’t sure the man was just an asshole, I’d think he might be another traitor. But Lord Graysin was all hot air and no lightning, and that extended to his mind.

There wasn’t a single thought that could electrify or inspire anyone.

“Those of us who saw the flash of their stronghold are well aware of how many troops they have,” Commander Reynolds said with a stern stare at Lord Graysin. “It was triple anything we could muster even with ten years to train more soldiers. They must have another plan.”

“One that won’t allow as many casualties on their side.” King Kevin nodded and ran a hand through his hair. “They did take heavy losses from us already, even if they would have eventually won.”

“They’re not ants.” I nodded my head.

“Ants?” Lord Graysin scoffed.

“Ants,” I repeated. “They can continuously throw more soldier ants at a problem because it’s all for the good of the colony. It doesn’t matter how many die. Granted, the Dax are more ant-like than any of us, but even they won’t needlessly kill their own.”

“They likely have another plan of attack,” Captain Cross said. “This might have just been to test our defenses.”

“I don’t know,” an Aquitanian woman said as she walked over. “Though I’m loath to admit it, I believe Lord Graysin is at least partially correct. We managed to turn the tides, and they realized there would be too many casualties for the current mission.”

“It would make sense for them to have a certain number of acceptable casualties,” the male Aquitanian from our meetings said. “They must have reached it. Ours would of course be lower, but every army has a number of people who are expendable.”

King Kevin’s eyes flashed with rage at the delegate’s words, but then he sighed and shrugged his shoulders. Marksmen Knights had to be patient, and they had to think long-range, so I was guessing the king wasn’t going to bother with this fight anymore.

“We will continue to investigate what you saw,” he said with a smile at Captain Cross. “If you say their numbers overwhelm us, then they do.”

“But--” Lord Graysin started, but the Aquitanian king held up a hand to stop him.

“But they did retreat,” he continued. “Whether it was because we had the advantage at the moment, or because they wanted to give us a false sense of security, that is to be determined. It is likely a bit of both. Now, everyone who isn’t a knight can get the fuck out. Knight Lyons, you were studying the portals?”

“Yes, sir,” I said and tried not to smile as Lord Graysin’s face turned bright red with King Kevin’s dismissal.

The three delegates nearest us started to argue that they should stay to hear about the portals, but the king’s personal guards all ushered everyone from the command room with gentle pushes from their armored hands.

“And?” King Kevin asked when we were alone. “Did you notice anything that might be able to help us?”

I instinctively glanced at Captain Cross, but he just smiled at me as if he was waiting for the response, too.

“I did,” I said. “The portal had a turquoise ring around it. It flashed in and out every few minutes and only lasted a fraction of a second, but it was there.”

“Turquoise?” Moses asked. “Like my armor?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “I’ve never seen a portal that color before.”

Moses glanced at Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds, but neither of them showed any signs of being shocked.

More secrets. I was sure they’d tell me eventually, but at the moment I just needed to wait and be patient. Besides, we were surrounded by outsiders, so it wasn’t the time to spill secrets.

“They are exceedingly rare,” Captain Cross finally said.

“Did you see anything else?” King Kevin asked, though his attention was on my captain.

“A rune,” I said. “It appeared every time the turquoise ring did and disappeared just as quickly. I’ve never seen anything like it before, but I memorized it. I can draw it for Rob later and see if he can figure it out.”

“A good idea,” the Aquitanian king said with a nod. “It has been a long morning already. Feel free to recuperate for the rest of the day, unless your Captain has orders for you. Tomorrow you can go back to the labs and begin your work again.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

King Kevin took a deep breath and put a hand over his chest where the knife had sunk hilt-deep, and one of his knights rushed over to check on him. The ruler waved a dismissive hand, nodded to us, and then quickly excused himself. He clearly wasn’t healing as fast as we thought he would.

“I want you to draw that symbol for Casey later,” Captain Cross said as we left the command center behind.

“You don’t trust Rob?” I asked.

“I do,” he said with a glance over his shoulder at the meeting room that hid the secret lab. “But King Kevin has his own agenda. It would be best if we also knew what the symbol was. I have a feeling we’ve seen it before.”

“You have the rest of the day to yourself,” Commander Reynolds added as I waited for Captain Cross to explain more. “Perhaps some training? It seems we’ll be at war sooner rather than later.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

Moses patted me on the shoulder and then followed after Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds. They definitely knew more than they were letting on, but maybe I could get more out of them once Casey had identified the rune I’d seen.

But first, training.

Casey would be swamped with work until the evening anyway, and every muscle in my body was tense from standing still for an entire hour while a battle raged around me. I needed to move and fight. Even if it was against an opponent who wasn’t an actual enemy. Or maybe I could fire up the projectors in the training area and take on some Grendels.

The thought of sinking my scimitar into Grendel flesh brought a smile to my face, and I practically skipped on my way to the training room. It felt like forever since my matchup with Neville, and I half-expected the guys to already be in one of the rooms when I came in, especially since it was almost afternoon, but they were nowhere to be found.

They’d probably spent the entire night drinking themselves into a stupor. And that meant I’d already fallen behind in my alcohol consumption. If Richard’s tolerance grew any more, then the future berserker would be able to drink me under the table, and I couldn’t allow that to happen.

I had a reputation to protect.

“Knight Lyons, right?” a big man asked in a Rutheni accent as I looked through the training room windows for any signs of the guys.

“That’s me,” I said with a smile.

“I’m Knight Alexandrov Careo,” he said and offered a massive hand to shake. “But you can call me Alex. I’m a Shield knight from Rutheni. But I’m guessing you figured that out already.”

“Your accent gives you away,” I laughed as I shook his hand. “And you Shield knights do tend to be massive.”

Alex was at least a head taller than me with shoulders wide enough he probably had to turn sideways just to get through some of the doors on the Aquitanian base. And he had muscles to match. The Rutheni knight wasn’t quite as big as Moses, outside of his ridiculous shoulders, but he did have the same gentle giant feeling about him that our own Shield knight had, and I instinctively wanted to trust him.

“I was wondering if I might be able to spar with you,” he said with a warm smile. “I saw you the other day with your marksman. Your attacks were quite impressive. I’m sure I would benefit from defending against them.”

He turned to show the shield strapped to his back, and I lifted an eyebrow at how small it was. The diamond-shaped steel was barely wide enough for me, nonetheless a giant like Alex. Still, a Shield knight would know better than me what would work for him, and Moses had an entire domed shield he could deploy just from his gauntlets, so there was bound to be more to the child-sized shield than met the eye.

“Uh… sure.” I shrugged. “I was just looking for a sparring partner. Do you have a room yet?”

“Right over here,” Alex said as he led the way to one of the large training rooms. “I was fighting Grendels earlier and needed a break. Luckily it was perfect timing, and I saw you.”

“That is pretty lucky,” I said and shut the door behind us.

No warning bells rang in the back of my head as the Rutheni Shield knight talked, and there was no tension in his shoulders like he was about to turn on me. Not everyone was an enemy. But I still kept an eye on the man as he set up the sparring timer.

He may have shared the same gentle giant demeanor that Moses had, but that didn’t mean he was trustworthy.

“I saw you when you were on Rutheni,” he confessed and motioned for me to enter the ring. “It was from a distance, and I wasn’t even sure you were the same knight when I first saw you sparring, but you had the same fluid movements as the man I saw. Thank you for helping our people.”

“Of course,” I said as the timer counted down to the beginning of the match.

“Don’t think I’ll go easy on you.” He smirked and pulled the shield from his back.

“I wouldn’t dare.” I grinned.

Excitement raced through my veins as I pulled my scimitar from my prot-belt. The timer rang out to signal the start of the match, and I immediately summoned one of my lightning sprites.

A void portal opened right above Alex’s head, and the Shield knight reacted instinctively to bring the thin metal diamond up to protect his skull from my void creature’s sharp talons. The Rutheni didn’t have a single piece of armor on except for his prot-belt, and only a short sword hung at his waist, though the big man didn’t even bother reaching for it, even as my sprite tried to dig into him with her claws.

A deep blue barrier erupted from the middle and spread downward to create a dome just like the one Moses had used back on Dobuni. I watched for a few seconds as my sprite’s attacks glanced off the energy shield. I waited until Alex finally drew his short sword on the frantic void monster before I raced forward.

She dodged away before he could kill her, and his attention shifted to me as I ran right at him.

My scimitar glanced off the shield and then bounced backward as energy pulsed outward like a counterattack, and Alex laughed with the same maniacal excitement that Olav had when he jumped headlong into battle. The guy was definitely a Shield knight, but there was some berserker in him, too.

“You won’t be able to get to me with that attack,” he laughed.

“I wasn’t planning on it.” I grinned as lightning crackled along my sprite’s skin. “I’m the distraction.”

“Nicely done,” Alex said as the blue lightning slashed through the air.

His shield flickered a few times and then started to crumble, but not before one last blast of energy shot out and killed my sprite. It was the first time I’d seen a shield have an offensive attack, and my attention immediately shifted to the runes on the thin metal diamond. There were at least four carved into it, but the one he’d just used had already started to fade as if it was only good for one use.

I spun around and slapped the flat of my blade against the back of his knee, and the Shield knight stumbled as if he’d been cut. It was a good act, but I knew I hadn’t actually damaged him, and in seconds I realized why Alex had faked an injury.

And it wasn’t for the drama.

A bright pink light burst from one of the runes on his shield, and three separate shields appeared around him. They circled around him so quickly that they created a tornado that forced me back a few steps. It wasn’t exactly an offensive attack, but if I got too close, then the energy crackling along the projection shields would shock me.

“Awesome.” I grinned and bounced on the balls of my feet.

“Isn’t it?” he asked with a smile that spread from ear to ear. “It’s my favorite. Practically impossible to beat.”

“Practically?” I activated the runes on my boots.

I leaped high enough into the air that I cleared the side of the twisting shield tornado, and then I dove straight down its funnel. My sword hilt cracked down on Alex’s skull just enough to knock him to the ground, and the Rutheni collapsed as his attack faded. I landed next to him and then stepped on his weapon arm before I put the point of my sword at his neck.

“I yield.” A thin trail of blood trickled down his forehead, but it was nothing a medkit couldn’t fix. I really didn’t want the powerful Shield knight to be in the infirmary for too long, especially with the Dax on the move, but I also didn’t want to lose the battle.

“Was a good match.”

“Yes,” he said and took my hand as I pulled him up. “No one has ever been able to clear the tornado before. I really should have anticipated it, though. You used a similar jump on your friend.”

“I did,” I laughed and helped the big man stay steady on his feet. “But it is pretty unexpected.”

“Where did you get those boots?” He blinked as if his vision was blurry.

“My girlfriend made them,” I said. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Of course,” he snorted and stood on his own to prove his point. “It takes more than a crack in the head to take me down. Just had to get my bearings.”

“Can I see that last rune you used?” I asked.

“Sure.” He shrugged and bent down to pick up his fallen shield. “It’s rare. And hard to come by. You’ll need a top-notch enchanter to be able to draw it. But I hear one of your many girlfriends is an enchanter. She must be the one who made your boots.”

“She is,” I laughed and then bent over the shield to study the rune.

It was different from the one the Rutheni king’s guard had on his sword, but it clearly had the same origin since they both multiplied whatever object they were on. And it looked very, very similar to the one I’d seen on the Dax portal. Not enough to say they had the same function, but it was obvious they had the same origin at some point.

I understood enough about enchanting to know most runes originated from one singular symbol that was then edited by other enchanters to fulfill their needs. Sometimes it changed so much it was barely even related to the original, and other times it just enhanced it.

“I think I’m going to go get a med kit,” Alex said and took his shield back. “If you need to see the rune again, then you’ll have to fight me again. I need to figure out a way to beat your boots.”

“Sure,” I said as I followed the big man out into the training area. “I’d love a rematch. Did you want me to help you to the infirmary?”

The Rutheni Shield knight snorted and shook his head as if I’d asked a ridiculous question. It didn’t matter what kingdom a knight was from, none of us liked to admit we needed help. Though Alex was definitely tough enough to handle a trip to the med bay without me keeping him steady, especially since I hadn’t hit him that hard.

I watched him go as my mind raced. The rune he had on his shield and the one on the Rutheni sword the king’s guard had were from the same origin. And I couldn’t shake the feeling that once I drew out the one I’d seen on the Dax portal, it would be obvious that it too had the same origin.

But I’d need help figuring out where it had started.

And I knew just the enchanter to ask.
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Chapter 17

“She’s not here,” Joseph said the second I stepped inside the enchantry.

Casey’s grandfather didn’t bother to look up from his work table. The old man’s drill and attention were completely focused on the dagger in front of him, and even the other enchanters barely spared me a glance. They all had plenty of work to do with the war on the way, and Joseph Roman was in as much demand as my girlfriend.

“Do you know where she went?” I asked with a look toward her bedroom.

“Supposed to be in the rec room.” He sighed and put down the drill, pushed his bottle-thick glasses up, and stared hard at me. “If you brought more work for her, then you can leave it there.”

“I can add it to my list,” another enchanter said. “It’ll be a while before Casey can get to anything.”

“I was just checking in.” I shrugged. “It’s been a few days since we’ve been able to talk.”

“Well, then you can find her in the rec room,” Joseph huffed and pulled his glasses back down. “That’s where I sent her. She’s been holed up here for days on end and needed to leave for a little while. An enchanter can go blind from staring at their work all day. But Casey would work until she dropped dead if I let her, so you better not.”

“I won’t,” I promised and held my hands up as the old enchanter glowered at me. “I’ll go make sure she enjoys her off time.”

“Not too much,” he warned.

I nodded and quickly made my escape before my girlfriend’s grandfather could lay into me. It had taken forever to get the old man to even consider me slightly adequate, and he still gave me a hard time on a regular basis. He must’ve been really worried about her if he’d told me exactly where she was without too much hassle about flirting with her, even if everyone on the ship already knew we were together.

The base was in full swing as I strolled out from the Stalwart’s cargo bay and into the parking lot for visiting ships. Knights from all over the Triumvirate milled around or talked with yeomen as if it was just another day in paradise, but then again, most of us had been at war since we’d gone to our respective academies. Granted, our main enemy had been Grendels instead of humans, but the Dax had officially made themselves our number one priority.

A cargo hovercraft filled with weapons and shields sped by so closely that I had to jump back to avoid being hit, and an Aquitanian point clerk quickly muttered apologies as he raced after the chaotic floating raft. He was young enough that this was probably his first assignment, and a smirk crawled across my face at the idea of him being in a stall next to Elle. The poor kid’s weaponry would have to be amazing if he wanted to outsell my girlfriend, especially if she and Casey had been working together again to improve armor and weapons alike.

I thought about a quick detour to check in with the loot Elle had grabbed from me, but it had only been a day, and there were plenty of other items for her to scan and sort. Besides, it wasn’t as if I needed the KPs, and hopefully we wouldn’t actually need to battle before the gorgeous point clerk had figured out if the guys could even use the loot I’d taken from the castle.

My priority was to find Casey and ask her about the rune. There was something about it that nagged at the back of my brain. Like I’d seen it before in my short stint in the enchantry on Dobuni. Of course, it could just be that the base was similar to a bunch of other runes, but I couldn’t shake the feeling there was something I was missing.

The fight with Alex had been fairly short, but it had given me some great insights into Shield knights. I didn’t really have an opportunity to train with Moses often, but I’d seen him in battle, and it was impressive. If Casey could replicate the shield tornado the Rutheni knight had used, then Nathan could be even more deadly as he trained to become an official Shield knight himself.

It would be even better if I could figure out how it linked to the duplicating rune on Neville’s new sword, and the Dax portal. Then I might be able to work out how the bastards managed to keep the magical gateways open for so long. And how they managed to stabilize while being powerful enough to let skull ships through.

No more wayward hovercrafts tried to careen into me on the way to the rec room. Actually, the massive building barely had anyone inside when I first entered, and no one lingered outside to talk about how they would’ve won at darts if the light hadn’t been in their eyes. It was still early in the day, so it wasn’t too surprising, but I was still a little shocked that I could actually hear myself think when I walked inside.

I glanced around the large open area at the pinball machines and air hockey tables scattered around the room. A few Aquitanian knights lounged in the sitting area, but Casey was nowhere to be seen, so I headed toward the hallway that led to the more private rooms. I hadn’t been in many of them but knew there were pool tables and darts in quieter areas for those who wanted to get away from it all.

And my girlfriend did like to hole herself away as much as possible.

The first few rooms were empty, but then I heard Casey’s voice coming from a door at the end of the hallway.

And she sounded pissed.

“I told you to go away,” she snapped at someone.

“You don’t really want that,” a man’s voice responded in a teasing tone, and I picked up my pace.

I recognized the voice from somewhere, but it wasn’t until I shoved open the door that it finally clicked in my brain.

“What the fuck are you doing, Arinzo?” I snarled.

“Just having a little fun,” he said with a wink at Casey.

My girlfriend was backed into the pool table that dominated the room, but Knight Arinzo was so close that she practically had to sit on the table’s ledge to get away from him. The Aquitanian was in his off-duty fatigues, but there were still two hiltless daggers on his prot-belt. Casey’s blue eyes were wide with fear as she turned her attention to me, and I moved without thinking.

I practically flew across the room as I activated the runes on my Night Walker Boots, and Arinzo fell to the ground with a grunt as he tried to get away from me. He didn’t have time to hoist himself back up before I’d grabbed the bastard and tossed him into the hallway like he was nothing but a piece of trash. I didn’t need the strength boost from my armor to kick his ass.

I could do it all using the pure rage coursing through my veins.

“What’s wrong, Golden Boy?” the Aquitanian knight panted as he climbed to his feet. “Afraid of a little competition?”

“What’s going on?” one of the other Aquitanian knights asked from the couches.

“Nothing you need to worry about,” I snapped.

I punched Arinzo so hard his nose shattered on impact. Blood and snot poured down the jerk’s face as he screamed and reached up to clutch his mangled nose. I reached for the Skull of Godafre Brass Knuckles as red clouded my vision.

The bastard would tear apart his own friends and be imprisoned. It was the least he deserved for going after Casey. And I’d watch as the Mindfire rune left him aware of the carnage he’d wreaked.

But then someone grabbed me and held my arms back.

“Calm down,” a man’s voice said in my ear.

“Let me go,” I shouted and kicked backward.

The man holding me took the hit like a champ and barely grunted as my foot collided with his shin. I glanced over my shoulder to see it was one of the Aquitanian Shield knights from the lab, and fury pulsed through me again. If he thought he could defend Arinzo and let him get away, then he was dead wrong.

“What the fuck did you do?” one of the other knights growled at Arinzo, and my attention whipped around to the other man who’d come to his defense.

“He broke my fucking nose!” Arinzo said. “Why are you yelling at me?”

“Because you’re the one who started it,” a female knight said as she peeked into the room where Casey still sat against the pool table. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“Can I let you go?” the man holding me asked.

“Yes,” I said in a calmer tone than I felt at the moment.

“Alright,” he sighed and released my arms.

I stumbled at the sudden release but quickly caught myself. My brass knuckles were still on my right fist, and it took all the self-control in my body not to use them against Arinzo, but one look at his busted face and I decided it would be better to let him go. I’d punched him with enough force that he’d need to be in the regeneration tank for at least a week, and his right cheekbone was dented like it was broken as well.

“Now,” the Shield knight said and stepped around me to act as a barrier between Arinzo and me. “What the hell happened?”

“He tried to assault my girlfriend,” I seethed.

“The fuck I did,” Arinzo said in a congested voice. “I was just telling her she could do a lot better than some mutant outcast.”

“And you clearly proved your point.” The female knight rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. “Such a man. Didn’t your parents ever teach you no means no?”

“He’s a noble.” The third knight rolled his eyes. “You know they don’t understand what no means.”

Arinzo opened his mouth to defend himself, but the Shield knight held up his hand.

“No,” he said. “You clearly stepped over a line in there. You’re lucky Knight Lyons only broke some of your face.”

“I almost broke all of him,” I said as I put the brass knuckles back on my prot-belt.

“He would’ve deserved it,” the woman said. “But then we would’ve had a lot more paperwork to fill out.”

“True,” I said and rolled some of the tension from my shoulders. “I assume you will ensure he doesn’t make this mistake again?”

“Oh, gladly,” she responded with a wry smile. “We’ll make sure he’s reported to King Kevin directly.”

“Wait--” Arinzo started, but the Shield knight gave him a sharp glare.

“There will be no waiting,” the big man snapped. “You broke the treaty by attacking Ms.…”

“Casey,” my girlfriend said as she dropped the pool ball in her hand. “My name is Casey Roman. I’m an enchanter on the Stalwart. I’ll be happy to come give my testimony if you need it.”

“Thank you,” the Shield knight said. “But I won’t make you relive that particular moment. I’m sorry for Knight Arinzo’s actions. And I assure you he will be dealt with immediately. And to the full extent of the law.”

“We should see if he can be tried as a traitor,” the third knight snickered. “He did break the treaty.”

“I’d be okay with that,” I sneered at the bloody knight.

Knight Arinzo’s eyes went wide as he looked around at his fellow knights. It finally seemed to sink in that he was in big trouble, but before the asshole could plead any more, the Aquitanian Shield knight yanked him out of the rec room. He was still protesting even as the other two knights followed behind him, and the woman even skipped a little as if it was the best day of her life.

A servitor quickly hurried through the room to clean up the trail of blood Knight Arinzo left behind him, and I turned to check on my girlfriend.

Casey was still in the private room, and her cheeks were paler than usual as if she’d seen a ghost. I glanced at the blue-striped pool ball she’d dropped and shook my head. She would have left a lasting impression on Arinzo if she’d hit him with that, and I was a little sad I hadn’t been able to witness it, but I also didn’t want my girlfriend to have to defend herself, even if the enchanter was perfectly capable.

“I’m fine,” she giggled as I turned her to the left and right to check for any marks. “He really didn’t do anything. Just got way too close and had the audacity to think he could sway me into leaving you. I would’ve broken his nose myself if you hadn’t walked in.”

“Good,” I said and then pulled her in for a long kiss.

Pain lanced through my side, and I glanced down to see blood pooling around my left foot.

“What the fuck?” I muttered.

I ran a hand over my left side to find out where the blood was coming from and then winced when I found the source. Arinzo must have managed to slice into me with one of his hiltless blades, and a glance into the hallway showed the servitor picking up the discarded weapon. I hadn’t even felt the cut, but the blade’s thin edge glistened in the light like a scalpel.

“Oh, my voids!” Casey gasped when she saw the wound. “We need to get you to the infirmary. Right now. Come on.”

“I’m fine,” I laughed and held my fatigues against the wound. “It’s nothing that a single med kit can’t fix.”

“You’re bleeding,” the enchanter huffed and flipped her red hair back. “We’re going to see Natali.”

“Okay, okay,” I said as my girlfriend glared up at me.

Casey started to wrap an arm around my waist to help me walk, but I shook my head and took her hand in mine instead.

“We don’t need anyone else to know I’m injured,” I pointed out. “And I don’t want any more rumors going around about what happened than will already be spreading like wildfire.”

“Fine,” she said and squeezed my hand. “But if you feel dizzy, then you need to lean on me.”

“Deal,” I promised.

The servitor practically followed us from the rec room as it cleaned the blood left by my left boot. A few more knights and yeomen had wandered in and waved jovially as if they had no idea what had happened a few minutes before. It was a good thing the whole place had been basically empty, because the Aquitanian and Rutheni knights kept shooting each other glares, and my fight with Arinzo would have been the match on the kindling that everyone seemed to be waiting for.

“What are you smiling about?” Casey asked as we made our way toward the Stalwart.

“Just thinking about Arinzo’s broken face,” I laughed and then winced. “He’s been an asshole the last few days.”

“I think he’s jealous.” The enchanter rolled her eyes. “Which is completely normal since he’s so inferior to you in every single way. I can’t believe that asshole really thought he had a chance. I’m glad you rearranged his face.”

“And he’ll likely be tried to the full extent of the law by King Kevin,” I said. “He’ll become an example of what happens when someone breaks the treaty.”

“As he should,” my girlfriend said with an approving nod. “Voids, it was good seeing you come in and beat his ass. Granted, I would’ve loved to break his face, too, but I have to admit it was nice seeing you be my knight in black fatigues.”

“Anytime.” I winked.

“Oh,” Casey asked as we finally made it to the Stalwart’s cargo bay. “Was there a reason you came to find me? A date?”

“That would be nice,” I said, “but I actually came to ask you about a rune I saw in one of the Dax portals.”

“In a Dax portal?” she asked. “When did you see that?”

“I can’t tell you the details,” I said with an apologetic smile. “But I did memorize it. I think it has something to do with a replication rune that I saw on some Rutheni gear.”

“You can draw it for me when we reach the infirmary,” she said.

“Sure,” I said and took a deep breath.

Casey’s eyes shifted toward the enchantry door with a longing expression as if she was dying to get back to work, and I pulled us to a stop.

“Why don’t I draw it now?” I asked.

“No.” She shook her head firmly. “I’m going to make sure you’re okay first.”

“I’ve had worse wounds fighting for beer with Richard,” I snorted. “I’m just milking it for sympathy.”

“Another thing you learned from Richard,” my girlfriend said with a twinkle in her eye. “You’re sure?”

“Very,” I said. “I just need something to write on, and with, and you can check out the rune.”

“Okay,” she said and then darted into the enchantry.

I could hear Joseph complaining the second he saw Casey, but the redhead was back in the hallway before the door closed. She presented me with a pen and paper and bounced on the balls of her feet with an excited expression. I laughed and forced myself not to wince as more pain lanced through me.

The slash wasn’t too bad, but it was definitely worse after we’d walked across the base. Still, it wasn’t anything Casey needed to worry about, and one thing I knew for certain about my girlfriends was they all loved a challenge. All I had to do was draw the rune for her, and the worry for my small cut would take a backseat to her curiosity.

“Here you go,” I said and handed her the sheet of paper and pen. “Have you seen it before?”

“It looks kind of like the rune on that Rutheni sword you gave to Neville.” She frowned at the paper and turned it in different directions. “I worked on it after your last battle. But it’s not quite right. It has some other older pieces to it, too.”

“Can you figure out what it’s used for? Without blowing up the ship?”

“I can try.” She grinned up at me and then glanced down at my wound. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine,” I promised. “Go. Work on the new puzzle I gave you. Oh, and I know I don’t need to say this, but don’t let anyone else see that rune. Maybe your grandfather, but this is all very top secret.”

“You can trust me.” The enchanter stole a quick kiss and then skipped into the enchantry. I watched her go as warmth spread through my body. Casey was one of the most amazing women that I’d ever met, and she’d picked me over everyone else.

It was a far cry from the bullshit I’d grown up with. Not that I’d been a particular outcast on Dobuni since we were all poor outcasts. But life at the academy had been filled with an endless amount of hazing that I was glad to be far, far away from.

Now I had not one amazing girlfriend, but five. And I was friends with the best knights in the entire galaxy. Life was definitely looking up. Especially now that I actually knew who my mother and father really were.

Some part of me was still irritated about how much had been kept from me over the years, but honestly it made sense after finding out how many enemies my mother had. Being the most powerful Lich knight in the galaxy was a tough job, and it was one I’d take from her one day.

A smile spread across my face at the idea of becoming more powerful than my mother, but then questions about the crew started to war for my attention. There had been so many comments about how old they were, and Elle had found a document from two hundred years ago in the servers. If it had taken that long for my mother to become so powerful, then I might not be able to catch up.

Of course, I also had my father’s blood running through my veins. And he’d been one of King Justinian’s personal guards, so exceptional power ran in the family.

“You cannot tell him.” Commander Reynolds’ voice snapped me out of my thoughts.

I’d been an auto-pilot the entire way to the infirmary but pulled to a stop at the sound of my mentor’s irritated tone. Natali responded in Rutheni, and the two women continued to argue in the foreign language. I caught a few Caledonian words that managed to slip into the fight, but none of it made enough sense to figure out what was going on.

Natali and Vanessa had been friends ever since Dr. Lenkov had joined the crew. At least, as far as I could gather, but whatever they were talking about was clearly disrupting that friendship, and I wanted to know what it was.

“If you do this, then you will have to face the consequences,” Commander Reynolds said with an air of finality.

“I’m prepared to do that,” my girlfriend said. “It’s important.”

“Fine.” The Lich knight sighed. “He was bound to find out eventually. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to talk to Captain Cross. He won’t be pleased. But I understand. I still think you’re making a mistake.”

“You’re entitled to your opinion,” Natali scoffed.

I stepped back as Commander Reynolds stormed out of the infirmary. Her eyes widened when she spotted me, but my mentor just nodded and then strolled down the hallway as if nothing had happened. I watched her go for a few seconds before the cold air on my side reminded me of the reason I’d come to the med bay in the first place.

“Nick,” Natali said with a glance behind me as I entered the med bay.

There was no one else around, which explained the heated argument since neither woman would have had a private conversation where everyone could hear.

Natali looked shocked to see me, and worry rushed across the doctor’s face as she busied herself with organizing the med kits on a nearby counter.

“Everything okay?” I asked when Dr. Lenkov didn’t immediately notice the wound on my side.

“Of course.” She smiled and turned to look at me. “Oh! It’s not. Nick, why didn’t you say anything?”

“I was waiting for you to notice,” I said.

Everything in me wanted to ask her about the argument with Commander Reynolds, and who it was she was talking about. I was sure I was the man Natali wanted to tell something to, and it probably had everything to do with the vague mentions of time travel I’d heard from the other knights. Still, I’d wait until my girlfriend was ready to tell me whatever it was, even if I hoped it was sooner rather than later.

“I’m a little distracted today,” Natali said as she motioned for me to take off my shirt.

“Are you sure everything is okay?” I asked.

“No,” she sighed as she grabbed a med kit.

The doctor’s attention shifted to the doorway, and she quickly walked over to shut it. It was around the time Natali usually took her lunch hour, so no one would be too shocked to see the infirmary closed, but I knew for sure that whatever we were about to talk about was classified if Dr. Lenkov had shut the door on any potential patients.

“Let me clean this up first,” the gorgeous woman said and went to work.

I only needed one med kit for the slash, but Natali took her time cleaning the dried blood that had dripped to the waist of my pants. My cock twitched as her delicate fingers ran over my newly cleaned skin, but it was hard to enjoy her touch when worry creased her eyebrows. I pulled her chin up so she had to look me in the eye and waited patiently for her explanation.

“I’m not supposed to tell you,” she said and then chewed her bottom lip nervously. “I’m sure you heard Vanessa and I arguing.”

“I did,” I said. “You don’t have to tell me if you’re not ready.”

“I can’t have children,” she said in a rush.

“Oh,” I said as I processed what she’d said. “That’s okay. We don’t have to have children to stay together.”

Natali’s hands were cold as I took them in mine, and tears brimmed in her brown eyes. The usually composed woman seemed to be having trouble breathing, and I pulled her into a hug as she sobbed into my bare chest.

“I-I really wanted to have your children,” she said.

“I know,” I said and brushed the tears away when she pulled back to look at me. “But you know that I’m not going to go anywhere just because we can’t have children, right?”

“Yes.” She nodded.

“Can I ask why you weren’t supposed to tell me that?” I asked. “I don’t understand why the captain would have anything to do with it.”

“That’s not what Commander Reynolds was objecting to,” Natali said.

She grabbed a tissue, blew her nose, and then quickly freshened up at the sink. The doctor huffed at the sight of her puffy eyes in the small countertop mirror but then sighed and turned back to me as I waited for more of an explanation.

“She doesn’t want me to tell you why I can’t have children,” my girlfriend continued.

“Okay,” I said and flashed an encouraging smile. “Why?”

“Because it involves the knights and half the crew,” she said. “And your mother.”

“My mother?” I asked.

“Yes.” Natali nodded and then pulled a plain black shirt out for me as if the extra time it took would help her to organize her thoughts. “You should know that… Your mother and I met long before she came to Caledonia and found out she was pregnant with you. The whole thing is so complicated.”

“How long?” I asked as things started to fall into place.

“About two hundred years,” she said. “Most of the crew on the Stalwart is actually from a much older time than yours.”

“How?” I asked as I felt my stomach drop.

“A special type of portal,” she said. “But not the one that took your father and King Justinian.”

“So,” I said as my mind reeled. “You’re all from two hundred years ago?”

“Yes.” She nodded and chewed her lip with worry. “What’s important is that when we traveled through it, my reproductive organs were… damaged. It was never a problem before because I didn’t care to have children. But now…”

Natali’s words rushed out of her as if they’d been pent up for the entire two hundred years.

“Nick?” she asked when I didn’t respond. “Are you okay?”

“Of course,” I said and put on the shirt she finally handed me. “I’m just processing.”

“Do you hate me?” she asked in a quiet voice.

“No,” I said as I grabbed her hands. “No. It’s just a lot to process. It helps fill in some of the questions I had, but I have a lot more. I don’t hate you. I understand why you had to keep it from me.”

“I’m so glad,” Natali said and wiped more tears from her cheeks. “I thought…”

“That I would leave you?” I asked and ran my thumb underneath her eye to catch a falling tear. “Not going to happen. You’re stuck with me, Dr. Lenkov.”

“Good,” she said. “Even if I can’t give you children?”

“Even if you can’t give me children,” I promised.

Someone knocked on the door, and I glanced over to see one of the yeomen with a dislocated finger on the display screen.

“It looks like you have work to do,” I said with a reassuring smile. “I should get some rest, but I promise you that I’m not going anywhere. We can talk about this more later if you want.”

“Okay,” she said and pulled her shoulders back. “Until then.”

I hurried from the med bay as Dr. Lenkov went back to work, but my mind raced with the confirmation that the crew were from a time much older than my own. I definitely had more questions about how they were from two hundred years ago, but somehow, King Justinian was Queen Catrina’s father.

There was a lot to unravel, but it could all wait until after I’d slept. All of my energy was wiped. Between the blood loss and the revelation that one of my girlfriends was a time traveler, there was nothing left for me to give.

A good night’s rest was all I needed to be able to think properly again. And hopefully have a longer chat with Natali. Or Commander Reynolds. My mother also had a lot more explaining to do.

Despite my spinning thoughts I fell asleep the second my head hit the pillow in my private quarters. Dreams of battlefields and portals with turquoise rings filled my mind as I tossed and turned, but they all came crashing down as an alarm blared through the communication speakers in my room.

“All hands on deck,” Captain Cross’ voice echoed throughout the Stalwart. “All hands on deck. Knights report to the cargo bay immediately.”
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Chapter 18

The message repeated three more times before I’d managed to get out of bed and throw myself together. Red lights blinked along the floor and ceiling as I stuffed my feet into my boots and then chugged a glass of water. Captain Cross’ voice echoed through the hallway as I ran out to join my friends on their mad dash to the cargo bay.

“What the voids is going on?” Richard asked as we darted into the elevator. “We just went to bed.”

“You just went to bed,” I laughed. “I slept all day. It was wonderful.”

“At least one of us will be ready for whatever battle we’re heading into,” my friend snorted and then pulled a protein bar from his pocket. “Here. I know you didn’t eat. Faye said she hadn’t seen you in the galley all day.”

“Thanks,” I said and shoved the whole thing into my mouth at once.

Neville and Nathan were still half-asleep as they leaned against the back of the elevator, but they were at least fully armed. I could smell the booze wafting from the twins as if they’d stayed up all night trying to outdrink Olav again, but at this point they were used to being hungover when we got the call, and those protein bars really did help. At least Nathan wouldn’t be as bad as Richard, and Neville always knew his limits, so all three of them would be ready to go when it came time.

The hallway leading to the cargo bay was packed with yeomen and artillerymen running around like chickens with their heads chopped off. A nearby clock on the wall showed it was the wee hours of the morning, and some of them looked just as worse for wear as my friends.

“There you are,” Olav boomed as we entered the cargo bay. “I was starting to think you’d slept through the announcement.”

“How is that even possible?” Richard grumbled and waved a hand around at the speakers dotting the walls. “I could be dead and still hear the captain’s voice.”

“As it should be, Knight Culbert,” Commander Reynolds said.

The senior crew had already gathered near the skiffs and were fully armed as if the Dax were attacking at that very moment. Some part of me wanted them to be. It had been way too long since my scimitar had tasted their blood, and the Grendels from our mission to retrieve King Justinian’s belt just hadn’t cut it.

But then again, I’d mostly been slashing at those damned hybrid frogs trying to hump my boots.

“Did you sleep well?” Leith asked as the Slayer slithered up to me. “Heard you passed out after a little scrape in the training room. You’ll have to do better if you want to be my mentee.”

“He’s my mentee,” Commander Reynolds corrected. “However, you’re right. He should be tougher than that.”

“Awe, give the kid a break,” Olav said and threw his axe-arm over my shoulder so the blade was almost at my neck. “He’s just a little knight trying to fight with all of us seasoned warriors. Don’t worry, Nick. I’ll take care of these bastards for you so you can just go back to bed.”

“Please.” I rolled my eyes and shoved his arm away. “I’ll destroy your kill count. In fact, I’ll bet the next round of beers that I’ll beat you and Leith’s kill counts combined.”

“Oh,” Leith said with wide eyes. “Getting a little confident now, are we? Planning on summoning a bunch of horny frogs again to pad your count?”

“What?” Neville asked and blinked like he’d finally woken up. “Horny frogs?”

“It’s a long story,” I sighed

Olav and Leith threw their heads back and laughed like maniacs while Commander Reynolds turned to hide a smile. The mission was still technically a secret, and there were too many eyes and ears around to actually explain anything, so the guys would just have to wait for the explanation. Though it might not wait too long because our resident berserker looked ready to spill the beans before Captain Cross cleared his throat from behind us.

“I’m sorry for waking all of you so early,” he said, and we all whipped around to face our captain. “But it seems as if we are needed in a nearby planet system.”

“Who are we killing?” Leith asked as the Slayer spun a dagger over his bony knuckles.

“Grendels,” the captain said. “There is a three-planet system who have just been attacked by Grendel portals. We are being deployed to the largest planet, and there will be Aquitanian and Rutheni ships sent to the other two planets.”

“How bad is it?” I asked.

“It’s not good,” he said. “The three planets are Aquitanian trade and farming planets. There hasn’t been a Grendel portal in the area in almost fifty years, and I’ve been informed most of their defense equipment has become non-operational due to neglect.”

“Naturally,” Olav snorted. “Everyone always gets complacent when they think they’re safe. But that just means more kills for my new blade. And my two mentees.”

“Two?” Richard asked and then spotted Faye as she joined us. “No. No way! She’s still in training.”

“I can handle it,” my girlfriend said and jutted her chin in the air.

Faye shot a shy smile in my direction, and I forced one onto my face. I knew the blonde had seen plenty of fights when she lived with the Bone King, but Grendels were different, and if the planets didn’t have any defense systems, then it was bound to be overrun.

“You’ll be staying close to the ship,” Captain Cross reminded her. “I have given your mentor permission to have you on the battlefield, but you are still in training. If you are overwhelmed, then let the artillerymen protect you.”

“Yes, sir,” she said with a confident nod.

“She’ll be just fine,” Olav said with a proud smile. “She’s a born killer.”

My girlfriend’s cheeks turned dark red as a blush crawled all the way up to her hairline.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about having her out on the battlefield, even if it was close to the ship, but Faye had managed to impress our resident berserker enough to have her fighting, and I knew how much it meant to her. She’d also have the artillerymen there to make sure she stayed alive, and the axe hanging from her side looked like it had just been sharpened.

“We are about to make the jump,” Matthias said over the speaker system. “You have thirty seconds.”

We all sprang into action to find something to latch onto before the jump mage opened the portal. Faye found her way next to me, and I wrapped an arm around her.

The ship lurched, and every atom in my body felt as if it had been pulled apart before they were smashed back together.

“We have arrived,” the machina’s voice echoed throughout the ship.

A yeomen hurried to turn on the port screen so we could see outside, and excitement raced through my blood. We’d managed to beat the other ships to the planet, and there was a bright blue Grendel portal just outside of what looked like the main city.

Patches of dark green covered the rolling hills where the farmers planted their crops, and tall wooden buildings were scattered among the fields, but the Grendels all swarmed the gray stone buildings in the city. I didn’t see a single person running for their life, and a sick feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. There were no signs of anyone having survived the attack, but I also didn’t see any bodies scattered on the cobblestone pavement.

“Our intel says the farmers have evacuated to underground shelters,” Commander Reynolds answered my unasked question. “We should be safe to kill the Grendels without worrying about civilian life. Flanagan, you and Moses will make your way to the shelters. Everyone else clear--”

“Excuse me for interrupting,” Matthias said over the speakers in the cargo bay. “I have just been informed there is another portal on the other side of the planet. The Aquitanian and Rutheni ships will be deploying there.”

“Perfect,” Olav said and bounced on the balls of his feet. “More kills for us.”

“We wouldn’t be too upset if you upgraded the portal.” Leith’s attention was solely on me, and a wicked grin spread across the Slayer’s face.

“We will not be upgrading portals today,” Captain Cross said with an amused light in his eyes. “Even if the civilians are safe. Our primary mission is to close this portal as soon as possible.”

“What level is it at?” Richard asked with only a hint of nervousness in his voice.

“Three,” Commander Reynolds said as she checked her prot-belt.

“That’s not too bad,” Faye said. “We can do that. Right?”

“Of course you can,” Olav said and slapped a hand on her shoulder. “You handled those Dax like a champ. You’re a natural-born killer.”

“He never tells me that,” Richard pouted beside me.

“That’s because you’re not a natural,” his twin said with a dramatic eye roll. “You have to actually work at it. Which is a good thing.”

“Not for a berserker,” he shot back.

“Everyone to the skiffs,” Commander Reynolds interrupted. “Matthias, please keep the ship in orbit.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the machina said.

“I’ll be joining Flanagan and Moses,” Captain Cross said. “You boys enjoy yourselves. Commander Reynolds is in charge.”

The captain glanced at us, nodded, and then followed Moses and Flanagan to one of the skiffs. We were low enough that it didn’t take us long to reach the surface, and we all rushed into the city while the rescue team headed toward the fields where the shelters were hidden.

“Come back safe!” Faye shouted from next to the skiff.

“Make me proud!” Olav waved and then rushed toward the city center.

A few bodies were scattered on the cobblestone street, but other than that, it was eerily quiet in the city. It was like the whole place had been deserted. But there was no way the people could’ve been ready for the attack, so there had to be more dead somewhere, and that was where the Grendels would be concentrated.

“It feels like forever since we’ve been in a battle,” Neville said with an excited smile. “I thought I’d be trying out my new sword on Dax, but Grendels are just as good.”

“They are,” I said as I unsheathed my scimitar.

“But it seems like you already had a Grendel fight recently,” Richard said with a jealous glance at the senior knights in front of us. “We’ll need to hear more about that later.”

“Over some beers,” I promised.

I spun around as something skittered to my right and was just in time to see a Grendel grunt launch itself from a nearby roof. The greyhound-sized bastard opened its wide maw as if it was going to bite my head off, but I split it right down the middle with a single slice from my scimitar. I hopped back as the two halves fell to the ground with a wet plop.

“Here they are!” Olav shouted with excitement from deeper in the city as more Grendel grunts poured out from the nearby buildings.

It was like they’d all been waiting for signs of life, and a wave of the insect-lizard monsters rushed from every open window and doorway until we were completely surrounded.

I summoned my lightning sprite, and the ravenous void creature rushed out the second the portal opened. She slashed through the Grendel grunts like a machete in a jungle, and soon the cobblestone road was covered in green blood and guts. I tore my attention from her to the bastards dive-bombing me and started to hack through them with wild abandon while the others all dove into the battle.

Every muscle in my body burned with exhaustion as the falling insect-lizard bombs finally slowed to a trickle. The cooling system in my armor whined as it tried to catch the sweat that slicked every inch of my skin, but I’d never felt more alive. I smiled from ear to ear as I fought to catch my breath and turned to see how everyone else was doing.

The town square was filled with neatly sliced limbs and the decapitated heads of Grendel grunts, but there wasn’t an Elite or Warrior to be seen, and a cold shiver ran down my spine at the realization.

“Has anyone seen any of the higher Grendels?” I asked as I jogged over to the guys.

“No,” Richard said with a confused expression. “Now that you mention it…”

I trotted toward Olav as the berserker finished off a horde of grunts who’d come from the city hall building. He was covered in so much green goo that his beard had been dyed the sickly color, and his axe-arm was spotted with bits of bone and reptilian skin. I waved to get his attention, and the muscular knight whipped around with a huge smile.

“This is amazing,” he said. “My kill count is higher than ever.”

“Not higher than mine,” Leith said as the Slayer appeared out of nothingness beside me.

“But there’s a distinct lack of Warriors and Elites,” I said with a gesture toward the blue portal at the edge of the stone buildings. “Shouldn’t we have some with a level three?”

Realization dawned on the two knights, and Leith immediately reached Commander Reynolds through the comms. The Lich knight had made her way deeper into the city than any of us, but even she hadn’t come across the Elites who should’ve been swarming the city with the grunts.

“That’s because they’re all here,” Captain Cross said over the comms as if he was answering a private question Commander Reynolds had posed. “We should have this finished neatly before you arrive. But if we don’t, then this portal is bound to upgrade soon.”

“More kills!” Leith shouted and darted toward the skiffs.

The guys made it a few seconds before us, but they’d all pulled up short to stare with wide eyes at the gruesome scene around the skiffs.

Grendel grunts were scattered in a wide arc at the bottom of the ramp, and a couple of artillerymen were passed out on the warm metal.

But my girlfriend was still in the middle of a heated battle. Faye’s blonde braid swung back and forth in time with her axe as the busty woman slashed through the low level insect-lizard monsters with the wild abandon of a berserker.

She did a one-handed cartwheel and slammed her heels into one grunt’s head so hard that it exploded into brain matter and bone. Then she landed and slashed through another Grendel in front of her. The squire-level armor she wore didn’t fit her correctly everywhere, and normally people couldn’t move that well in it before they went to squire academy and got their muscle augmentation. So she was definitely a natural, and as a perk, she even looked awesome in it.

“Damn,” Neville said and sheathed his sword. “Looks like your girlfriend has it under control here.”

“Yeah she does,” I said with a proud smile. “But we still need to go help the Captain before--”

My sentence was interrupted as the portal suddenly upgraded.

“Shit,” Nathan muttered and wiped the green blood from his brow. “And here I was hoping they’d be done with the Grendels by the time we got to the shelters.”

“Tired already?” Richard teased his twin.

“This shield is heavy,” his brother huffed but trotted through the carnage onto the skiff, “but someone has to help save your ass.”

“I don’t know where you’re going, Knight Culbert,” Commander Reynolds said with a gesture toward the upgraded portal. “But we’re cutting the rest of them off and closing this portal here. Captain Cross and the others can protect the innocents.”

Both twins turned at once to stare at the portal as if their orders should have been obvious. Richard took off with wild abandon while Nathan swore under his breath and ran after his reckless brother. The berserker in training had definitely left his nervousness behind, though I could still see a flash of it right as a Grendel Warrior stepped out and glared in his direction, even as the knight sliced the lizard’s head off without a second thought.

“How’s your kill count?” Faye asked as the others ran to join the fray.

“I don’t usually keep count,” I chuckled and turned to check on my girlfriend. “How are you doing?”

“I’ve never felt more alive,” she said. “Or disgusting. I’m going to need three showers before I can go back to work tonight.”

“Grendel blood is like that,” I said and patted her head affectionately with my right hand. “Why don’t you help the artillerymen? They need medical attention, and we can take care of the rest of these bastards.”

“The men!” she shouted and perked right up.

I shook my head as the gorgeous blonde shot over to check on her fellow warriors, but it was my turn to worry about my comrades. Not that they needed me to worry. They were completely surrounded by grunts and Warriors alike, but every single one of them fought as if they were living their best life.

Even Commander Reynolds chuckled here and there as she spun through the Grendel troops like a deadly ballerina.

The soul batteries on my Wraith Collector were still almost completely full from the secret mission we’d gone on, but I decided to leave the scepter alone for the moment instead of using it to release one of the soul batteries and bring my sprite back from the dead. No. It could stay right where it had died in the city’s center. Besides, even with the now Level Four portal, we wouldn’t be overwhelmed, and I didn’t really want to find out what would happen if I brought my sprite back to life. At least not until I’d had a long talk with Commander Reynolds, and maybe some training on how to handle undead monsters.

I still had on the Shadow’s Touch gauntlets, and I quickly slipped the Skull of Godafre Brass Knuckles onto my right hand. They’d been an insane combination before, and I was eager to see it activated on more than two Grendels at once.

The runes in my Night Walker Boots practically hummed as I activated them and leaped into the air. My wild jump was easier to control after all the practice lately, and I landed right on top of a Warrior who’d tried to sneak up on Neville. Its skull was crushed beneath my heel, and I used it like a stepping stone to jump into battle.

It didn’t take long for me to land the three punches I needed to activate the Night Blindness, and I was just about to hit a grunt in the face when something shimmered out of the corner of my eye as it moved through the haze of green blood that floated in the air like a mist.

A Grendel Elite.

“Time to kill your friends, you bastard.” I cocked my arm backward.

I couldn’t see where my punch landed, but it felt like the Grendel’s shoulder. The lizard-like bastard materialized in front of me, hissed, and raised its hand to claw through my face, but at the last second its eyes clouded over with inky-black tendrils.

Here we go.

The Warrior who’d been hit with the dual technique had torn through his friends pretty fast, but nothing compared to an Elite. Especially not when it went invisible again. Grendels all around us started to rip open as blood sprayed everywhere. Guts and flesh flew through the air with wild abandon, and even Olav stopped his maniacal slaughter to stare at the battlefield in wonder.

“Did you do that?” he asked and gestured with his axe-arm.

“Yep.” I grinned and then turned to punch a Grendel grunt in the head as it tried to gnaw on my boots. “Used two runes at once. He’s seeing his worst fears, and he’s pissed about it.”

“Now that’s one way to up your kill count.” Leith laughed as the Slayer threw a dagger into a Warrior a few feet away. “But you’ll still never beat us.”

“So you say,” I snorted and hit another grunt.

The Mindfire rune took effect, and the insect-lizard immediately bit into its friend’s side.

“But I think I might be beating you,” I said, “and I don’t even need to use my Lich abilities to raise more minions.”

“Over my dead body!” Richard shouted as the berserker-in-training rushed through the Grendels. “I’ll beat all of you.”

Nathan sighed and hung his head for a second. Sweat dripped down the future Shield knight’s neck where it was exposed below his helmet, but he didn’t leave his twin alone for long, and soon the two of them had cut through the remaining Grendels.

The portal shut with a snap, and I sighed contentedly. Faye wasn’t the only one who would need a long shower, but it was worth all the gore to see a battlefield littered with the Grendel bastards who’d attacked innocent civilians.

“The portal has been cleared, Captain,” Commander Reynolds said into the comms as she brushed hair from her face.

“Good,” the captain responded. “The other ships have finished their own portals. Ours was the only one to upgrade, but all the civilians are safe. The crew will arrive shortly to help with clean-up.”

“Yes, sir,” my mentor said.

I sighed and glared down at the Grendels at my feet. Clean-up wouldn’t take long once the yeomen arrived, but it would still be hours before my shower. I slammed my foot down on one of the grunts, and its head popped like an overly ripe blueberry.

“What was your final count?” Olav asked as the berserker stomped through the field.

“One hundred and five,” Leith said with a bright smile.

“I didn’t actually count,” I confessed and started going through my memory. “But with my sprite and the Grendels taken over by Mindfire and Night Blindness, I think I was over a hundred and fifty.”

“He thinks.” Olav snorted and rolled his eyes. “You didn’t count. So the first round is on you. Now… where are my mentees?”

“Right here,” Richard said as he and the guys made their way over to us. “I killed seventy-two.”

“Most of those were grunts.” Neville pointed out. “I killed thirty, but most of mine were warriors.”

I ran through the numbers in my head as everyone gave their account. There had been almost a thousand grunts, if everyone had counted correctly, and the portal had been a Level Three for most of the fight. I couldn’t remember a time when we’d had so many, but then again, the Grendels might have sent more of the greyhound-sized grunts to overwhelm us.

Especially if they realized we were the ones who’d slaughtered their friends at the castle.

“There were more than usual,” Commander Reynolds said as if she could read my mind. “It happens sometimes. It’s why we have to be prepared for the worst at every portal. Even a Level Three can yield close to a thousand grunts if that’s all they’re sending.”

“Speaking of killing,” Olav boomed and turned toward the nearest skiff. “Where is the little blonde warrior?”

“Right here,” Faye said and popped her head out from inside the skiff. “Just making sure the artillerymen are okay. We may have gone through most of the med kits on board both skiffs… I hope you don’t need them.”

“Nah,” Richard said and motioned to the cut on his cheek. “This’ll be a great scar to show my new girlfriend.”

“You managed to find one before Nick could steal her away?” Neville teased.

“I helped him figure out how to flirt,” I chuckled and slapped him on the back.

“Hey, I did just fine on my own,” he muttered as a blush crawled up his neck.

“Please.” Nathan rolled his eyes. “You were staring at her for so long she was about to press charges before Nick helped you out on how to actually talk to a woman.”

“He is pretty good at talking to women,” my girlfriend said with a wink.

The twins continued to argue back and forth while we began the clean-up process. I didn’t think Richard was as hopeless as Nathan made him out to be, but the berserker was definitely better on the battlefield than he was with women. He even went mute when his girlfriend showed up, and it took a little coaxing from the yeomen before her knight in blood-covered armor finally managed to hold a conversation with her.

“The little blonde is truly a born warrior.” Olav brought me out of my thoughts about my friends and their love lives like the berserker had poured cold water on me.

“She is.” I nodded and glanced around for Faye.

I’d been so caught up in the clean-up that she’d managed to disappear, but at least there weren’t any more threats. And even if there were, I knew better than almost anyone how well the blonde firecracker could handle whatever was thrown at her.

“She’ll have to go to the academy at some point,” the berserker said as we helped the yeomen pile the last of the Grendel corpses into a barrel. “And she’ll have to get the same augmentations we did to have enough strength to use the runes.”

“Yep.” I nodded.

“You won’t stop her?” he asked with a lifted eyebrow.

“Why would I?” I met his intense gaze. “If it’s something she wants, I’m going to support her one hundred percent.”

“Good,” he said and then broke into a bright smile. “She might even be better than me one day.”

“That won’t be hard considering you’re already missing pieces,” Leith said as we headed back to the skiffs.

“Eh,” Olav said with a shrug of his big shoulders. “I replaced the arm with an axe-arm. That’s an upgrade.”

“You should have done it sooner,” I chuckled as I noticed blood dripping down my armored legs. The yeomen would finish the clean-up process so the locals would be able to come back home by nightfall, and I was officially ready for five showers. Maybe ten. There was Grendel blood and guts in places I didn’t even know existed before. And my armor would need to be hosed down as well.

“I still beat your count,” Olav pointed out and then slashed his axe-arm through the air. “I think I’m doing even better than when I had two arms.”

“But you can’t hold as many beer steins,” Richard said as Commander Reynolds closed the skiff doors behind us.

“That just means I have to drink faster,” the berserker said and patted his mentee on the back. “You’ll get there one day, Knight Culbert.”

“I really hope not,” Nathan sighed as he leaned back in his seat. “I don’t want to carry his drunk ass back to his room every night.”

“That’s what his girlfriend is for,” Neville laughed.

“She is pretty strong for her size,” Richard said with a wistful smile.

The trip back to the Stalwart seemed to take forever as I itched to jump into the shower, but at least I finally had time to talk to the guys. It felt like forever since we’d all been in the same place, and we all promised to meet for beers in the rec hall after we were cleaned up.

“See you guys soon,” I said as we all poured out of the skiff and into the Stalwart’s cargo bay.

“And don’t forget your wallet,” Olav said. “You didn’t keep count, and that means you owe us for the first round.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I laughed and then turned to Faye as my girlfriend fell into step beside me. “Coming to shower with me?”

“No,” she said with a slight blush. “I wish. But I need to shower and go join the team. They didn’t mind me leaving for training, but I should really get back and help them cook. We all have a lot more to do now that we’re splitting the food duties with the rest of the base.”

“Just don’t overwork yourself,” I said.

“I’ll be okay.” She flashed a bright smile and then paused as we reached where we would have to split up to go to our separate rooms. “I’m glad I got to see you in action again. It was amazing.”

“You were pretty amazing yourself,” I said and brushed a stray strand from her face. “Olav was talking about how you needed to go to the academy sooner rather than later.”

“I’ve been thinking about it,” she said with a worried light in her eyes. “But would that be okay? We’ve been talking about starting a family.”

“And we’ll all be here when you get back,” I said.

“True,” Faye said with a thoughtful smile. “And if I come back as a squire, then I’ll outrank the other girls.”

“I’m not sure about that,” I laughed.

“But I’ll finally be on equal footing.” She winked.

“You already are,” I said and cupped her chin in my hand, leaned down, and kissed her. “You don’t have to do anything to impress me. It’s already done. But if you want to go to the academy, then I know all of us will cheer you on.”

“Okay,” she said and then jolted as if she’d been shocked. “I’m late!”

I watched my girlfriend run toward the crew’s quarters with a smile. She was truly amazing, and it would suck not having her around when she went to the academy, but it would also be fantastic to have Faye right by my side on the battlefield. I pictured a hundred scenarios of us fighting side by side against Dax and Grendels as I made my way to my own shower.

It took almost an hour to wash the Grendel blood and guts from every nook and cranny on my body, and in my armor, but finally it was done, and I was ready to go meet the guys for beers. I stuffed my feet into my newly cleaned boots and stood right as someone banged on my door.

Elle’s face appeared in the viewing screen on the other side, and the point clerk quickly used the key I’d given her to open the door when no one answered.

“Hey,” I said as she stepped into the room with a furious expression. “What’s up?”
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Chapter 19

“I found out what they’ve been hiding,” Elle huffed.

The bionic implants on her temples blinked rapidly to match the point clerk’s irritation, and I stood back to let my girlfriend pace out whatever was irritating her. There were a lot of things Elle could’ve figured out the crew was hiding, but every instinct told me it was about the time travel. She’d already guessed it when she found the report with my mother and Captain Cross, but I hadn’t had time to let her in on my conversation with Natali.

“Okay,” I said and went to pour her a drink. “What did you find out?”

“They’re time travelers,” she blurted out and threw her hands in the air. “That’s why the captain’s name was on the report from two hundred years ago. I don’t know how they came to this time, but they did. And I’m going to figure out how if it’s the last thing I do.”

I handed the gorgeous woman a glass of water and watched her down it in one fell swoop as if it was a double-shot of whiskey. Elle was always passionate, but her rage was more than I’d expected from the point clerk. I was sure it was more from fear than anything else, and I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t freaked me out, too.

“You’re not shocked,” she said and set the glass down on the counter. “You knew.”

“I just found out,” I said and put my hands in the air in surrender. “Natali told me.”

“Dr. Lenkov?” Elle gasped and started to pace again. “If she’s in on it with them, then that means most of the senior crew… No. Probably all of them are time travelers. And they kept it from us!”

The bionic implants were flashing so fast I was surprised they hadn’t short-circuited. It was a lot to take in though, even after we’d discovered the Stalwart’s real mission to find King Justinian’s armor, and how they all worked directly for Queen Catrina.

“They must have a good reason,” I pointed out.

“There’s no good reason to keep something like this from the crew!” the point clerk huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “What if it happens again? Was it an accident? Did they do it on purpose?”

“I don’t know too much,” I chuckled and sat down on the bed.

I patted the spot next to me, and Elle glared at it for a few seconds before she plopped down. She must’ve fallen down a deep rabbit hole in her research if she’d figured it out. I had a million questions, but first I needed to make sure my girlfriend wouldn’t go off half-cocked and confront the captain about something none of us were supposed to know about.

“Tell me everything,” she said and then took a deep, steadying breath. “Because on my end, I found a few reports from forever ago that talked about knights who are definitely Olav and Leith. It’s what made me realize.”

“You’re absolutely brilliant, you know that?” I said and slipped my hand into hers.

“Thank you,” she said with a suddenly shy smile. “Now, tell me everything that Natali told you.”

I launched into a quick explanation but left out the part about Natali not being able to have children. The only thing I said was that Dr. Lenkov found out there were some adverse side effects from the time travel. I wasn’t sure how the portals had forced time travel, or if it could be replicated, but I could already see the wheels in Elle’s mind churning by the time I finished.

“I bet it was a Seraphic portal,” the point clerk said and tucked her raven hair behind her ear. “I’ve been looking into them, but they’re still so mysterious. But we already know the gear they drop can be from all over the galaxy, and some of it is from a time long ago. If one went haywire, then it would make sense that it dragged the Stalwart into the future.”

“I could believe that.” I nodded. “I’m sure it was jarring when they arrived to find out how much time had passed.”

“I wonder if the same thing happened to your father and King Justinian,” Elle said and tapped her finger on her chin thoughtfully.

“We probably would’ve heard from them by now,” I said.

“True.” She frowned, and the bionic implants started to blink rapidly again. “I have some contacts back on Caledonia who might be able to help me with some more research. If we can figure out how it was triggered, then maybe we can figure out where King Justinian went. And how his armor was separated. It could help us track down the last pieces faster.”

“I’m sure my mother is working on that same theory,” I said with a wide grin. “You two are much more similar than I ever realized.”

“That’s because you didn’t know who she was,” she huffed and then her face softened a bit. “Sorry, Nick. I know she’s your mother. But I still get angry when I think about everything she hid from you.”

“I get it.” I laughed and squeezed the hand I was holding. “I still get angry sometimes, too. And I want you to be careful about asking your friends on Caledonia. It might be safer just to ask my mother. Anyone else might want to use it for their own benefit.”

“You’re right,” she said and rolled her eyes. “I can name a dozen politicians who would gladly change history if they could, though the portal could possibly only bring things into the future rather than the past. I’ll think about calling your mother. But she might not want to talk to me.”

“I’ll give you her direct line,” I said and stood to retrieve the information. “Besides, something tells me she already knows about our research since she apparently knows everything that happens in the galaxy.”

“Then she’ll be ready to answer my questions,” Elle said with a stubborn expression.

I chuckled and handed my girlfriend the information. Some part of me wanted to follow Elle back to her quarters to be a fly on the wall during her and my mother’s conversation, but it really had been too long since I’d hung out with the guys.

And I owed them the first round.

“You need to go?” she asked with a small smirk as if she could read my mind.

“I owe the guys a round,” I admitted and pulled her in for a quick kiss. “But we’ll catch up soon.”

“Yes,” she said as we walked out. “Maybe not too soon. I still have the loot you brought me to go through. And the guys from the Intrepid brought some loot as well. It’s going to be a long week.”

“All the more reason for us to find some time together,” I reminded her. “You can’t burn the candle on both ends for too long or you’ll burn out.”

“Says my favorite hero.” She winked and nudged me with her shoulder. “We’ll find time soon. If not before, then after the Dax have finally been put down for good like the dogs they are.”

“That’s an insult to dogs,” I snorted.

“You’re right,” she laughed.

The elevator opened, and my girlfriend snagged a quick kiss before she darted inside. The doors closed on Elle’s mischievous smile, and I waved goodbye. The point clerk would definitely have a talk with my mother, and there was no doubt in my mind it would be an epic stand-off, but there was beer waiting for me in the rec hall.

I weaved through the Stalwart until I reached the cargo bay and then came to a stop as Treyin strolled up the ramp. The Ecomese woman’s skin was grayer than usual, and her silver hair was greasy as if it hadn’t been washed in days. I stepped in front of her when the empath almost walked by me without a glance in my direction, and she blinked up with wide eyes.

“Nick!” she gasped and managed a small smile. “I’m so sorry. I’m just a little preoccupied right now. How are you?”

“I’m fine,” I said and brushed my thumb beneath the fluttering gills on her cheeks. “How are you?”

“Busy,” she sighed as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “There’s so much going on. Oh! But I’m glad I ran into you. There’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about.”

“I have a few minutes,” I said with a glance outside at the setting sun.

“It can wait,” she said. “But we’ll need to talk soon. Maybe tomorrow?”

“We’ll have dinner together,” I promised and tipped her chin up for a kiss. “Now, go get some rest.”

“Yes, sir.” She wiggled her slim body against mine. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I watched the Ecomese woman go and then reminded myself we’d see each other the next day. After she’d managed to have a full night’s rest. I hadn’t seen Treyin on the battlefield, but then again she’d been working with King Kevin to root out any traitors who might still be lingering in our midst.

It had to be hard on her to use her empathic abilities constantly. And to be suspicious of every person she met. But hopefully it would all be over soon, and I’d make sure our dinner would be nice and relaxing without anyone else around.

My mind wandered to the training rooms on the Stalwart, specifically the one we’d spent the night in, and a different kind of hunger rumbled in my stomach. It had been too long since I’d been with the gorgeous empath, and we both deserved a night of frivolity after the last few weeks.

“There he is!” Olav shouted and snapped me from my daydreams as I walked into the rec hall. “The first round is on him.”

Cheers erupted throughout the entire rec hall. Everyone from the other Caledonians to the Rutheni knights to the Aquitanian knights threw their fists into the air at the declaration. They all quickly chugged whatever they had in their steins, and the servitors rushed around to refill the now empty glasses while I tried not to think about the damage they were about to do to my stash of KPs.

It wasn’t like I was hurting for them anymore, but growing up poor on Dobuni had taught me that buying a round for everyone would make me a hero for the day, but broke the next morning.

“I was starting to think you got hung up by one of your girlfriends,” Richard teased as I made my way over to the guys.

“There are five of them,” Neville chuckled into his beer. “I don’t know how he manages to keep track of them.”

“Not all of us can have an arranged marriage,” Nathan pointed out. “Some of us have to rely on our charm. Nick just happens to have more than anyone else.”

“I’d say he took it from you, but you never had any to begin with,” his twin snorted.

“Neither do you,” I said as I sat down on the bench next to Neville. “If it hadn’t been for my pointers, then you wouldn’t have your current girlfriend.”

“All you told me was to ask about what she’s interested in.” He rolled his eyes and grabbed a stein from a passing servitor. “But here. A beer for your troubles.”

“A beer I’m paying for,” I laughed but chugged it anyway.

“That’s because you didn’t count your kills,” Leith said as he sidled over to us. “It’s a lesson we senior knights have to teach you younglings.”

“Younglings?” Neville asked. “We’re all knights here.”

“Ah, but you don’t have nearly enough kills,” the thin man said and gestured to Olav. “He’s got one arm, and he still had a higher body count than you.”

“From what I hear, even I managed to get more kills than you,” Keanu said as he strolled over to the table. “Thanks for the beer, Nick.”

“The only reason you managed more kills was because your crew isn’t as good as ours,” Richard countered. “If they were, then you’d be fighting just like the rest of us.”

“Sure, sure,” the Shield knight laughed and clapped my friend on the back. “I just came over to tell you guys congratulations on another great mission. And thanks for the beer. From me and the whole crew.”

Keanu gestured to a table on the other side of the room where the rest of the Intrepid had gathered to commiserate over beers. No one seemed to have any major injuries, and I’d heard all of the other portals had remained at a Level Three. The Shield knight nodded in respect to us and then headed back to his own people while my attention shifted to a few Rutheni knights.

Alex waved and smiled jovially as Olav recounted an epic adventure, complete with slashes through the air with his axe-arm, and the Rutheni Shield knight had to duck to miss being beheaded. I could tell by his friends’ faces that none of them believed a word the berserker was saying, but I’d learned it was best to just believe any war tale the senior knights told us.

Leith had followed my gaze and hurried over to his comrade with another beer in hand. It would only take one wrong swing, and the Stalwart would be in hot water. And for once we were actually trying to stay out of trouble, but I knew the Slayer could handle our resident berserker.

Beer helped.

“I can’t stay too long,” Richard said and brought my attention back to our table.

“Got a hot date?” I asked with a wide grin.

“Yeah,” he said as a blush crawled all the way up to the tips of his ears. “My girl and I are going to check out some waterfalls. She’s even more adventurous than I am.”

“Which isn’t saying much,” Neville snorted. “You look terrified every time we have to go into battle.”

“That’s because we fight Dax and Grendels,” the future berserker huffed. “And there’s no telling if Nick will accidentally upgrade a portal.”

“Hey! Don’t bring me into this,” I gasped and put a hand over my chest. “Besides, I thought you wanted to be a berserker. You’ll have to get used to running face first into danger.”

“Unfortunately so will I,” Nathan sighed, but then his face split into a wide smile. “But did you see the way my shield burst those Grendel grunts open like rotten tomatoes? It was amazing.”

“You know, you should talk to Alex,” I said and nodded toward my new Rutheni friend. “He’s a Shield knight, too. And his equipment is great. I bet he can give you some pointers.”

“I’ll stick with my mentor,” he said. “Actually, I was hoping to get some more training in later, so I won’t be staying out too late, either.”

“And I’m finally able to spend the night drinking with you guys,” I chuckled and grabbed another stein.

“Don’t you have a meeting in the morning?” Neville asked. “Nathan, I’ll join you in training. We can work on that one move with my new sword.”

“Fantastic,” the future Shield knight said and bounced in his seat.

“I’m gonna miss out on all the fun,” Richard whined.

“I’m sure you’ll have fun of your own,” I pointed out and then glanced around for any of my girlfriends.

None of them were in the rec hall at the moment, but they also had a ton of work to do. Between the loot everyone was bringing Elle, and the repairs Casey had on her to-do lists, I doubted I’d see them anytime soon. But Treyin and I had dinner plans for the next night, and the thought of spending the evening with the breathtaking Ecomese woman perked me up a bit.

“What is his problem?” Neville interrupted my daydream and motioned to someone with his beer stein.

I followed his line of sight and rolled my eyes all the way into the back of my head as I answered, “That’s Knight Arinzo.”

“And?” Richard asked as he nursed his beer like the future berserker didn’t want to be too drunk before meeting his girlfriend. “Is that supposed to mean something? Or is it part of your super-secret hero missions?”

“He tried to convince Casey to switch boyfriends and didn’t want to take no for an answer,” I said through clenched teeth as rage swelled inside me again.

“We should kill him,” Richard said without hesitation. “I’m sure we can dump his body over one of the cliffs.”

“He’ll be dealt with,” I said and tore my attention away from the quickly retreating knight. “And I’m the one that made him prettier.”

“Looks like you broke his occipital bone and nose,” Nathan said with an approving nod.

“Since when do you know bones?” his twin asked and twisted to stare in wonder.

“Since my idiot twin decided he wanted to be a berserker,” Nathan rolled his eyes. “It’s not enough just to be a Shield knight. I need to tell the doctors what you broke when we get you back to the med bay.”

“He makes a valid point,” I laughed.

“I have a question,” Neville piped up and then finished his beer. “What the hell were Olav and Leith talking about when they mentioned horny frogs?”

“I almost forgot about that!” Richard gasped.

“Man, we really have to find more time to hang out,” I said and then launched into the story about retrieving King Justinian’s belt.

I left out all the parts about who the belt actually belonged to, just in case anyone tried to overhear our conversation, but the guys knew there was only one real reason we’d go on a secret mission. And I didn’t need to explain in more detail as long as everyone else around us thought we were sent to take down a traitor, and especially not since the guys all nodded and shared conspiratorial glances when I mentioned finding a really cool belt.

“So, your girlfriend gave you boots that draw out horny frogs,” Richard said when I’d finished the update. “I’m not sure if that’s a blessing or a curse.”

“Have you seen him jump?” Neville asked with a lifted eyebrow. “I’ll deal with some horny frogs in the swamp if I could defy gravity like that.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I said and then finished my beer. “Mind if I join you guys for some training?”

“Not at all,” Nathan said. “We could always use another sparring partner.”

“But I won’t be in attendance,” Richard said with a proud smile. “Because I have a date.”

“Yeah, yeah.” His twin rolled his eyebrows. “We all know you convinced some poor woman to actually like you. Good luck keeping her attention.”

Nathan stood and slapped Richard on the back with a warm smile. The twins may have argued more than they talked rationally, but there was no one who supported each other more than the brothers. And the two of them had added Neville and I into their brotherhood after all the fights we’d been through at each other’s side.

“You’ve got this,” I told Richard as I stood. “Besides, I saw her earlier in the clean-up. She knows what she’s gotten herself into. And thankfully it seems like she doesn’t mind carrying the conversation when you go completely mute.”

“That was just because she looked so pretty,” he huffed.

“Oh, yes,” Neville said. “There’s nothing like a woman covered in Grendel blood to get our berserker going.”

Laughter tore through our group as Richard floundered for a few seconds but then shrugged and nodded in agreement. He jolted as if he’d been shocked, waved, and then gave us all a pointed look before he took off to meet the cute yeoman waiting for him by the rec room doors.

“I wonder if I’ll get along with Marigold that well,” Neville said as we watched the couple head into the evening.

“I thought you two were talking all the time,” I said and led the way toward the training rooms.

“We are,” the thin man said and ran a hand through his silver hair. “But what if when we’re actually together she gets tired of me? She’s very pretty now, and sweet, and she could have any man she wants.”

He ran a hand over his silver hair as if he was thinking about shaving it all off again. It’s how Neville had kept it when I’d first arrived on the Stalwart, but that felt like eons ago, and Marigold had thrown herself at him the last time they’d met, so he didn’t have anything to worry about.

“I mean, you are pretty hard to look at,” Nathan snorted and ruffled Neville’s strange-colored hair. “But so is Richard, and you look a lot better than him. And she really liked you the last time we saw her, so she’s definitely at least half in love with you. Especially after that kiss. And if she changes her mind, just show her your inheritance. That’ll change her mind right back, though seriously dude… she’s already fully committed.”

Neville rolled his eyes, but the noble’s shoulders relaxed as we entered one of the training rooms. I couldn’t imagine what it was like to have an arranged marriage, but it seemed as if my friend had warmed to the idea, and his future wife sounded like she was a perfect match for him. It was just a matter of actually being in the same place at the same time, though I pushed that thought out of my head.

He’d leave us one day, but for the moment we were together, and I didn’t want to think about the time when we’d all have to say goodbye.

We trained for the next few hours as we all forced our minds to stay in the present moment. The guys had clearly been training on their own while I worked with the senior crew to find King Justinian’s armor, and to help figure out how the Dax made their portals better. Neville even managed to win one fight, though Nathan did join in the fray so it was two against one.

I was exhausted but content by the time I fell into my bed. It felt as if only a few hours had passed when the alarm went off, and someone had definitely poured sand into my eyes. That, or I really needed a full day just to sleep and recuperate.

But that would have to wait until the Dax were all dead.

There was another morning briefing right at dawn, so I rushed to get ready and grabbed one of the protein bars in my kitchenette. At some point I’d really need to get to the galley and have some actual food, but that was a problem for another time.

Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, and Moses had just arrived at the meeting area when I bounded across the base and landed next to the Alkegian Shield knight.

“Those boots really do come in handy,” he said with a wide smile.

“But you should attempt to be on time,” Commander Reynolds said.

“Yes, ma’am.” I grinned and then followed them in.

One of the Caledonian delegates was missing from their usual spot around the table, but everyone else was there, and even the queens’ holograms were both present as King Kevin strolled through the door. The Aquitanian king’s head was held higher than it had been in days, and even his guards were more relaxed as they took their stations around the room. If I had to guess, then his wounds were almost completely healed, and maybe Neville would be able to have some time with his own mentor soon.

“Welcome, everyone,” King Kevin said and gestured for all of us to sit. “This meeting will be brief, but we should discuss the Grendel portals we ran into yesterday.”

“My sources say they were all coordinated,” Queen Corula said with an air of authority. “But they were not in league with the Dax.”

“Which is another problem altogether,” Queen Catrina said. “Though it is better that our two greatest enemies are not working together, they are working in tandem.”

“And we are being attacked on all fronts.” King Kevin nodded in agreement.

The three rulers discussed what little we knew about the Dax movement while the rest of the delegates spoke up every now and then, but the king and two queens mostly talked among themselves. It was nice to see Queen Corula become more confident in her role, and how she managed to keep up with the more seasoned rulers even though it hadn’t been long since she had taken the throne.

“And how are we doing on the portal research?” Queen Catrina’s blue eyes shifted to me, and a pulse of electricity raced through my veins as we made eye contact.

“It’s going well,” I said. “We’ve managed to upgrade the portals by several levels. And they are able to stay open for longer. However, they’re not nearly as stable as what we saw in the last Dax attack.”

“I’m afraid our progress will have to be faster,” my queen said with a gentle expression.

“I’ll go to the lab as soon as the meeting is over,” I said and then turned as the door opened to let Knight Arinzo into the room.

He was flanked by the older knight and the female Aquitanian knight who’d escorted him to the med bay after our fight. Arinzo wasn’t in chains, but by the way the female knight had her hand on her sword, he didn’t need to be. One wrong move and she’d slice him in half, and the glare she shot up at him begged him to make a stupid decision.

“Since we’ve already discussed the Dax and Grendels,” King Kevin said and waved the trio forward. “I wanted to discuss another matter.”

Captain Cross’ attention shifted to me for a split second, and Queen Catrina’s expression remained placid with only a small smile, like the galaxy’s most patient woman ever, though there was tension in my queen’s shoulders that hadn’t been there before. There was no doubt in my mind she already knew about what had happened, but my stomach still knotted with hatred as I wondered what the outcome of Arinzo being in the meeting would be.

“I’m sure you’ve all heard about the extremely unfortunate incident the other day,” King Kevin said with that same bright smile he always had on his face. “And I’m very pleased to announce a decision has been made with regards to Knight Arinzo.”

I gritted my teeth and tried to keep the rage from my eyes as I stared the knight down, but my attention snapped to the Aquitanian king with his next sentence.

“Or should I say former knight?” he said.

“Sir?” Arinzo gasped as if it was the first time he was hearing the news.

“You will be stripped of your knighthood,” King Kevin said as a hard expression filled his eyes despite his unchanged smile. “You will never be allowed to hold the title of Knight again. You may do with yourself whatever you deem fit, but it will not be in service to Aquitaine.”

“Your majesty!” Arinzo shouted and started to step forward, but the female knight already had a blade to his neck.

“You are getting off easy as far as I’m concerned,” the king said. “You broke the treaty and put the Triumvirate at risk. If it wasn’t for Queen Catrina, then I would’ve had you publicly flogged and imprisoned.”

“I think this punishment is more suitable,” my queen said as her gaze slid to me. “Don’t you, Knight Lyons?”

“I do,” I said and forced myself to keep a neutral expression, even though I wanted to laugh in his face.

A flogging and jail time would suck, but having his knighthood stripped? That was artwork. He’d be shamed by every single person he ever met. There would be nowhere Arinzo could go where they wouldn’t know he’d betrayed all of the Triumvirate because of his jealousy.

“Then it’s settled,” King Kevin said. “Please escort Arinzo to his ancestral home.”

“No,” he said and started to fight. “Please, no. I can’t go back there.”

“Oh, yes you will,” the female knight said with a smug smile.

The two Aquitanian knights dragged Arinzo away as he continued to struggle, and all eyes turned back to the rulers as the door closed.

“That’s all for this meeting,” King Kevin said. “Thank you all for coming.”

The queens’ holograms blinked out as soon as the meeting ended, and King Kevin nodded proudly at me as if my answer had been perfect. It was good to know the rulers all took Arinzo’s actions seriously, and I was suddenly even more eager to help them with the portals.

Casey was still researching the rune I’d seen in the Dax portal, but it was time to let the jump mages in on what I’d seen. A new knight escorted me down to the labs, and this one seemed genuinely excited to meet me. I nodded along as he blathered about how the Triumvirate would destroy the traitorous bastards who dared to come after us, but my focus was on recalling the rune in perfect detail.

My girlfriend knew more about runes than anyone I’d ever met, but the jump mages were older, so they might actually have seen it before. I was so focused on remembering the rune that I didn’t realize there was already a portal open as we stepped into the lab.

A wave of nausea washed over me as the nanorunes in my blood activated, and I had just enough time to see a purple portal before darkness slid over my vision. The last thing I heard was my new escort shouting for a doctor.

Then there was only the fear that washed over me as everyone started to scramble into action.
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Chapter 20

“I think he’s waking up.” Natali’s voice wove through the pressure that pulsed behind my right eye. “Take your time, Nick.”

The doctor’s soft hands helped me to sit up while I slowly blinked through the pain. I’d never noticed how bright the lights in the med bay were, but they definitely felt like they were more powerful than usual. Natali helped me to stay steady until I could sit up on my own, and the headache finally started to dissipate once I downed a glass of water.

“I’m naked,” I muttered and stared at the thin blanket covering my lap.

“You have the blanket.” Dr. Lenkov smirked.

I pulled my eyes up to see Treyin and Commander Reynolds were also in the med bay with us. There were no other patients around, not even in the regeneration tanks, and all three women’s eyebrows were knitted together with worry. I tucked the blanket around my thighs, but there was nothing to be done about my exposed chest, though my mentor didn’t seem too concerned with my lack of clothes at the moment.

“So…” I said and gratefully received a protein bar from the good doctor. “What are we doing here?”

“You don’t remember?” Natali asked.

“Not really.” I chomped down on the protein bar and searched my memory. “I think I was on the way to the portal lab.”

“Anything else?” Commander Reynolds asked, and the persistence in her tone said something had definitely happened.

“Finish eating the protein bar,” Natali said. “And drink this.”

I did as I was told and finished the protein bar in one bite. The noxiously sweet drink that Dr. Lenkov handed me tasted like someone had dumped a pound of salt and sugar, mixed it around, and squirted some orange juice in it, but damn if my head didn’t start to clear the second I drank it.

“I passed out!” I gasped. “What the voids happened?”

“We don’t know,” the good doctor said with a deep frown. “I’ve done every test that I can think of, but nothing has shown up yet. Knight Cruz said you passed out the second the door to the main lab opened.”

“They were working with some new runes on the portals,” Commander Reynolds added. “It had already gotten out of control by the time you arrived and only worsened after your episode.”

“Is everyone okay?” I fought the urge to jump down from the examination table to go check on everyone. The only thing that stopped me was the fact that I had no clothes on, and Commander Reynolds did not need to see me naked.

“Everyone is fine,” she said, and her eyes flickered to the thin blanket as if she’d had the same thought I’d had. “You should remain here for the moment. At least until Dr. Lenkov is able to discover what happened.”

“I’ve already ruled out everything that I can think of,” Natali said. “But it could very well be that it was just a side effect of the nanorunes in your blood reacting to the portal.”

“I’ve never passed out from them activating on their own before,” I said with a frown. “Okay. So the last thing I remember was Cruz and I walking through the door. There was a lot of wind from the portal, and then everything went black.”

“Did you feel your nanorunes activate?” the good doctor asked.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Maybe.”

There had definitely been something strange the second the door had opened. It wasn’t just the gale-force wind that had knocked into me like a sledgehammer. I mean, the portal was definitely stronger than most I’d come across, but even then, there was no reason for me to just pass out.

“What were the runes the jump mages were using?” I asked. “Maybe they had some kind of adverse effect?”

“It’s possible,” Commander Reynolds said. “The jump mages are reviewing those now, but the runes weren’t particularly powerful. The report showed a strange fluctuation in the electricity shortly after they activated the portal. It seems as if the containment field malfunctioned.”

“So it’s unlikely that it had anything to do with Nick.” Natali frowned and tapped her fingers on the examination table. “Maybe the malfunctioning containment field forced his nanorunes to activate. But it doesn’t explain why he passed out for an entire day.”

“An entire day?” I repeated and stared between the three women. “You’re kidding me.”

“I’m afraid not,” Dr. Lenkov said with a sympathetic smile. “We were quite worried. Especially since I couldn’t find a single reason why you’d lost consciousness in the first place. You’re sure you don’t remember anything else?”

“No,” I said and breathed deeply as if that would help to clear my mind. “The door opened. I did feel my nanorunes activate, but it was hard to sense over the wind and fear.”

“Fear?” Treyin asked. “You felt fear?”

“That’s not too surprising,” Natali said. “I’m told it was quite chaotic when the portal went out of control. It would only make sense for Nick to be afraid when he opened the door to see an out of control portal. Especially if his nanorunes activated without his intention.”

“No.” I shook my head. “I wasn’t scared. Startled. But not scared. I don’t think I was. But it was hard to breathe. It was like I was completely terrified but not at the same time.”

“I think I know what happened,” Treyin said.

The usually confident Ecomese woman tugged on the ends of her hair. The gills on her cheeks fluttered the way they always did when Treyin’s emotions were getting away from her, and suddenly my chest felt tight with nervousness.

But that should be impossible.

I had the implant to keep the empath from being able to influence me without my permission. So did the rest of the crew. I shouldn’t have been affected by anything Treyin felt unless she specifically told me and I reacted to her words.

“I noticed it after the first time we were together,” she said and then smirked at the memory. “It was a very good night.”

“It was,” I agreed.

“I’m sure it was,” Natali said in her doctor voice. “But what exactly have you noticed?”

“My powers are stronger,” the empath explained. “At first I thought it was just because I’ve been using them so much lately. But this is different. Everything is heightened. I’ve had to meditate more than usual just to be able to control how much I sense from others.”

The Ecomese who I’d met back on Treyin’s home planet had all been adept at controlling their own emotions. It was a necessary tactic since every single one of them was an empath. I knew it was more difficult for my girlfriend since she’d joined us, but I hadn’t asked how she handled it.

Meditation made sense.

“How would your powers heightening have any effect on Knight Lyons?” Commander Reynolds asked.

“There’s a myth among my people.” The usually confident woman sighed and took a deep breath as if she had to steady herself. “That whenever someone has met their perfect match, they can share their powers. Of course, it’s never actually happened. But it’s said that our empathic abilities will spread to our partner until we share it together. Life and death. Happiness and sorrow. Everything.”

Silence fell on the med bay as we all processed what Treyin told us. If it was true, and I was her perfect match, then it would explain a lot.

“Have you noticed any heightened emotions lately?” Natali asked in her flat doctor’s voice.

“Not really,” I said. “I mean… I’ve been better at fighting lately. And noticing when someone was sneaking up on me. But I figured that was just from all the hours I’ve been logging in the training room.”

“You will have the ability to sense someone behind you.” Treyin smirked. “It’s what makes me such an amazing Slayer. I can feel the person’s emotions as they sneak up on me. It’s a mix of apprehension and excitement. Common on the battlefield, so it’s not surprising you didn’t realize that they were coming from outside of you.”

“Fair,” I said with a nod as I processed. “I usually feel like that when I’m fighting.”

“You said that your powers are shared,” Commander Reynolds said thoughtfully. “Have you noticed any change in your powers, Treyin? Do you think Nick’s mutation will be shared as well?”

“Doubtful.” The empath shook her head. “The stories only talk about sharing empathic ability. But then again, no one would ever expect our perfect match to be anyone who wasn’t Ecomese.”

“That makes sense,” I said and started to tap my foot.

I had been more on guard than usual lately, and my emotions had been a little more chaotic, but I figured it was just stress and a lack of sleep. Or lack of a proper eating schedule. It made more sense if the changes were from Treyin’s powers being shared with me, but the idea was still a little far-fetched.

“How do we find out if that’s what’s actually happening?” I asked.

“I could run some more tests,” Natali said. “I’d need to run it on both of you to be sure. Treyin, I still have your blood samples from when you first came on board, and I can compare your current power saturation to before. Nick’s will be fairly easy to determine since he wouldn’t have had any empathic power markers before.”

“Do it,” I said and held out my arm. “If I really am going to become empathic, then I’ll need to know.”

“I can teach you how to regulate those powers.” Treyin smirked. “There are several very helpful, and… exciting, methods.”

“I’m going to report this to the captain,” Commander Reynolds said. “He’ll be happy to know that you’re awake and relatively unharmed. Though we may need to excuse you from helping with the portal research if you’ll have another episode.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I said quickly. “Knowing is half the battle, right? And now that I know about it, I can figure out a way to shut out everyone else’s emotions if something goes wrong again. Besides, this is the first time it’s actually been more than just a mild feeling. I doubt it’ll be that strong again anytime soon.”

“It is likely that the others’ panic is what ignited the reaction,” Treyin added. “There’s no need to remove him from the research. I’ll personally teach him how to handle the influx of others’ emotions. It might even help him control his mutation.”

“I’ll discuss it with the captain,” my mentor said and then flashed a small smile. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Thanks,” I said and then watched her leave the med bay.

“I’ll start with you, Treyin,” Natali said and pulled a needle from a nearby drawer. “Your tests should be easier to run.”

I watched as Dr. Lenkov drew blood from the beautiful Ecomese woman and tried to process everything I’d just learned. It definitely made sense that everyone freaking out about the portal being out of control would’ve forced me to pass out, especially since the powers were new and unregulated. I’d have to figure out how to handle that sooner rather than later, but I could pick out places over the last few weeks where Treyin’s abilities had likely been in action without me realizing it.

Most of it was so subtle that I just figured I needed a nap. Or food.

“Hold your arm out,” Natali brought me back to the present as I scoured through my memories for examples of my newfound empathic abilities. “This won’t hurt.”

“You’ve never hurt me,” I said with a wink.

Natali’s soft fingers caressed my skin as she tied off the rubber band and slowly drew my blood. The good doctor’s perfume wafted over me, and I closed my eyes to breathe it in. She smelled so damn good that I just wanted to taste her.

“We could always test your abilities in a different way,” Treyin purred.

The empath’s eyes roved over me with a ravenous hunger as if she’d just felt my need for Natali, and my dick twitched as Treyin ran her tongue over her lips as if she was about to walk across the room and mount me.

“Oh?” Natali asked as she started the blood test. “How?”

Dr. Lenkov turned, looked between us, and then nodded as if she’d suddenly realized what Treyin was talking about.

“Oh,” she said in a breathy voice, and then she glanced at the door. “I wouldn’t mind a little research. We’ll have to lock the doors.”

“You don’t have to,” Treyin said.

“I’d rather not have my patients walking in on us,” Natali said and strolled over to lock the med bay door. “Now… How do we start this experiment?”

“Well, I’m already naked,” I laughed and motioned to the thin blanket that separated me from the cool air in the med bay. “So I feel like step one is already done. But your implant might get in the way of you experiencing anything.”

“That’s easily fixed,” Dr. Lenkov said with a dismissive wave. “All I have to do is adjust the strength of my implant. And of course, I’ll be sharing my emotions with you voluntarily, so that will likely help how they flow between the three of us.”

“You can do that?” I gaped as the good doctor went to her computer and started to type something into the keyboard.

“Of course.” She grinned. “All doctors can. I’ve had several Ecomese patients and need to be able to adjust my own implant in order to ensure they, and their emotions, are in good working order.”

“Makes sense,” I said with an appreciative nod.

“Done,” Natali said and hit the enter key with a little more enthusiasm than usual. “We can begin the experiment. My implant is now turned to the lowest setting.”

“Okay.” I grinned from ear to ear as I turned to Treyin. “How do we do this?”

“You’ll need to focus your mind on us,” Treyin said. “Feel what I’m feeling as I kiss you.”

The Ecomese woman crossed the med bay and pulled me into a hungry kiss. Her tongue slipped past my lips, and I groaned as the empath ran her nails lightly down my chest. A ravenous need filled me, and I pulled Treyin closer to deepen the kiss.

I wasn’t sure if I was feeling what she was, but then again, I’d never been so horny in my entire life.

And then something clicked in my mind, and I could feel the tingling sensation and excitement from Treyin as I pinched her taut nipple between my fingers.

“Do you feel it?” Treyin gasped as I moved down her neck.

“Yes,” I growled and then nibbled on her collarbone. “Is this what it feels like every time I touch you?”

“Yes,” she moaned.

“I wonder if you’ll feel the emotions from someone who isn’t an empath,” Natali said as she pulled my chin toward her.

The good doctor kissed me passionately, and a fire started to burn inside my stomach as I ran my hand over her perfect ass.

“I’m definitely feeling something,” I said when we finally broke apart to breathe.

“What is it?” she asked and started to kiss down my neck.

“Hunger,” I groaned.

“You should taste her,” Treyin said as she backed away. “Taste her and focus on everything that Natali is feeling. If you do have empathic abilities, then you’ll be able to feel the second she’s about to have an orgasm.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” I smirked and then quickly switched places with Natali.

It took a little work to move her tight skirt over her hips, but the anticipation only made it better, and the good doctor tasted sweeter than ever as I dipped my head between her legs to lap between her already wet lips.

“Oh, Nick,” Natali gasped as I licked her sensitive nub. “Yeees. Oh. Oh, yes. Pleeease. That-that feels sooo good.”

A knot formed in my stomach as I slipped my fingers into my girlfriend, and it tightened with every passing second. Goosebumps erupted over Natali’s skin as she neared her orgasm, and I focused all of my attention on the gorgeous doctor. Electricity pulsed through my body as she threw her head back and cried out with her orgasm, and the knot in my stomach unwound as warmth flooded through my veins.

“That-that was amazing,” she panted as I emerged from between her legs. “Did-did you feel anything?”

“I think I did.” I nodded and leaned down to kiss her. “It was like I was cumming, but I wasn’t.”

“You do have empathic powers,” Treyin said and stepped up. “Good, but you’ll need to hone them more.”

“I’m down for more testing,” I said and pulled the empath in.

I slipped my hands under Treyin’s skirt and up her thighs. She practically melted against the examination table as I started to massage her clit. I felt her orgasm coming earlier than I had with Natali and slipped another finger inside of her slick tunnel.

“Yes, do you feel it?” she moaned and rode my fingers faster as she reached her climax. “Do you feeeeeel it?”

“Yes,” I groaned as she came.

The knot that had formed in my stomach as Treyin started to orgasm suddenly unwound again, and shivers ran through my body as my girlfriend convulsed like she’d been tased.

“Damn,” I breathed when it was over. “I could definitely get used to that.”

“We should do more testing,” Natali said and pulled on my hips. “I want you to fuck me. Right here on this table. And I want you both to tell me if you can feel it.”

“Yes,” Treyin said as she hopped down from the table. “We need to be sure that you’re actually feeling what we’re feeling. I’ll watch.”

The Ecomese woman backed away and sat on the other examination table while I allowed Natali to pull me between her legs. The good doctor licked her lips, and the same ravenous hunger I felt earlier washed over me in waves, but it seemed as if it was coming from every direction. A glance over my shoulder showed that Treyin was just as hungry as the good doctor, and I quickly obliged both women.

“Are you ready?” I asked as I yanked Natali forward and tilted her hips downward.

“Yes,” she gasped. “This is for science. Fuck me for science, Nick.”

“Well, if it’s doctor’s orders.” I grinned and then plunged into her.

“Ohhhh… yeeeees,” Natali moaned two octaves deeper than her normal voice as soon as I was inside of her tight tunnel, and then we both let out small gasps as I began to slide in and out of her wetness.

“Fuck, you feel so good,” I panted as I increased the tempo.

“Yes. Yes. Yes. I love this.” Natali’s hips rocked back and forth as I thrust balls deep into her, and then the strange knot formed again in my stomach. “I love your cock inside of me.”

“I can feel your orgasm building,” I groaned as shivers spread through my body. It was almost too much to bear, and my balls clenched as I neared my own orgasm.

“Yes, yeeees, yeeeeees!” Natali wrapped her legs tighter around my hips as her back arched.

“I’m cumming!” I panted. “I… can’t hold it.”

“Fill me uuuup!” she ordered.

“As you wish,” I growled, and then my vision blurred as my hot seed poured out of me like a river.

“Ohhhhh!” Natali screamed as her second orgasm pulsed through her. My mind fogged over with so much pleasure that I almost missed Treyin’s equally thrilled moan from behind me. The good doctor slammed her hips hard onto my dick as I came inside of her, and I claimed her lips for a long kiss as all three of us shivered with the shared orgasm.

“That-that was amazing,” Natali gasped as we broke apart. “Is it always that amazing?”

“No,” Treyin said and slipped down from the other examination bed. “I’ve never felt anything like that. It was as if I could feel all three of us climax at the same time.”

“I did, too,” I said and then pulled the Ecomese woman in for another kiss. “You were right. It was so much better when I focused on the knot in my stomach. Is that what you both feel when you’re about to have an orgasm?”

“Yes,” they both said at once.

“I need to write these findings down,” Natali said suddenly and hopped down from the table.

She fell forward into my arms, and I quickly caught the gorgeous doctor as she got her legs underneath her.

“I should write that down, too,” she said with a wink.

A beep sounded from Treyin’s prot-belt, and the empath sighed as she checked the message.

“It seems I’m needed elsewhere,” she said and then pulled me in for another long kiss. “But we should repeat this experiment later.”

“Yes,” Natali said from behind her desk. “We might need to repeat it more than once. Both alone and together. I’d like to find out how Treyin’s presence intensifies your empathic abilities. Or if they remain the same when it’s just the two of us.”

“The things I’ll do for science,” I chuckled.

“Science is important.” The good doctor winked and then ducked behind her computer screen to type out her notes.

“I will gladly repeat this experiment,” Treyin purred as she ran her fingers up my bare chest. “As many times as you and the good doctor need, but it will have to be later. You should rest. While this was the best sex I’ve ever had, even if you didn’t actually fuck me, the strain from feeling all of our emotions at once will take its toll on you. We’ll also need to reschedule our date.”

“I’ll go get some rest,” I promised and then glanced down at my stomach as it growled. “Later. Food first. And then maybe some training.”

“Just don’t push it too hard,” she warned and then sauntered out of the med bay.

I watched her hips sway and then realized I was standing in the middle of the med bay in nothing but my birthday suit.

“Do you have some clothes I could borrow?” I asked Natali.

“Yes,” she said and poked her head back out. “Right over there in that locker. There should be black fatigues that will fit you. Your others have been sent to be washed already.”

“It’s fine,” I said and quickly threw on the new clothes.

They fit pretty well, though they were tighter in the shoulders than I would’ve liked, but all the fatigues had to do was survive long enough for me to grab some food. And maybe training if I could convince the guys to join me. It would be nice to see if my empathic abilities could make me sharper on the battlefield, especially now that I knew it wasn’t just hypervigilance and a lack of sleep.

“That really was amazing,” Natali said as I fished my prot-belt out from the bin on a nearby counter. “I personally didn’t feel what you two were feeling, but my orgasm was somehow more intense than it’s ever been before, and I’m still relishing the feeling of your warm seed inside of me.”

“Good,” I said and tipped her chin back for another kiss. “It’ll only get better the more I learn how to use these abilities. Of course, that’s only if they actually stick around. It could just be a temporary fluke.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” she said with a frown. “If the stories about a perfect match are true, then it would make sense that two Ecomese would continuously feel each other’s emotions and perpetuate the cycle. But as you are human, it might be different. We’ll have to test it at random intervals to be sure it’s a permanent ability. And you’ll need to be more careful with your mutation.”

“I will be,” I said and then looked down at my stomach as it growled. “Alright, I really need to get some real food. I think I already wore through the energy the protein bar gave me.”

“And I’m very grateful for it,” the good doctor said.

The door opened, and a yeoman came in with a massive cut across his forearm.

“Back to work, Doctor.” I winked and then nodded to the bleeding yeomen.

I quickly left the med bay and turned toward the galley. It was early afternoon, so lunch was just starting, and there wouldn’t be too many people around yet. I would probably have the whole place to myself for at least the first few minutes, and that was perfectly fine with me.

“If it isn’t the fainting princess!” Richard shouted as I walked into the galley.

My friends sat around one of the tables in the back, but the rest of the galley was just as empty as I’d expected.

“Haha.” I rolled my eyes and went to join them.

“But seriously, are you okay?” Nathan asked as I sat down. “We heard you passed out after upgrading a portal.”

“Rumor has it that you brought it to a level ten,” Neville said. “There’s been a lot of activity over by the meeting hall. I’m guessing that’s where the labs are hidden. Not that they’re much of a secret anymore.”

“Yeah,” Richard said and shoved a glass of water toward me. “I heard you practically tore the whole thing down.”

“It was already upgraded when I came in.” I rolled my eyes and then thanked the server who brought a heaping lunch plate out for me.

“But you did upgrade it, right?” Neville asked. “There’s no way they were able to open something so powerful without your help.”

“I did,” I said.

“And then you fainted,” Richard snorted. “Such a delicate little princess.”

“I did faint,” I said around a mouthful of mashed potatoes. “But it wasn’t because of my mutation.”

The guys all stared at me as if I’d just said I had yet another girlfriend. It was clear they wanted me to explain more, and it would help to talk it out with them since I was still trying to process it all myself.

“Dr. Lenkov still needs to confirm it, but it seems like I’m starting to share Treyin’s abilities,” I said and then launched into an explanation.

I left out the part about the experiment in the med bay, but it didn’t take long for Richard to mention how the sex would be better if I could feel what the girls were feeling.

“Damn,” the future berserker huffed. “Just when I thought you couldn’t get any more powerful.”

“We’re not even sure how long it’ll last,” I pointed out.

“But imagine if it lasts forever,” Neville said with a wistful stare into the distance. “You’d be able to feel your enemy’s emotions anywhere on the battlefield. And if they tried to get away, then you could just teleport to them and use their own emotions as a homing signal.”

“Leave it to the marksman to think of a long-term plan,” I laughed and clapped him on the back. “But that would be pretty freaking awesome. Speaking of which, I was wondering if any of you would like to do some training after lunch?”

“Absolutely not,” Faye interrupted before any of them could respond. “You’ll be going straight to bed for some rest.”

“I’m fine,” I said and gestured to myself. “No wounds. No bleeding. And I just slept for an entire day.”

“I agree with Faye,” Elle said as she and Casey walked into the galley. “Natali told us you were thinking about going to train. And we’ve all decided to take the rest of the day off just to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“I’m fine, really,” I said as all three women surrounded me.

“You’re on your own here,” Richard said when I glanced at the guys for help.

“I suddenly have something to do somewhere else,” Neville said and stood.

“You know what? So do I,” Nathan said as he and his twin hopped up from the table like it was on fire. “I have that thing…”

“Yeah, the thing,” Richard said and clapped his hands together. “Sorry, Nick. Wish we could help.”

“But we can’t,” Neville finished.

All three of them practically ran out of the galley and left me completely alone with my girlfriends.

The gorgeous women all pinned me with an expectant stare, and I threw my hands in the air in defeat.

“Alright, alright,” I chuckled. “I’ll take today for some bed rest.”

“Yes, you will,” Casey said and tugged me to my feet.

“You guys don’t have to take the entire day off just to spend it with me,” I said as they guided me toward my bedroom.

“But it’ll be fun,” Faye said and skipped ahead of us to wait by the door. “We haven’t all hung out together before. Besides, we should all talk together about the polygamous marriage I proposed the last time we were together.”

“Faye told us all about it.” Elle nodded as I opened the door for us. “And everyone seems on board with it.”

“Though I’m still going to be your favorite wife,” Casey said and led me to the bed like I was going to try and escape to go train.

“No, you won’t,” the point clerk huffed and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I will be his favorite wife.”

“You’re all my favorite,” I laughed and tugged them down into bed with me.

“That’s not actually possible,” Casey muttered and snuggled into my side. “But you don’t have to say that I’m the favorite out loud. I already know.”

“I think I could be the favorite,” Faye said with a blush as she crawled into my lap. “I’ll be a berserker. And I can cook.”

“And I can make sure he has the best weapons,” Elle pointed out.

“And I can add the runes to make them the most powerful,” Casey countered.

I listened to the three women argue back and forth for a few minutes, but exhaustion slowly started to weigh down my eyelids. They were right about my need for rest, and their playful battle for the number one spot was the perfect background noise for me to fall asleep to. I tried to stay awake and affirm each of them in turn, but it was so hard, and soon enough I couldn’t pry my eyelids open no matter how hard I tried.

The girls’ voices slowly drifted further and further away. And the next thing I knew I was in a dream. One that was just a little too realistic to be normal.

Like it was another memory from the Overlord’s Heart.
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Chapter 21

“This is definitely not a normal dream,” I said as I turned around in a slow circle.

The Overlord’s Heart hadn’t shown me a vision since it had fractured, but Casey had promised to work on it for me. If the enchanter had fixed it, then it made sense I’d have another dream, though they usually only came as warnings.

“Just memorize everything,” I told myself as the dream proceeded.

Everything was gray as my host trotted through a grimy alleyway. The guy was tall enough to tower over a homeless man who scurried by, and the man’s golden eyes told me we were on Dobuni, even if everything was different from when I’d grown up.

The buildings were made up of thin metal from what looked like salvaged ships and were hammered together just enough so the strong winds wouldn’t blow them down. Everything had a gray tint to it, but that was probably from the heavy storm clouds hanging high above the city. A few windows had been cut into the makeshift walls, but their edges hadn’t been dulled down yet, as if they’d only just been made and hadn’t been sanded.

I focused on the streets and looked for any familiar signs, but the only one I could see was a tavern that had long since become stone and glass instead of metal. If I was right, then I was a few hundred years into the past when Dobuni had first come into the Caledonian kingdom. Well before King Justinian had helped to organize all the tribes and stop the wars, though the progress must have already started if there was a town, so maybe I was actually in King Justinian’s timeline.

I wondered if any of the crew would be around. Or my mother.

My host passed by a particularly shiny wall and stopped to stare at his own reflection. He was a Caledonian knight in the kingdom’s colors, but his armor reminded me of the epic level equipment that only the king’s guard could wear. His dark brown eyes were set far back in his eye sockets like he was one step from the grave, and a full head of black curly hair waved back and forth in a breeze as if to say goodbye.

He wasn’t anyone we’d studied at the academy, but then again, my father wasn’t, either. King Justinian had kept the knights of his personal guard secret for a reason, even if it hadn’t kept him from disappearing in the end.

“This is for the best,” my host said in a nasal voice that immediately grated on my nerves.

It didn’t match with his thick mustache and corded neck like he could eat plasma rifles for breakfast.

Regret flashed in the knight’s eyes for a second before he squared his shoulders and smirked at his own reflection. The last dream I’d had with the Overlord’s Heart had shown me the traitors in the Rutheni palace, and I wondered if the man whose eyes I was looking out from was another traitor.

“You deserve the best,” the man said and smoothed back his wayward curls. “And you don’t deserve to play second fiddle to anyone.”

I somehow doubted that very much, especially since he seemed to be talking himself into something he knew was wrong.

“My Lord,” a woman whispered from a nearby doorway. “The game is about to begin. Will you join?”

“Yes,” he said with one last look at his reflection.

The frail Dobuni woman’s cheekbones stuck out like they would pierce her skin, and her gray dress hung from her bony body as if she hadn’t eaten in weeks. But I knew the women on my home planet were stronger than they looked, even if they were on the verge of starvation, and an intelligent light glimmered in her eyes as she watched the rich knight. I hoped she took him for everything he was worth.

“Right through here,” she said and showed him through a narrow hallway.

The building’s walls wobbled as the storm outside picked up, and my host jumped as a clap of thunder sounded right next to us. I could feel it rattle through the man’s bones, and how fast his heart raced as the Dobuni woman showed him into a circular room.

A small square table sat right in the center of the room with exactly three chairs set out. And two of them were already occupied. One was claimed by a Rutheni knight with the giant roaring bear and fur over his shoulder while the other was occupied by an Aquitanian knight in the kingdom’s usual bright red. Both had on the kind of armor that only a royal guard could afford, and both of them smiled wide when my host arrived as if they’d been worried he wouldn’t show.

“Welcome,” the Rutheni knight said in a thick accent and motioned to the empty chair. “We were just about to begin. Bring us drinks.”

The last sentence was an order to the Dobuni woman. She nodded and quickly retrieved a purple flask of what I recognized as a homebrew moonshine that had been banned years ago for being strong enough to actually make its consumer go blind. At least, that’s what they all said, and judging by the woman’s whispered warning, I was pretty sure the rumors were true.

“I’ll deal,” the Aquitanian knight said as he started to shuffle a deck of cards.

“I’m so glad we could all meet today,” my host said in his nasal voice that made me want to claw my ears out. “It’s been so hard to meet old friends recently.”

“Though it should be easier with this new treaty our kingdoms have concocted,” the Rutheni knight agreed and took a swig of the homebrew, coughed, and then gulped down air instead. “Of course, I’m not sure how long the peace will last.”

“It never lasts too long,” the Aquitanian knight said. “War is inevitable. And our kingdoms can hardly be expected to get along forever.”

The red-clad knight glared hard at the Rutheni knight, and I wondered just how long the rivalry between the two kingdoms had lasted. It was still alive and well in the present era, but something had to have started it, and it had to be more than just the slight infractions I’d heard about over the years.

I shook myself mentally and forced all of my attention to the men around the table. They dealt the cards and started to play their hands, but all of the bets were relatively small. I was sure there was more to their meeting than just a card game between old friends and made sure to memorize every detail about the two men across the table from me.

“I’ll admit I’ve grown rather bored with peace,” the Caledonian knight said as a heavy silence fell on the room.

“Knights were never meant to be at peace,” the Rutheni man agreed and motioned to the roaring bear on his armor. “If we were, then we would not have chosen such a mascot.”

“Our rulers really should be taught what happens when boredom overtakes their people,” the Aquitanian knight agreed and upped the ante on the card game. “It would be truly terrible if we were all forced to retire and play cards all day.”

“It would be,” my host said and matched the new bet. “We truly cannot allow this to be what we are reduced to. I still have so much I want in life. And fighting Grendels is not nearly as satisfying.”

“They’re basically beasts,” the Rutheni knight said. “Not that I have a problem with fighting beasts, but it’s hardly sporting. At least the Elites and Warriors seem to have some thoughts behind their scaly skulls, but it’s not like fighting a human. I imagine neither of you would be easy to kill on the battlefield.”

“I would not be,” the Aquitanian said with a hard glare. “I can’t speak for the Caledonian.”

“I suppose we’ll just have to arrange something and find out,” my host said. “We Caledonians do love our king, but things happen, and his successor is far too young to stop any future battles yet. I may also have some friends from Dax who would be willing to help our cause.”

“I’m sure my own people would enjoy the combat,” the Rutheni knight said as he adjusted the fur on his shoulder.

“Then it’s settled,” the Aquitanian knight said. “We’ll have to take this game to a different kind of battlefield. And feel free to invite your Dax friends. They’re worse than the Grendels when it comes to intelligence, but I’m intrigued with how their magic works. I’d like to try my hand against it.”

“But first, we’ll have to remove any obstacles in our way,” the Caledonian knight said in his nasal tone.

He glanced over his shoulder at the Dobuni woman, but she’d already slipped from the room as if overhearing their conversation could get her killed. And it probably would have.

The dream ended, and I shot up in bed as cold sweat dripped down my back. I jumped up to grab a glass of water to wash the cotton-feel from my mouth and then rummaged around until I found a pen and paper. I had to write everything down before it faded away, though the other dreams were still just as vivid in my mind as the day I’d had them.

“Is everything okay?” Faye asked as she came out of the bathroom followed by a steam cloud from the shower. “Did you have a nightmare?”

“Something like that,” I said and dabbed the sweat from my forehead. “Did you stay the night?”

“We took turns,” the busty blonde said with a proud smile. “I was able to take the last shift since I traded shifts last night.”

“Did you sleep?” I asked and pulled her in for a kiss.

“A little,” she said when we finally parted. “But I was mostly working on drills with my axe. Olav says I need to repeat them a hundred times a day to build up the muscles I’ll need in the academy. He also says he’ll be disappointed if I don’t get in at least one fight a week.”

“I’m sure,” I snorted and plopped down to write out the dream.

“What are you doing?” my girlfriend asked and sat across from me.

“Just writing down everything I can remember,” I muttered.

“I do that, too,” she said in a quiet voice. “Whenever I have a dream about being back with the Bone King. Dr. Lenkov says it helps to process. And to point out what I’m afraid of so I can remind myself that those things aren’t worries I need to have anymore.”

I finished with the details about the three knights and looked up to study my girlfriend. Faye had a delicate beauty with her long blonde hair, long legs, and large breasts that always threatened to burst free from her shirt, but there was a strength in her that most knights didn’t have. I knew there was a lot she didn’t tell me about her time with the Bone King, but I was always proud of how far she’d come and couldn’t wait to see how far she’d go in the future.

“What?” she asked as a blush crawled up her neck. “Do I have something on my face?”

“No,” I chuckled and reached forward to brush a stray hair from her face. “Just admiring my amazing girlfriend.”

“Stop,” she giggled and playfully slapped my hand away. “Did you want to see the drills?”

“Of course.” I nodded and motioned to the large free area in front of my bed. “The floor is yours.”

Faye hopped up and ran to grab the axe she’d laid on the kitchenette’s counter. All thoughts of the dream faded for the next half hour as she ran through the drills Olav had taught her. The once timid woman had found a new confidence after she’d become the berserker’s mentee, and I couldn’t hide the smile that spread across my face as she explained the different moves as if it was my first time hearing them.

“The academy won’t know what hit it when you join,” I said with pride when she finished.

“You really think so?” she asked as her shyness resurfaced. “You don’t think I’m too old? Or slow? Or weak? Most of the knights and sorcerers have been training since they were kids, so I don’t know if I’ll be able to compete.”

“You can compete for sure,” I laughed and stood to pull her into a hug. “You’re amazing. You just have to believe in yourself. And if you don’t, just come ask me. I’ll make sure to tell you. And I’m sure Olav will tell you every chance he gets. It’s not easy to win him over.”

“Please.” She rolled her eyes playfully and swatted at me. “I impressed him right off the bat.”

“Because you saved his life,” I reminded her. “Not an easy feat.”

“I love you,” she said, and then she gasped with her blue eyes wide open as if the words hadn’t been planned.

“I love you, too,” I said quickly before she had time to worry.

Faye melted into my arms and held me tight before she suddenly pulled away and checked the time.

“Oh! You are supposed to go to a meeting soon,” she said. “A message came through on your prot-belt.”

“Is it that time already?” I sighed as I checked my prot-belt.

“I’m afraid it is,” Faye said and went to grab my fatigues.

It seemed as if the meetings were getting earlier. Soon we’d be meeting before sunrise, though I wasn’t sure if even Captain Cross would want to be up that early. I could imagine Queen Catrina would still be okay, and probably even more radiant than usual, as if she was the sunrise.

“Make sure you eat something when you’re done with the meeting,” my girlfriend warned as I threw on my clothes.

“And you make sure you get some rest,” I said with a gesture to the bed. “Feel free to sleep here.”

“While your bed is very comfortable,” she said, “I’m going to go back to my own room. It’s closer to the galley, so I’ll be able to sleep longer.”

“Valid point.” I grinned as I led the way into the hallway. “I’ll see you later.”

I watched Faye head toward the elevators and then ran back into the room to grab the dream I’d written down. My connection to the Overlord’s Heart wasn’t something I wanted to share with everyone at the meeting, but Commander Reynolds should know about it. She might even know who the knights were.

“Headed to another super-secret meeting?” Nathan asked as I headed back out.

“Yeah,” I laughed. “Not that they’re actually secret.”

“No,” the future Shield knight said. “But not everyone gets to know what’s going on in them.”

“They’re not that exciting,” I said as we hopped into the elevator.

“I don’t imagine they are,” he snorted. “I’m with Olav and Leith about those meetings. You guys can keep them. I just need to know where they’re sending Richard and how to protect him. If I know that, then I’m good to go.”

I nodded and studied my friend as we headed to the cargo bay. Nathan had bulked up quite a bit over the last few weeks, not that he’d ever been small, but his muscles were big enough that even Moses would be impressed. I knew he was worried about Richard, and how much his twin wanted to prove himself to their family, but I hoped he wouldn’t burn out.

“What?” Nathan asked when we walked out into the predawn light. “You’re staring at me like I’m some specimen.”

“Just appreciating how strong you’ve gotten,” I said. “You’ll be as big as a house soon.”

“Thanks.” He shook his head but smiled at the compliment. “I originally just wanted to be a Shield knight for Richard. But honestly, it’s so much fun. And I’ve been talking to other Shield knights from the Triumvirate. None of us reveal too much, for obvious reasons, but I’m learning that there are a lot of ways to protect. And even offensive runes that can be combined with defensive runes on shields.”

I listened intently as my friend went into a long lecture about different runes he wanted to try on his shield. He’d become friends with one of the other enchanters on board, and the two of them had already figured out a few new ideas. I couldn’t wait to see them in action, but more than that I was glad to see how passionate Nathan had become.

“You’re going to become more powerful than Moses in no time,” I said and clapped Nathan on the shoulder.

“Oh, really?” Moses said as the Alkegian came up from behind us.

“N-no, sir,” Nathan stuttered and shot me a glare as if I’d personally challenged his mentor to a fight. “I still have a long way to go.”

“Don’t worry, Knight Culbert,” the senior Shield knight chuckled and pulled his long dreadlocks into a low ponytail. “I look forward to the day when you can beat me. All of the mentors on the Stalwart feel the same. It’s our job to make you better than we ever were.”

“I don’t know if I’ll ever catch up to Commander Reynolds,” I laughed.

“You do have a long way to go, Knight Lyons,” the woman in question said as she joined us. “But you have made quite a bit of progress in a short amount of time. And I’m sure your new abilities will aid you. Although, they may become a hindrance as well.”

“He’s already more powerful than I could ever hope to be,” Nathan said. “It’s like he found the cheat codes to life. But don’t you worry, Nick. I’ll make sure to pass you up one day.”

“Sure, sure,” I said with a wide grin. “I look forward to it.”

“If you’ll excuse us,” Commander Reynolds said with a gesture to the meeting hall. “It was good to see you, Knight Culbert. I look forward to reviewing your progress.”

“So do I,” Moses said. “It’s been a little while since we’ve sparred. Mark out some time this afternoon.”

“Yes, sir,” Nathan said and practically bounced with excitement. “I look forward to showing you what I’ve learned.”

Nathan shot a happy smile in my direction and then darted toward the galley while the rest of us headed into the meeting hall. I hadn’t been there since I’d passed out in the labs, but the smell of fresh paint and cement lingered in the air. It was easy to see where the walls had been repaired, and a few Aquitanian knights stood guard in front of the once-hidden doorway to the secret labs. As if anyone would try to break in with all the yellow warning tape everywhere.

“Just how strong was that portal?” I asked as we walked into the meeting room.

“Quite strong,” King Kevin answered from the head of the table. “I have to admit I’m more proud than disappointed. Though it will take another few days before the damage has been completely fixed.”

“My brother was almost killed in the debris thanks to your little upgrade moment,” Lord Graysin huffed.

“Please,” the Rutheni delegate next to him rolled his eyes. “You would’ve been thrilled if he had.”

“I’d rather not have you argue,” Queen Corula said as her hologram appeared in an empty chair to King Kevin’s right.

“Yes, ma’am,” the two men said, though they both shot evil glares at each other as if the argument would continue the second they were alone.

“I’m here,” Queen Catrina said breathlessly as my queen’s hologram appeared. “Shall we begin?”

“Yes,” King Kevin said and gestured for us all to take our seats.

I quickly followed Commander Reynolds and Moses to our usual spot, and Captain Cross nodded his head from where he sat to the right of Queen Catrina’s hologram.

A heavy tension filled the air as the three rulers all glanced at each other, but that would be explained soon enough. I just needed to wait for the update.

“We do not have any updates on the Dax,” Queen Catrina started. “I have our spies searching for their strongholds, but they’re very well hidden.”

“And obviously our research into their portals has been stalled after the recent issue,” King Kevin added. “It seems at the moment the Dax are content to remain in the shadows as they have for so many years.”

“I don’t think they’re going to give up,” Queen Corula said with a nervous expression. “They infiltrated our government for years before they attacked.”

“But we did win in the last battle,” Lord Graysin reminded everyone. “Even if some people still think they retreated as a stall tactic. It’s obvious they realized just how strong the Triumvirate is. I’m sure they’ll have to regroup and change their tactics.”

I opened my mouth to argue that several of us had seen just how many troops were on the other side of the portal, but Captain Cross met my gaze and gave the slightest shake of his head. It was clear he didn’t want me to bring it up, but I couldn’t for the life of me understand why. The whole point of the meeting was to discuss the Dax threat, so why would we not talk about how big their army really was.

“My people are working to discover where the Dax will attack next,” Queen Corula said into the silence that had fallen on the room. “But so far it has been impossible. They could attack anywhere at any time.”

A ripple of fear ran through the delegates, and one of the Caledonians glanced at the door as if the Dax would come rushing through at any moment. It wasn’t completely out of the realm of possibility, but the bastards would have to get through an entire army before they made it to us, and the battle sounds would reach us long before any of the black-clad assholes could.

“We will just have to be vigilant,” Queen Catrina said with a patient smile. “We know the Dax will not give up. And neither will we. I will continue to have my people search for any signs of their stronghold.”

“The lab will be up and running again by the end of the week,” King Kevin added. “By then we hope to find a way to track the Dax portals.”

Something wasn’t being said, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. The conversation was the same as every other one we’d had, but the tension in the room was almost palpable, and I saw Queen Catrina give Captain Cross a sideways glance before she excused herself for another meeting. I wasn’t sure if it was just my new empathic abilities picking up on nerves, or if there really was something that everyone was hiding.

I’d have to ask Captain Cross about it later. Or maybe Treyin. She would be able to tell me if it was just paranoia, or if our shared power was hinting at something below the surface.

“Since we don’t have anything new to discuss,” King Kevin said and clapped his hands together. “I’m going to formally dismiss this meeting. I will see you at the next one.”

The Aquitanian ruler pushed himself up from the table with a wince, and his hand fluttered to his chest like there was still some pain, but it should have been almost completely healed by then. I watched King Kevin nod to each of the delegates in turn and then shake Captain Cross’ hand. The jovial man still had a calculated smile on his face, but I was almost positive that something passed between him and my captain before everyone took their leave.

I was either losing my mind or picking up on something everyone wanted to keep hidden.

“My crew should stay behind,” Captain Cross said as I stood to leave.

The king’s guard at the door nodded in understanding, went into the hallway, and then locked us in so no one would be able to interrupt our conversation.

“Okay,” I said and turned to stare at my captain. “I know I’m not losing my mind. What is going on?”

The captain lifted a bushy eyebrow and smirked as if my outburst was amusing.

“I’d heard you were gaining some powers from Treyin,” he said in an amused tone. “But it seems to be working faster than expected if you managed to pick up what even the delegates couldn’t.”

“It was like I could cut the tension with a knife,” I huffed. “But also you guys had strange expressions.”

“They didn’t.” Moses grinned and leaned back in his chair. “You must have been able to notice them because you’re becoming an empath. I sure as voids didn’t notice anything. And I’ve been with the captain for a while.”

“We really need to test how your abilities will affect your Lich powers.” Commander Reynolds frowned. “It may not be a good thing for you to have more feelings. At least not when you have to resurrect the dead.”

She made a valid point. I hadn’t had to resurrect any of my friends yet, and hopefully never would, but the void cat had been pissed when it came back. If I could feel everything, then it might overwhelm me, but then again it might help me to calm the creature down if it did go berserk.

We’d only know after we tested it.

“As interesting as that particular experiment will be,” Captain Cross said and brought the attention back to himself. “We stayed behind to talk about our next steps.”

I waited patiently for the captain to continue, but the glances Moses and Commander Reynolds shared told me they already knew what he was talking about.

“Okay?” I asked when he didn’t continue.

“We will no longer be discussing the real threat the Dax poses,” he said and ran a hand over his salt-and-pepper beard.

“Why not?” I asked and then it dawned on me. “There are traitors.”

“Yes,” he said. “As you know, Treyin has been working with King Kevin to root out any traitors still in our midst. And it seems there is one. Someone on our council. But she hasn’t been able to narrow it down to who yet.”

“They must be really good at hiding themselves,” I said. “How does she know they’re on the council?”

“Because information has been leaked that only someone on the council would know,” Commander Reynolds said.

“The Stalwart has all been cleared,” Captain Cross reassured me. “Which is why we will now be working in secret to help the Triumvirate to track the Dax. However, as far as anyone outside of this room is concerned, we don’t know anything other than what we learned at the last battle. Your research in the labs will also be kept strictly confidential.”

“I thought the labs wouldn’t be fixed until the end of the week,” I said.

“A secondary location has already been completed,” my mentor said. “Knight Cruz has been cleared to take you there. Only the three jump mages and one enchanter know of its location. They have also been cleared.”

“So, does that mean Lord Graysin is cleared?” I asked with a dubious glance at the door.

“No,” Moses laughed. “Just his brother.”

“Treyin will hopefully discover the traitor soon, but you’ll need to hone your own empathic abilities so you can be on guard,” Captain Cross said. “You are a very important knight in the Caledonian army. And your mutation could be a powerful weapon in our enemy’s hands.”

“They’d get it over my dead body,” I said as rage swept through me.

“Oh, I know,” the grizzled man chuckled. “But they’ll take it from your corpse if they have to.”

“Which is all the more reason for you to train more with me,” Commander Reynolds said. “We’ll begin this afternoon. I expect you to be armed with all of your Lich armor. Dr. Lenkov will be present to heal any wounds inflicted, but we will be training as if our fight is the real thing.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said and then jolted as I remembered the dream.

“What is it?” Captain Cross asked.

“I think the Overlord’s Heart gave me another dream,” I said and tugged the sheet of paper from my pocket. “I don’t know how it connects right now. And I don’t think any of the people are the same as in the other dreams. But the last few dreams have shown me something useful, and I’m almost positive that the knights were past traitors.”

I quickly recapped the dream, and Moses’ face darkened when I described the Caledonian knight.

“I know exactly who you’re talking about,” the Shield knight said in the first sign of real hatred I’d ever seen from the Alkegian. “And he was in fact a traitor. Nothing that could be confirmed, but I’ve reviewed all the records of suspected traitors lately, and his face was smack dab in the middle of it all.”

“This is very good information,” Captain Cross said. “Moses, do you recognize the other two?”

“No,” he said. “But I’m sure I can find out who they are with a little digging.”

“I also have a recording from a couple of Rutheni knights,” I said. “They were muttering to themselves and glaring at us in the rec room the other night. I doubt it’s anything traitorous, but I recorded it anyway.”

“Play it,” Commander Reynolds said.

I quickly pulled up the recording and played it for my mentor. Her reaction was far from what I expected it to be, and she even threw her head back laughing by the time it was done.

“I don’t know much Rutheni.” Captain Cross smirked and stroked his beard. “But I don’t think they’re your enemies. At least, not in the traditional sense.”

“Then why were they glaring at me like they were about to challenge me to a duel?” I asked.

“They-they’re talking about how you have sex with every woman on the Stalwart,” Commander Reynolds gasped. “Oh. I needed that laugh. Woo.”

“I have heard those rumors,” Moses snorted as we all stood.

A blush crawled up my cheeks as Commander Reynolds fought to control herself. It was the first time I’d seen her laugh so hard, and even Captain Cross snickered a little.

“I’m glad they’re not enemies.” I shrugged and tried to ignore my embarrassment. “But do people really think I have sex with every woman on board?”

“They do,” Casey answered as we walked out of the meeting hall. “I’ve been asked several times how I can manage to share you with all the women on board.”

The enchanter rolled her eyes dramatically but smiled and waved at the senior crew as they continued toward the ship.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Are you here to make sure I don’t go to the training rooms after breakfast, because I’m pretty sure I’m back to a hundred percent.”

“No,” she said as excitement filled her blue eyes. “I have something even better to talk about.”
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Chapter 22

“Oh?” I asked with a mischievous smile. “And what exactly do you want to talk about?”

“Not that,” she laughed but melted against me as I pulled her close. “Maybe later. But first we need to go to the enchantry.”

“To your room or the enchantry?” I teased even though I knew the answer.

“Grandpa is in the enchantry,” my girlfriend answered with a pointed look.

“Ah,” I chuckled. “Then lead the way to the enchantry and definitely not your bedroom.”

The redhead giggled and tugged me along after her toward the Stalwart. A few knights glanced in our direction, but their glares made more sense as they watched us. Casey was a beautiful woman, all of my girls were, and it only made sense for other men to be jealous, especially when they didn’t have a girlfriend of their own.

My friends would hate me if they didn’t know me.

Casey walked so fast she was almost jogging, but my long legs easily kept up with the eager woman. Whatever she’d found had to be big if she was so excited about it, and my mind immediately went to the rune I’d seen in the Dax portal. I knew my girl would be able to figure out the puzzle even when the best jump mages in the three kingdoms couldn’t.

Not that I’d been able to actually show them the rune since I’d passed out the second I entered the lab. But it would be better to know its origin before I brought it to them. I might not share it with them at all if it was too powerful, because they’d already proven their methods were a little loose since they’d practically blown up the previous lab.

“Almost theeeere!” Casey said in a sing-song voice as we made our way through the Stalwart. “You’re going to be so excited. I figured it out this morning. I thought about waiting to tell you about it, but there was no way I could.”

“You figured out the rune?” I voiced my thoughts out loud.

“I did,” she said with a bright smile.

The enchanter paused at the door to the enchantry as if it was the doorway into another world, pressed the button to open it, and then rushed inside. Her grandfather was at a table in the back and glanced up at me for half a second before he went back to work. Casey gave him a smile as I noticed the other enchanters were all missing at the moment.

It was about time for a late breakfast, and the enchanters always stayed up late. At least, my girlfriend always did since she would lose herself in whatever project was in front of her. I was sure it was the same for the others. Except maybe Joseph since the old-timer liked to sleep.

“Okay,” Casey said and rushed around the side of her messy table.

Battered gauntlets with faded runes, dulled daggers, and a prot-belt with a missing screen were scattered over Casey’s worktable. She shoved them out of the way and brushed aside the stray nuts and bolts until they clinked into an old tin can with rust around the edges.

“This is the rune you saw, right?” she said and tugged the drawing I’d made her out to spread across the newly cleared surface.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Right.” She nodded and then shoved her hair back as it fell into her face. “So, like I said, I’ve never actually seen anything like it. And you were right about that Rutheni Shield knight’s rune. And the one on Neville’s sword. But they’re just different enough from this Dax one that no one would make the connection.”

“The connection to what?” I asked.

“To Daragor,” Casey said with wide eyes as if she’d just told me the biggest secret in the world.

“Careful with that name,” Joseph said without even looking up from his work.

“Who is it?” I asked with a glance between the two. “Some famous enchanter who went bad?”

“No,” my girlfriend snorted. “Far from it. He was the deity of the Dark Folk.”

The name registered somewhere in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t remember where I’d heard it before. It sounded like one of the gods the people on Dobuni used to worship before King Justinian. Back when everyone killed each other for sport and fought among each other over scraps of food.

“Not ringing any bells?” Casey asked.

“A couple.” I shrugged. “But nothing I can grab on to. Or at least, nothing I’d be confident saying out loud.”

“Don’t worry,” she said and reached under her table for a giant journal that was falling apart at the seams. “Not many people have heard about him. The Dark Folk disappeared long, long ago. Even before our first Kings.”

“Why did they disappear?” I asked as she flipped open the book.

“Legend has it they were so evil that the other gods just wiped them from the face of the galaxy,” she said in a conspiratorial tone. “They’ve basically become ghost stories. But from what little I’ve learned from this they were actually really close to Lich knights. But like… far, far worse.”

“Like?” I asked.

“Like the kind of assholes that would sacrifice their own children just to bring their souls back as fodder for their rituals,” Joseph huffed. “That’s what the legends say. And they say their runes were stronger than anything we’ve ever seen before.”

“Not really,” Casey said and pulled her hair back into a ponytail the way she did whenever she was about to go to work. “We see their runes all over the place. See this one here? It’s really close to the one we use to open portals. And this one is like the ones in the med kits.”

“Like the ones we learned from Grendels?” I asked.

“Something like that,” she said. “I have a theory that the Dark Folk learned everything they knew from the Grendels. They were actually friends. And that’s why they were completely wiped out. Whether it came from Grendels or the other nations isn’t clear, but they were clearly so evil that no one could trust them.”

I nodded along and bent over the book to read the passages. It was as if it was all in some old-fashioned version of our language that was so far removed from our modern vernacular that it took me a few read-throughs to figure out what it was saying. I could see where Casey’s theory came from, and it even made sense to some degree, but I still had more questions than answers.

One thing was obvious, though, and it was that whoever the Dark Folk had been, their runes were powerful. We had watered-down versions all around us, and those were powerful enough. If we used the originals, then we’d be practically unstoppable.

Of course, powerful runes all came with dangerous side effects. Which was probably why the other enchanters had watered them down in the first place.

“This is it,” Casey said and pointed to the rune I’d seen in the Dax portal.

“Where did you even get this book?” I asked.

“None of your business, Knight Lyons,” Joseph said from the back of the room. “And don’t tell anyone you’ve seen it.”

“Noted,” I said and studied the entry again.

There wasn’t much information to begin with, but I could see how it might be used for evil in the wrong hands. A skilled enchanter could easily figure out how to engrave it, even if the rune was the most complicated one I’d ever seen.

“I swear it looks like three different runes have been overlapped,” I muttered as Casey scooched closer to me to see what I was seeing.

“More than three,” she said with a smile that stretched from ear to ear. “It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. It could do so much. Like the version on Neville’s sword is used to replicate things. If it was used on the right equipment, it might even enlarge whatever it was on. Or even make the effect last longer.”

“Like the Dax portals,” I said. “They’re big enough to let the skull ships through. And they were able to stay open for the entire battle without collapsing.”

Excitement raced through my veins as I thought about all the possible uses for it. There was a skull and crossbones sign drawn on the page next to the rune with a warning I couldn’t understand. I read it a few different times, but whatever the original writer was trying to tell me was completely lost to time, and even Casey frowned at it as if she couldn’t figure it out.

“Okay,” I said with a quick glance over at Joseph. “I’m not saying we should use it without some restraint.”

“Absolutely not,” the old enchanter huffed and finally set down his drill. “You will not be engraving that thing on anything. I should’ve burned that book long ago.”

“But you didn’t,” I pointed out. “Because some part of you wants to see what these runes can do as well.”

“I agree with grandpa,” Casey said with a sympathetic smile. “It’s too dangerous to use.”

“The Dax are using it,” I pointed out. “And with extreme success.”

“But it might require a sacrifice to use it,” my girlfriend said and pointed to the skull and crossbones.

“I thought it was just a warning.” I frowned back down at the page.

“No.” She shook her head. “It means a soul has to be given to even draw it. It might need one to activate it, but I don’t think so.”

“I have a few saved in my soul batteries that you can use when you inscribe it,” I said and bounced excitedly. “It’s perfect for a Lich knight.”

“You’re forgetting one very important thing,” Joseph huffed and teetered over to our table. “Lich gear is dangerous to make. And Casey could go mad just trying to put this rune in place. And if she does manage it, and something goes wrong, then your mind might be devoured by the magic.”

I hadn’t thought about the side effects, or how hard it would be to make. There was a reason Lich gear was rare. And I could only imagine how bad it would be for an enchanter if something like the Mindfire rune backfired on them.

“You’re right,” I said. “We should bring this to Commander Reynolds. She’ll know what to do. Or we could ask my mother. She is the most powerful Lich knight in the galaxy. If anyone can tell us what to do, then it’s her.”

“Nope,” Casey said and shut the book with a snap. “We’ve identified where it came from. And no one else is going to find out about it. I am, however, willing to draw it on something for you.”

“No,” Joseph and I both said at the same time.

“It’s too dangerous,” I said.

“You’re not sacrificing yourself for some ancient deity,” her grandfather grumbled.

Casey rolled her eyes at the old enchanter. I recognized the stubborn glare in her blue eyes, and Joseph must have noticed it too, because we both exchanged a look before she continued.

“Listen,” she said as if she could read our minds. “Who else will do it? And before you start complaining, I will remind you that the Dax already have it and are using it.”

“Still,” I said.

“Still nothing,” she said. “It’s not like I’m going to put it on a weapon. I’ll put it on some armor and see what it can do.”

Joseph ran a hand over his face, sighed, and then shuffled over to grab a shield from the junk pile.

“We can put it on this,” he grumbled.

“We?” Casey asked.

“We,” he said and then jabbed a gnarled finger at me. “And only you will be able to use it. In a controlled environment. Under supervision.”

“How long will it take?” I asked.

The old enchanter managed to frown even more than before as he studied the shield and then the symbol.

“Something like this could take a month, easy, but don’t even say anything,” he said and lifted a hand to silence me before I could speak. “If we put off everything else, and work practically around the clock, then we might be able to have it done in a few days. But I’ll need permission from Captain Cross first. And a consultation with Commander Reynolds.”

“About what?” my mentor asked as she walked into the enchantry.

“About the symbol I saw in the Dax portal,” I said and motioned to the ancient journal.

I quickly gave my mentor a rundown of what we’d figured out, and her eyebrows furrowed the longer I went on.

“This is very similar to something a Lich knight would use,” she said. “But I’ll need to consult with Captain Cross, and your mother. Especially your mother. She’s one of the kingdom’s experts on these strange runes.”

“She is?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Yes,” Reynolds sighed. “I actually wouldn’t be surprised if she knew exactly what this was.”

“So we should wait for her?” I asked.

“She’ll have to get back to us quickly if we want to have this tested before the next Dax attack.” Casey crossed her arms over her chest.

“Then I suppose our training session will have to wait for the afternoon so I can send her a message,” my mentor said as she turned toward me. “Though that might be for the best. Natali will have the results from your test this afternoon. I’ll meet you there, and we can discuss your next steps.”

“Results about what?” Casey asked as her eyes darted between us.

“I’ll explain once I know everything for sure,” I said. “But it could be a very good thing.”

“Okay,” my girlfriend said with narrowed eyes. “I’m going to want you to explain everything soon. Especially about why you passed out.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I grinned and squeezed her hand in comfort.

Casey sighed dramatically and then nodded once. There was something in her eyes that told me she would try the rune whether she was given permission or not, and Joseph must have seen it as well, because he rolled his eyes at his granddaughter and then patted her on the head.

Commander Reynolds gave the enchanters a pointed look but didn’t say anything. If I knew my mentor, she would have the captain’s approval within the hour just to make sure my girlfriend could get started.

Anything to help us defeat the Dax. At least, as long as it didn’t require sacrificing innocent lives. Which meant we’d need to be very, very careful about how and where we experimented with the rune.

“Be safe,” I whispered in Casey’s ear.

“I will be,” she promised and then patted my butt. “You should go rest and then come back to tell me whatever these results are when Natali has them for you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I laughed.

I stole a quick kiss from her cheek and then followed Commander Reynolds into the hallway. The door wasn’t even shut behind us before Joseph started to go over the safety protocols for when they eventually had permission to engrave the rune into the shield.

“This is very dangerous,” my mentor said as we walked toward the elevator. “But I’m glad you brought the rune to Joseph and Casey. If anyone could figure it out, it was those two. But it’s worse than we thought if it’s really from the Dark Folk. You need to know that if you use it, even on the shield Joseph picked out, you could lose your mind.”

“But the Dax use it,” I pointed out. “So it’s doable.”

“They likely have an entire army full of Lich knights, or their equivalent,” she said. “Just to use the rune in one portal.”

“It’s worth the risk,” I said and motioned for Commander Reynolds to board the elevator first. “We have to defeat the Dax before they’re able to kill any more innocent civilians.”

Our conversation ended as a yeoman stepped onto the elevator with us, and I replayed everything I’d learned over the last hour. Some part of me wanted to run and tell Casey not to even attempt to inscribe the rune, especially if it could drive her mad, but my girlfriend was more stubborn than me, and she’d already made up her mind to do it. Besides, I knew she would be able to do it.

She could do anything. And I’d use the shield to figure out a way to defeat the Dax once and for all.

The elevator arrived on my floor, and I quickly nodded a goodbye to Commander Reynolds before heading to my room. Exhaustion swept over me as the door slid shut behind me. I hadn’t spent much time in my private quarters since we’d come to Salus, and all of my equipment was in desperate need of repairs.

I pulled everything out along with my personal drill and started to trace over what runes I knew how to fix. Casey would have her hands full over the next few days, and there was no telling if the Dax would attack before she could get to my armor. I had to make sure everything was ready.

Hours passed as I let my mind focus on the runes instead of, well, everything else in my life. It seemed like just yesterday that I was back in the academy busting my ass just to graduate. I just wanted to make a better life for my mother so she didn’t have to clean houses anymore.

But it turned out everything I knew about her was a lie.

Thankfully, those lies made it possible for me to do what I was about to do with the Dark Folk’s rune. It would take a powerful Lich knight to be able to control it, but everything in me knew I could, especially now that I knew who my mother really was.

I started to daydream about when the war with the Dax was over, and we could finally be at peace. There would always be a battle somewhere since there would always be Grendels, but my girls and I might be able to finally relax. I could find a place near the academy where we could stay when the Stalwart wasn’t on missions, and Faye could stop by whenever she had a break in her lessons.

Elle, Casey, and Treyin would get pregnant, and Natali would deliver the babies. Our family would grow. But none of it would be possible if we didn’t defeat the Dax first. If that required me to possibly sacrifice myself to test an ancient rune, then I would do what had to be done.

A notification sounded behind me, and I turned to see I’d missed a call from my mother. The red message light blinked at me a few times as I finished tracing the last rune. I hadn’t even heard the ringing in the first place, but there could only be two things for her to call me about.

The rune. Or the dream.

I carefully put everything back into my locker, grabbed a water and a snack from the kitchenette, and then sat down in the chair next to the phone.

“Hello,” my mother’s hologram said with a warm smile as I played the message. “I’m sorry I missed you. Vanessa has informed me about what you want to do and what you found in the Dax portal.”

There was a long pause as my mother reached back to stroke her long ponytail. She blinked a few times as if she was fighting back tears, but there was pride in her eyes when the powerful Lich knight turned back to the camera.

“Your father would be proud of you,” she said. “You’ve become the brave knight he always wanted you to be. Me, too. But I would have liked for you to live a normal life.”

A heavy silence fell on us as she took a deep breath. My mother had hidden the scholarship from me right up until the moment I needed to enter the academy. It hadn’t been easy for her to send me away, especially after she’d spent so many years trying to protect me, but I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

“Ah, the reason for my call,” she said and cleared her throat as if there were too many emotions choking her. “The rune Vanessa showed me is indeed an ancient Dark Folk design. It is a sorcerer portal rune, not one normally used by knights, so you might have problems using it unless you have Matthias or another jump mage help you with the destination location. Then again, your mutation might make the job easy. Who is to say? You will have to let me know how it was after you give it a try. I do believe that a life or two was sacrificed to do the initial creation of the rune, but you do not have to worry about killing anyone when you use it.”

“Makes sense,” I said, even though I knew she couldn’t hear me.

“The second reason for my call: Knight Monroe reached out to me about a dream you had last night. I understand you have a Lich item which allows you to see into the past. Items like that are notoriously difficult to connect with. It must have liked you quite a bit to show you more than one dream.”

“I guess.” I shrugged.

“He described the three knights you saw,” she continued. “I am still working on identifying the Aquitanian and the Rutheni knights, but Knight Monroe was almost positive he knew the Caledonian from your description. It took a little while before I was able to find the portrait he mentioned. He was right about it being buried deep in the archives. But is this the man you saw in your dream?”

My mother’s hologram disappeared to be replaced with the portrait of the knight I’d seen in my dream. It was definitely the same guy, but he was older and had more gray hair. It pissed me off that he’d managed to live such a long life even though he was a traitor.

I called my mom back to confirm her suspicions, but it went straight to holomail. I tried a few more times with the same result before I finally left a message to let her know she’d found the right man.

One mystery was solved. If anyone could figure out who the other two knights from my dream were, then it was my mother, who apparently knew everything in the galaxy.

It hadn’t taken her long to find out about the Dark Folk’s rune. Of course, Commander Reynolds was her mentee, and my mother was the most powerful Lich knight in the galaxy, so it made sense that they’d check in with her before giving Casey and Joseph permission to inscribe it on the shield.

Overall it was shaping up to be a very good day, even if I hadn’t been able to train with my mentor. I had to admit it was nice to just stay in my room for a little while and fix my armor. It helped me to organize my thoughts, and even my emotions seemed more stable than they had before.

I really needed to talk to Treyin about how the Ecomese managed to control their emotions so well.

As if on cue, my prot-belt beeped with a message from Natali to let me know the results were in from the tests she’d run. I was to report directly to the med bay for a consultation. The good doctor’s tone seemed calm enough, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever she was about to tell me was big if she wanted me to drop everything to come see her.

The trip to the med bay took forever as yeomen and crewmen got off on different levels, but finally I was on the same floor. I was about ready to just trade the elevator for the ladders, but there was a line of people waiting, and I was too anxious to wait.

“There’s the man of the hour,” Treyin purred as the doors to the med bay slid open.

“Here I am,” I said and glanced around at the three women waiting for me.

Natali had apparently called Treyin and Commander Reynolds to reveal the results, and I had to admit it was good to have them there. I really didn’t want to have to explain more than absolutely necessary. And my other girlfriends would all need to be told at some point.

“The results are even more fascinating than I’d originally thought they would be,” Dr. Lenkov said in an excited tone.

“Okay,” I said. “How so?”

“My powers are definitely getting stronger,” Treyin said. “But you also have empathic abilities now.”

“Which we confirmed already,” I said with a smirk and a glance at the examination table.

“Yes, well…” Natali glanced at Commander Reynolds.

My mentor stared ahead as if she hadn’t heard what I’d just said and then motioned for Dr. Lenkov to continue on with her explanation

“Your powers are even greater than what we originally thought,” the Rutheni woman continued in a thicker accent than usual as if her embarrassment brought it out. “In fact, I think if you took out your implant, then you’d be able to reach entirely new heights.”

“Take out my… implant?” I repeated.

“Hold on, let’s think this all the way through first.” Reynolds glanced at Treyin.

“She’s my girlfriend, and I trust her.” I smiled at the silver-skinned woman.

“Thank you, love,” Treyin said as she gave me a smoldering smile. “I promise to only manipulate you in the bedroom.”

“By the voids,” Commander Reynolds groaned as she rolled her eyes.

“I’m joking,” Treyin snickered. “I’m not going to control Nick’s mind. I love him. He’s safe from me.”

“I trust you.” I nodded as I thought about what they were proposing. The reason we had the implants in the first place was to make sure no one could control our minds. I knew from experience what could happen if someone was taken over, but the Ecomese had a natural defense against any type of emotional or mental control.

“The sex really would be a lot better,” my empathic girlfriend purred. “As you’ve already experienced.”

“We’d need to do more experiments, of course,” Natali added.

“I’d be down for that,” I laughed. “But we don’t need to remove my implant for that.”

“Do try to remain professional, ladies,” Commander Reynolds sighed. “For example, it might also enhance your Lich powers.”

My mentor made direct eye contact with me, and I understood without words why that might be good for all of us. Removing my implant suddenly sounded like a much better idea than when the girls first suggested it.

“How long would it take me to adjust once the implant is removed?” I asked.

“That’s hard to say.” Natali frowned. “It could take a few days or a few months.”

“I could help you,” Treyin added.

“As will I,” Commander Reynolds said. “But you’ll need to be completely dedicated to controlling your abilities. Casey and Joseph are already working on the shield, but it won’t be long before they’ve completed their work. There is the risk that removing it before the test would cause your mutation to fluctuate too wildly.”

“What are you talking about?” Treyin asked as curiosity flashed in her eyes.

“Nothing you need to know about right now,” the Lich knight said with a pointed look.

“Ooh, intriguing,” the empath purred.

“Your powers won’t work on me,” my mentor said with a roll of her eyes. “My implant is working just fine.”

I leaned against the examination table so it would be easier to tap my foot on the ground. The movement helped me to process a little faster, but I still couldn’t make a decision. I needed to train to really get through everything.

My training to be a Lich knight had already helped me to improve my mental strength. And Treyin used to be the Ecomese prime minister, so she’d be able to teach me how to control my new powers better than anyone else. Still, I would only have a few days before I needed to be ready.

But I’d faced worse in my life.

The entire time I was at the academy I’d had to work harder than everyone else. And growing up on Dobuni had taught me to adapt quickly. I may have hated everything my mother had hidden from me over the years, but she was right about it making me stronger.

“So?” Natali asked. “What do you think about removing the implant?”

All three of them stared expectantly at me as if they wanted an answer right then, but I didn’t have one to give them. It was a lot to process. There was no doubt in my mind it would help me with the shield, but there wouldn’t be nearly enough time for me to get used to it before I needed to test the rune, and that could be deadly for the entire galaxy if it went wrong, not just a few people in a lab.

“There are risks involved,” Commander Reynolds said as if she could read my thoughts, though she did have an amulet for just that purpose, but it wasn’t currently in use. “If you’re not sure, then you should wait to make your decision.”

“But there’s a lot going on right now.” I frowned and tapped my foot. “And the powers would be helpful if I can get them under control by then.”

“If,” Treyin said with a thoughtful nod. “It takes Ecomese most of their childhood to learn how to control themselves and their abilities.”

“Your abilities are quite strong as it is,” Natali agreed. “You could wait for the moment and get used to those before you remove the implant.”

“Or I could remove it and have a whole new ability to fight the Dax with,” I said and then took a deep breath as I made my decision. “I like the idea of taking out the implant. But the risks outweigh the benefits right now. And we don’t have the kind of time I’d need to adjust. I’ll wait.”

We could beat the Dax without me having extra empathic abilities.

Besides, the ones I already had were pretty nice.

All I had to do was figure out how to control it.
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Chapter 23

“And with that, we’ll end this meeting,” King Kevin said with his usual jovial smile.

The last few days had gone by in the blink of an eye and had all started to blur together into one giant meeting followed by training and then knocking out like someone slipped me a sleeping pill.

Treyin winked at me before she followed the Aquitanian monarch outside, but I could see the bags under the empath’s eyes. We’d only managed to see each other once after the talk about removing my implant, and the Ecomese woman only had a few minutes until she needed to report to another event with King Kevin. Rumors filled the base about their relationship since she was always around, but at least none of the higher-ups realized yet that she was actually there to read their emotions and spot the traitors.

“How is your training going?” Captain Cross asked as he lingered behind to talk to me.

“It’s going,” I chuckled and fought back a yawn. “Commander Reynolds has been very… diligent.”

“She is that,” the grizzled Lancer said with a smirk. “I’ve heard you’re doing better with resisting mind control.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “And I’ve been able to use my empathic abilities to realize when she’s about to use her amulet. Even the sneak attacks are more predictable now.”

“Good,” he said and ran a hand over his salt-and-pepper beard. “You’ll need to be in full control of your mind and emotions whenever you decide to remove the implant.”

No one else was left in the conference room, but I still glanced around to make sure there weren’t any eavesdroppers outside the door. The Aquitanian guards were all in a deep conversation about lunch, so they wouldn’t have heard my captain’s comment, and I let out a relieved sigh.

“I’m not sure when I’ll actually remove it.” I shrugged and then motioned for him to lead the way outside. “But I’ll be ready by the time I do.”

“You do have more important things to worry about.” He nodded. “But I do look forward to seeing how powerful you become. I know your father would be proud of you.”

I opened my mouth to ask him questions about my father, but my attention was quickly pulled away as Casey shouted my name. The enchanter’s red hair trailed behind her as she raced across the base toward me, and Captain Cross laid a hand on my shoulder with a knowing smile. I tabled the questions for the moment and focused on my girlfriend as she skidded to a stop in front of me like a crashing skiff.

“Whoa!” I chuckled and caught her before she fell. “Where’s the fire?”

“No fire,” she gasped.

Casey put one hand on her side as if the manic run had given the enchanter a cramp, and I noticed the black metal gauntlet she gripped tightly. It was the same color as Dax armor, but all the runes on it had been filed down except for one, and it was turned just enough that I couldn’t make out what it was.

I held onto the redhead’s waist while she caught her breath, grinned up at me, and then shoved the gauntlet into my face for inspection.

“We did it!” she gasped as she jumped into my arms. “We actually did it! We tried it on the shield, but the rune practically dissolved the metal right away. And then I had the idea to put it on a piece of Dax armor that I had laying around. I’ve been studying them to see how different they are from ours, and where the weaknesses are.”

I nodded and brushed Casey’s hair back as she rambled happily about her work. Her bright blue eyes glistened, and my heart thumped hard at the flush in her cheeks. I had to work hard to focus on what my girlfriend was saying when all I wanted to do was kiss her, but the mention of the rune helped me to pay more attention, especially when she said it dissolved the shield.

“The gauntlet looks fine,” I said as I pulled back just enough to really study it. “Is there any difference in the metal?”

“Not anything noticeable.” She frowned and turned it over so the metal fingers clicked into a fist. “But there has to be something because the rune stabilized right away. Grandpa and I went over it several times just to make sure it wouldn’t accidentally explode or anything, and each line is a perfect replica of what you saw.”

“So, it should work?” I asked.

“It should.” She nodded. “But it might only work once. Or it could work forever. We’ve never used a rune this powerful, and if it feels like it’s going out of control, then you should take the gauntlet off immediately. Also, I’m not sure what it will do since it’s on a gauntlet instead of a shield. It kind of reminds me of a jump mage’s portal-summoning gear.”

“That is what the Dax use it for,” I said as I started to tap one foot. “It would make sense that it would do the same thing, but then again, the variations we’ve seen do multiply objects. It might just make fists I can use in the air.”

“Maybe.” Casey narrowed her eyes to study the rune, as if the enchanter hadn’t stared at it for days on end.

“But I really think this will open a portal,” she said. “I know we talked about all the uses it can have, and I think it really could do a lot of damage on different items, but I think it lends itself to portals. You see these symbols here? I noticed them while we were working, and they’re usually only used for portals. And this line here is for stabilization.”

“I wonder how many variations the Dax have.” I narrowed my eyes and studied the spots Casey pointed out.

“They likely only use this one,” the enchanter said. “Even if it has other applications. I mean, it was very dangerous just carving this one. And we had to use all five of the souls you had stored in your soul batteries.”

“They were mostly low-level Grendels,” I said. “The Dax don’t seem to have the same issue with sacrifice as other people. They might even kidnap some Ecomese since they’re practically batteries themselves.”

“If they do that, then there’s a whole lot more that they can do with this rune.” Casey nodded in agreement. “But for now, you have this gauntlet that I’m almost positive opens a portal.”

“I’ll let you know what it does.” I grinned and took the black metal gauntlet. “Thank you for this.”

“Of course.” She grinned. “Now, if you don’t mind, there’s a huge stack of armor and weapons calling my name in the enchantry. But be careful with that rune, okay? I need you to stick around for a long, long time.”

“I’ll be careful,” I promised and then gave her a long kiss. “Don’t wear yourself out. Make sure you get some sleep.”

“It’s early morning,” she laughed.

“A quick nap,” I countered.

“Deal, Knight Lyons.” She winked and then skipped back toward the Stalwart.

There was no doubt in my mind she would be awake all day, and probably into the night. It crossed my mind to talk to Natali about a sleeping pill, but Casey knew herself well enough to know when to go to sleep. And Joseph would make sure she’d take a nap at some point.

“Okay,” I said and looked down at the gauntlet in my hands. “Time to test you out.”

I hadn’t been to the new lab yet, but it was supposed to be finished already, and the new fortifications were supposed to be able to withstand a Level Twenty portal, so whatever the gauntlet unleashed would stay contained.

“Knight Cruz!” I called as my escort strolled out of the nearby galley.

“Knight Lyons.” The Aquitanian grinned from ear to ear as he trotted over to greet me. “It’s been a while. How are you doing? Any more fainting spells?”

“No.” I rolled my eyes. “And we’ve figured out what caused it. There’s no guarantee it won’t happen again, but at least there’s no need to panic if it does.”

“Oh?” he asked with a lifted eyebrow. “Care to share?”

“Not really,” I said.

“Fair enough,” the curious knight said. “I don’t have any orders to take you to the new lab, but I’ve also been told you are one of the only people to have access to it, so if you’re up for going…”

He let the invitation fall between us as a few of his colleagues walked by. Knight Cruz just smiled and waved, and I couldn’t help but notice the Aquitanian’s resemblance to King Kevin. It was the same familiarity that Serulia had to Queen Catrina, as if they could be distantly related.

“I would like to check out the new digs,” I said when we were left alone again.

“Great!” he exclaimed and clapped his hands together. “Let me send a message to my commanding officer real quick so he knows to have someone else check the skiffs, and we’ll head out. There’s a hovercraft right over there. It’s usually used to move small cargo, but it can get us where we need to go, and no one will miss it if we stay out all day.”

“Sounds good,” I said.

I headed toward the hovercraft he’d pointed to while the knight made the call to his commanding officer. The thin metal floor and short walls didn’t imbue me with too much confidence in the cargo carrier, but then again, I’d seen plenty of them in use over the last week. I still held my breath as I stepped onto it and then sighed with relief when it didn’t buckle beneath my weight.

“We’re good to go,” Cruz said as he trotted over. “Hold on tight. These things move a lot faster than you’d think.”

The Aquitanian motioned for me to hold onto the left side of the driving console while he held onto the right with one hand and turned the hovercraft on with the other. We lurched forward so fast that I almost flew backward even with my strong grip, and the modified Dax gauntlet almost fell from my other hand. Cruz shot me an apologetic smile but didn’t slow down as we raced over the tall grass surrounding the base.

An eternity seemed to pass before we finally made it to a tiny outhouse near the ocean. A briny breeze washed over me as the waves crashed nearby, and Cruz hopped off the hovercraft with a relieved expression. There was nothing nearby except for the crumbling structure, but I knew well enough not to trust outward appearances, especially after seeing the last lab beneath the meeting area.

“I always hate driving those things,” my guard huffed and then shot a glare at the hovercraft like it had been unsteady on purpose. “I promise I have my permit to drive them, but the guys are always tinkering with the engines. And some of them get raced on the plains after everyone goes to bed. That one is clearly one of the racing ones.”

“You’d think I would’ve seen them,” I said with a glance back at the tiny dots on the horizon that I knew were the base’s buildings. “But maybe not.”

“Oh, they’re very sneaky,” the Aquitanian said. “But I’ve heard some Caledonian yeomen have joined. Even heard a knight was there the other day.”

Cruz gave me a significant stare as if he thought it was me, but I put both my hands in the air in surrender. It hadn’t been me, or my girlfriends, but I knew a certain future berserker who might be convinced by a wild yeoman to come join the fun. I made a mental note to warn Richard to be careful to not get caught, but it wasn’t as if it would ruin the Stalwart’s reputation.

If anything, it would help our cause, especially since we’d been relatively well behaved during our time on Salus.

“Right this way,” Cruz said and motioned to the shack. “I think you’ll like the new digs. And you guys can do whatever you want out here without any worries about the base being harmed. Also, we’re close enough to the ocean that if something catches fire, we can put it out really fast.”

“Or drown us,” I said.

“That is a risk we’ll be taking,” the Aquitanian snorted and opened the creaky wooden door for us.

The inside of the shack was just as unimpressive as the outside. There were a few shelves with broken clay cups and a thin rug on its last few threads. If anyone did manage to stumble across it, then they’d just think it was some abandoned beach house, complete with what looked like a rudimentary bathroom stuffed into the back.

“I hope you don’t mind ladders,” Cruz said as he flipped over the rug, ran a hand over a latched door, and then pulled it open to reveal a tunnel going straight down. “Because this one is long.”

“We have them all over the ship.” I shrugged and put the Dax gauntlet on one of my prot-belt’s magnets, took a deep breath, and then followed him inside.

A loud clanging noise rang through the tunnel as the metal slab fell back into place behind us, and lights flickered to life around us. The whole tunnel was reinforced with concrete like the base’s buildings, but the briny ocean smell still permeated everything as if a fish might float by at any second.

An image of the whole thing collapsing washed through my mind, and I forced myself to focus on the ladder in front of me rather than the possibility of a wave slowly drowning me. I hadn’t had a lot of beach time on Dobuni, but the few times I’d seen the ocean, it had filled me with a sense of awe and wonder. And it had also reminded me how powerful nature could be.

“We’re almost to the platform,” Cruz said through heavy pants. “Stars, I hate ladders. I always think I’m fit and healthy until I’m climbing one of these bastards while in my armor.”

“I get it.” I laughed as my own arms threatened to give out.

I was pretty sure we’d climbed down at least ten meters already, and the calluses on my hands were starting to heat up. They’d definitely be thicker by the end of the day, especially after we climbed back up. But I had to admit, I felt better since my morning training had been postponed.

Cruz’s heavy boots hit the ground with another loud boom, and I glanced over my shoulder to see a square platform with only an elevator door as decoration. There was only a down button and no display to show what floor the elevator was actually on, but it must’ve been a long way down, because I had enough time to catch up before the doors dinged and slid open in greeting.

“Have I told you how much I hate being under the ground?” my guard asked with a half-hearted smile as we entered the elevator and started to slide down the cables. “It feels like we’re being buried alive. Really could use a topside secret lab, but then it wouldn’t be very secret, would it?”

“No,” I said and flashed a sympathetic grin at the nervous man. “You didn’t seem too bad at the last place, though, so I’m sure you’ll get used to this one.”

“Definitely not,” he said and shuddered for dramatic effect. “This place is about thirty meters down. And there’s an ocean on the other side of the walls.”

“Huh,” I said as my own nerves started to fray.

“Don’t worry,” the Aquitanian said as we reached the bottom floor. “It’s sturdy. Sturdier than the last lab, but I swear I can feel the earth on top of us. All that heavy sand.”

“You’re not making it any better,” I chuckled and followed him out.

The hallway outside of the elevator glowed with fluorescent lights that flickered to life the second we arrived. Heavy metal and stone walls stretched five meters in front of us, and a bunker-style door blocked our progression into the actual lab. An old-school keypad beeped as Cruz entered a code, and then the hallway filled with the sound of heavy metal rods being pulled back by mechanical pulleys before air hissed at us and the door swung open.

“I’m really not good at comforting panic, am I?” He laughed and tugged the door open a little further. “Sorry, man. I just can’t wait for this assignment to be over. You guys are doing cool stuff, so I’m glad to be a part of it in any way that I can, but damn if this isn’t just the worst location.”

“I’m sure you can go back up to the surface once you’ve let me into the lab,” I said.

“No can do,” he said and led the way into the lab. “I’m here until you leave.”

The new lab was a forty meter square with diagnostic equipment shoved against the wall and a giant portal-stabilizing ring in the center that took up most of the floor. Rob was squatting down next to one of the runes with his drill in his hand just like the last time I’d seen him, and all three jump mages were hovered around a long computer screen mounted onto the far wall. There was no comfy sitting area or blockade to separate the room into three tiny kingdoms, but then again, there were only the four workers and two Shield knights who sat at a tiny table by a kitchenette that was tucked into a far corner and as far away from the portal ring as possible.

“Knight Lyons!” Urich said as he turned to see who’d come in. “Ah, it’s good to see you up and about now. I hope all is well?”

“Yeah, I’m good to go,” I said. “At least, I should be. There’s still the possibility that I’ll pass out, but at least it’s not something we need to worry about killing me.”

“I’ve talked to your ship’s doctor,” Serulia said with a gentle smile that looked almost identical to Queen Catrina. “She would like to join us while you’re here. There are apparently some tests she needs to run.”

“Sounds good.” I shrugged.

“I’ll go retrieve her right now,” Cruz said a little too quickly.

I smirked as the Aquitanian knight practically ran from the lab as if it was about to explode again. I couldn’t exactly blame him, especially since he was right about it feeling like the whole earth was weighing down on us, but the place was definitely more fortified than the last testing area had been.

“Why do you have Dax armor?” one of the Shield knights asked as he stood.

“It’s for experimenting,” I reassured the giant man.

The Aquitanian wasn’t quite as broad as Moses, or Nathan for that matter, but the hatred in the knight’s glare was enough to let me know he was also looking for traitors in our ranks.

“Experimenting?” he repeated with a lifted eyebrow.

“Sit down,” his friend said and tugged the guy’s arm. “King Kevin trusts Knight Lyons. And he’s already been vetted. We all have.”

“Fine,” the more aggressive Shield knight huffed and sat back down. “But I’ll slice you clean through if you betray us.”

“As you should,” I said and tugged the gauntlet from my prot-belt.

“I haven’t seen that rune before,” Rob said.

The Rutheni enchanter stood and rushed over to inspect my girlfriend’s work. I hadn’t seen the man so excited before as his callused fingers ran over the rune. He bent almost in half to stare at it but didn’t pull the gauntlet from my hand.

“It’s the one I saw in the Dax portal,” I said. “It’s from the Dark Folk.”

It was as if all the air had been sucked from the room as all three jump mages’ eyes went wide in shock. Serulia paled and reached a hand back to steady herself on a nearby table, but Rob just looked at me with an inquisitive expression.

“Who’s that?” he asked when no one said anything.

“A very dangerous people,” Serulia said. “Who were wiped out long ago. There should be no trace of them. Especially not one of their runes.”

“How did you replicate it?” Korbin asked in a steady tone like we were talking about the weather.

“I had souls saved in soul batteries,” I said. “They were Grendels, and it took five to actually make it.”

“You’re a Lich knight?” the angry Shield knight from earlier snarled. “I thought your kingdom banned those abominations.”

“I was given an exception.” I shrugged. “And it’s a good thing I was, and that I’ve been gathering Lich gear, because if not, then we wouldn’t have been able to replicate this rune.”

“It uses sacrifices,” Rob said without any judgment. “It makes sense why their people would’ve been wiped out.”

“We shouldn’t use it,” Urich said with a dramatic shudder. “Magic like that is evil at its core. The Dax may use it, but we should not.”

“But if we don’t, then we will never be able to find out how their portals are so strong,” I pointed out. “I’m not saying we should start implementing what we find out into our own equipment. But we need to know our enemy.”

Another silence fell on the lab as everyone frowned hard at the Dax gauntlet. I could understand their hesitation, it had thrown me for a loop when I found out it used a sacrifice just to carve the rune, but we needed to know what those bastards had at their disposal. There would be ways to counter their portals once we knew how they worked, and the Grendel souls Casey had used were already dead, so it wasn’t like we’d gone out and killed people.

“Knight Lyons is right,” Serulia said and squared her shoulders. “The gauntlet should be tested. And if the Dax are using Dark Folk runes, then we can easily find a way to destroy them. They’re notoriously unstable.”

“How do you even know about them?” I asked the jump mages.

“Sorcerers, unlike knights, have to study more academic topics,” Korbin gave me a pointed look that said to drop the question.

“Right,” I said as I slipped the gauntlet onto my hand.

“We don’t know much about them,” Urich said with a hungry expression as if the power was tempting. “But we know enough to know they sacrificed people. They died. And their magic was dangerous.”

“That’s all we need to know,” Serulia said. “Well, it used to be enough.”

“If this is some ancient evil magic,” Rob said with a gesture to the runes in the portal-stabilizer. “Then we might want to turn off the stabilizer.”

“Absolutely not,” the louder Shield knight said and thumped a gauntleted fist on the table. “Those things are there for a reason. If they hadn’t been in place during your last experiment, then we all would have died.”

“Turn it off,” Korbin said and then held up a hand to stop any further protests. “This lab is more fortified than the last. Knight Lyons, you will only be using a little bit of your abilities to open the portal. You can control your nanorunes to that extent, correct?”

“Yeah,” I said. “But I’ve never actually opened a portal. I was hoping you sorcerers could help me.”

“Of course,” Urich said as he squinted at the Dax armor. “I’ll help ignite the rune for you. Just make sure it stays stable.”

“Got it,” I said.

“The stabilizing ring is turned off,” Rob said and then quickly backed away from the portal ring.

I took a deep breath to steady my nerves.

Joseph had already stressed how dangerous the Dark Folk’s rune was, but Korbin and Serulia had backed away like Urich and I might burst into flame and then explode. I reminded myself that figuring out how the Dax portals worked was the most important thing I could do at the moment. Then I nodded to the Rutheni jump mage next to me, and I concentrated on the nanorunes in my blood while Urich activated the rune.

The rune lit up with a strange black light that seemed to glow and suck in all the light in the room at the same time. It was hard for my eyes to focus on it, and fear raced through my body when I did, as if something was looking back at me. The creepy magic slid down the fingers of the gauntlet, slithered along the floor toward the portal ring, and then started to swirl into a circle right in the center of the room.

“I don’t like this,” the quieter Shield knight whispered.

“Just be ready to evacuate everyone,” his companion said.

If they said anything else, then it was lost to time and space, because a gush of wind started to whip outward from the portal to push their words up against the walls. The strangely-colored ring was no bigger than my hand, but I could see the ocean on the other side.

It worked. We’d summoned one of the Dax portals.

“Keep it steady, Knight Lyons,” Korbin’s voice managed to break through the wind pushing against me. “We just need the data from--”

Inky-black spots spread across my vision as the ground jolted beneath me like we were in an earthquake. I’d had the same feeling just before I passed out the last time. Everything moved in slow motion as the world around me faded, and the portal collapsed in on itself the same time I hit the ground.

“Nick?” Natali’s voice called what felt like seconds later. “Nick, can you hear me?”

“I’m here,” I mumbled, though my tongue felt so thick in my mouth that the words slurred together. “Is everyone okay?”

“Yes,” Dr. Lenkov said.

I finally managed to pry my eyes open to see everyone had gathered in a ring around me. They all had worried expressions except for Rob, who looked like it was the best day of his life. I guessed the portal had worked long enough for them to get some kind of data, because the enchanter practically vibrated with excitement.

“It went that well, huh?” I laughed and stood up with a groan. “Voids, it feels like I just went twenty rounds with Olav and Leith at the same time.”

“The rune was quite powerful,” Serulia said with that same gentle smile. “Even if it was small. I’m surprised we were even able to open it.”

“Shutting off the stabilizer helped,” Rob said.

“We’ll need to review the data before we try again,” Korbin said with a pointed look at the enchanter before he turned back to me. “But you may go back and rest for now.”

“First, drink this,” Natali said and handed me a neon-green drink. “All of it.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I grimaced and then chugged the noxiously sweet and salty potion. It wasn’t the first time I’d had to take the energy renewing mixture, but it was always disgusting no matter how many times I had it.

“How are you feeling now?” the good doctor asked as she checked my vitals again.

“Right as rain,” I said.

“Come back tomorrow,” Urich said with a hungry glance at the gauntlet still on my hand. “We’ll test the portal again then.”

“The day after tomorrow,” Korbin corrected. “I want to review anything I can about the Dark Folk before we try again. And we need to review the data. The portal’s magic was stronger than anything I’ve felt before, even if it was only opened for a minute.”

“Korbin is right,” Serulia said before Urich and Rob could protest. “We need to be careful.”

“The Dax are probably planning their next attack right now,” I pointed out. “We should press forward as quickly as we can.”

“You could die in the process,” Natali said in her doctor tone. “I agree with the jump mages. You should train while they review the data.”

I knew Natali was worried about my empathic abilities, especially since I’d passed out again, and she was right to be concerned.

There were definitely more tests in my future.

“I will research how the Dark Folk were defeated in the first place,” Korbin said. “The Dax may very well attack again before we’ve figured out a way to destroy their portals, but I have faith in the Triumvirate’s knights. You’ll be able to push them back again.”

“That’s true.” I frowned and pulled the gauntlet off. “This is a long-term solution.”

“And a dangerous one,” Serulia reminded us. “There’s a reason the Dark Folk were wiped out. Even if we managed to open that small portal, there’s no telling how the Dax are stabilizing the chaotic magic that comes with using sacrifices for runes.”

I knew well enough how often Lich magic could turn for the worst. Not only had my resurrected void cat tried to kill all of us, but my Mindfire and Night Blindness spells literally drove people crazy. I’d also trained with Commander Reynolds to learn how to resist mind control, and the Overlord’s Heart had shown me plenty of terrifying scenes.

If my own runes were watered-down versions of the one we’d just tested, then whoever cast it originally would have to be very strong. It might even take several people to keep it steady.

“Why do I feel okay?” I asked suddenly and turned to Natali. “Is it…”

“I think so,” she answered my unfinished question. “I believe your mixture of abilities has helped you to resist. But it was only active for a minute. It might take more of a mental toll if you manage to open another portal and keep it open longer.”

“Lich knights,” the angrier Aquitanian Shield knight huffed.

“Go rest,” Serulia said. “We’ll stay here and study what we’ve learned. As Korbin said, our troops are more than capable of pushing back the Dax if they attack. You’ll win the battle, and our research will help us win the war. This is a marathon, not a sprint.”

A blaring alarm rang throughout the room as all four of the knights, including me, received a summons. It was all hands on deck. We were all to report to our ships immediately.

Because the Dax had just attacked.
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Chapter 24

Chaos had erupted on the base by the time Cruz brought Natali and I back to the base. The Aquitanian knight had to dodge around soldiers and yeomen alike as the hovercraft zipped toward the Stalwart.

“Be safe out there,” my guard said as Dr. Lenkov and I hopped off the hovercraft.

“You, too,” I said and then rushed up the ramp into the cargo bay.

“Welcome back!” Olav shouted with an excited wave of his axe-arm. “Go get your armor and come back right away. We’re going to kill some Dax.”

“Make sure you count your kills this time.” Leith smirked.

“I’ll try and fit that in,” I snorted and raced past everyone on the way to my room.

I was glad I’d repaired the runes on everything. My chestpiece was still in the enchantry, but it was a quick stop on the way to the cargo bay. I barely had time to give Casey a kiss on the cheek before the captain’s voice came over the speakers to tell us we would be leaving within the next few minutes.

“Took you long enough, Oh Great Hero,” Richard teased as I arced into the cargo bay to join everyone.

“Yeah, yeah.” I rolled my eyes and finished securing my Wraith Collector. “Not all of us have time to just lounge around on the ship and stare at our girlfriends.”

“That would be a job in itself for you,” the snarky knight countered. “How many are you up to? Twenty? Thirty?”

“Still five,” I said.

“Gentlemen,” Moses said as he came to join us. “Let’s focus on the mission at hand.”

“Ready when you are,” Nathan said with a wide smile at his mentor.

The yeomen still rushed around us as the knights gathered by the skiffs. Leith had already been called away to be the ship’s navigator, though there was no doubt the Slayer would return the second we’d arrived at our destination. Even Flanagan had reappeared with his favorite axe-harp in hand as if he hadn’t been missing for days on end.

“As you know from the alarm, the Dax have attacked,” Moses said. “They’ve attacked the Rutheni capital. All three kingdoms will be sending ships to assist, and Queen Corula has already called back her nearby troops to lend aid.”

“Oooh, I’m going to be able to test out my new axe!” Olav said with a triumphant grin.

The berserker had attached a massive double-sided axe with runes along both edges. I didn’t recognize all of them, but the fire summoning one was very familiar since Olav made sure it was inscribed on all of his weapons.

“When did you get that?” Flanagan said as he leaned in close to study the berserker’s new weapon.

Olav smiled and launched into a long explanation to Flanagan about the upgrades, and Moses cleared his throat to draw the attention back to him.

“We’ll talk later,” Flanagan assured Olav. “I’ve missed way too much lately.”

“The RTF Intrepid will be meeting us on Rutheni,” the Alkegian Shield knight spoke over his friends with a patient smile. “Our main mission is to ensure the civilians are safe. The Stalwart is still supposed to be a humanitarian ship.”

“But we’re still allowed to fight the Dax, right?” Richard asked with wide eyes.

“Of course,” his mentor snorted and slapped him on the back with his one good hand. “And I expect you to have a high kill count. We’ll go in and clear out those bastards while we find civilians. You’ll need to count your saves as well.”

“That’s asking too much,” Nathan snorted. “It’s hard enough for him to count once he’s run out of fingers. He’ll have to take off his boots and count his toes if we have to count saves, too.”

Richard spun to shout at his twin but went silent as the engines roared to life. The viewing screen showed we were officially airbound, and it was only a matter of time before we were in space. The roar from the engines on the ships next to us shook the whole hull as if our hodgepodge ship would crack and fall apart, but the Stalwart was a lot stronger than she looked.

“We will be exiting the atmosphere momentarily,” Matthias’ voice came over the speaker, and the argument between Richard and Nathan was all but forgotten as we all rushed to secure ourselves.

My eyes were glued to the viewing screen as we drove through the fluffy white clouds and into space. Ships from every kingdom in the Triumvirate were already gathered, and a few took off through portals as we entered the queue. It was like we were in rush hour traffic and everyone was chomping at the bit to get to the fight on Rutheni, though I couldn’t blame them because I was right there with them.

I’d attached the Dax gauntlet to my prot-belt just to see how it would react to being near another rune of the same kind, especially since there was no way the bastards would’ve shown up without using their special portals.

Suddenly, the same feeling that I was being watched washed over me, and every hair stood up on the back of my neck as if something bad was about to happen, but the nanorunes in my blood hadn’t activated. I shook my head and held onto the metal ring above me as Matthias started a countdown to our own jump.

A portal opened in front of the ships in front of us, but it was too big to have been created by a jump mage. And there was a turquoise ring around the outside just like the one from the last Dax fight.

“Shit,” I said as I realized what was about to happen. “It’s a trap!”

My voice was drowned out by another alarm as Captain Cross called everyone to their battle stations.

Dax ships poured through the newly-opened portal, and the Rutheni ships closest to it all exploded in bright sprays of shrapnel and light. Fires burned for a fraction of a second before the lack of oxygen snuffed them out, but it was the body parts that slammed against the viewing screen that made my stomach turn. Those bastards would all die by the end of the day for what they’d just done.

I’d make sure of it.

“Everyone to the shields,” Moses ordered.

The Alkegian knight led the charge through the ship to the battle room. A few artillerymen had already jumped into the shield chairs and were in the process of protecting the Stalwart by the time we actually made it through the ship. Moses hopped into one closest to the door while the rest of us jumped in on either the shields or the weapons.

“Aim for the smaller ships!” Olav ordered.

“Shield knights make sure none of the attacks hit us,” Moses said in a calmer tone, though it was just as urgent as the berserker’s.

An Aquitanian ship to the right of us suddenly imploded. I could almost hear the metal crunching as it folded in on itself like a tin can in Olav’s hand. The soldiers inside didn’t stand a chance, especially not when it bursted outward in another spray of shrapnel.

“We just lost the shields over here!” Nathan said as his screen went dark.

“Coming,” Moses said.

I aimed my weapon at one of the smaller Dax ships and watched in satisfaction as I hit my mark. The bastards became nothing but a memory, and their last shot went wide, so it actually hit one of their own ships instead of the Rutheni they’d been targeting. I didn’t have time to celebrate, though, because more enemy ships were pouring through the giant portal.

“We’re running out of shield,” Nathan said as he shifted the shields to cover as much of the Stalwart as he could.

“And firepower,” his twin added. “There’s too many of them.”

“They’re heading planetside,” Neville said.

I glanced at the corner of the massive window to see that the future marksman was right. The Dax were headed straight for Salus. I swore under my breath and released more cannon fire to at least slow their descent and give them some obstacles to drive through. Like their own friends.

“I have been working on the cannon.” Casey’s voice sounded over the explosions. “But it’s not quite ready yet.”

“The one we used on Polgar?” I asked as I officially ran out of cannon power.

“Yes,” the redhead said. “But it’s not exactly safe at the moment.”

The Stalwart jolted as the Dax made a direct hit. Red lights blinked, and warning alarms sounded as Matthias gave us a damage report. If we weren’t careful, then those bastards would blow us to smithereens as well, especially since our shields were down to seventy percent.

“We will save that particular weapon for a last resort,” Moses said as he jumped up to let one of the artillerymen take his spot.

Everywhere I looked there were chunks of charred metal flying by, and the small collisions were not helping us with the shields. The Dax ships spilled through the portal like Grendel grunts, but they’d stopped paying attention to those ships still left standing. I watched as they maneuvered around us to head straight toward Salus, but there were so many obstacles that even they were having trouble moving.

There was nowhere for us to go without running into body parts and remnants from the ships who’d already been destroyed. We needed a better plan, especially since the Dax had clearly planned to create a minefield, because all of their gliders were only as big as skiffs.

“We need to figure out a way to close that portal,” I said.

“What we need is to clear the area,” Richard snapped as another ship exploded and rocked us backward. “I can’t hit anybody.”

“And our shields are depleting rapidly,” Nathan said as an artilleryman took his spot.

Rage swelled inside my chest as I stared out at the damage the Dax had already done. The bastards had lured us all out into space with the attack on the Rutheni capital, and then they’d ambushed us. At least five ships from all over the Triumvirate had already either imploded or exploded, and I vowed vengeance for each and every one of them.

“We need to get back to Salus,” I said as the other knights turned their stations over to the artillerymen and yeomen who rushed in to help us.

“My thoughts exactly, Knight Lyons,” Commander Reynolds said as she walked into the battle room. “Everyone head to the skiffs. We’ll be giving aid to those on the surface.”

“What about the Stalwart?” Casey asked.

“Captain Cross and Matthias will continue the fight here while we’re gone,” my mentor replied.

Something shifted out of the corner of my eye, and we all whipped around at the same time to see the portal snap closed right behind a skull ship. Skiffs poured out from the other Triumvirate ships as if they’d all been let in on the new plan, but the Stalwart moved between the remaining fleet and the Dax still in space.

“That doesn’t make sense.” I frowned. “Why would they just–”

“A new portal has opened on Salus,” Captain Cross informed us. “Everyone to the skiffs now. We cannot let them destroy the base.”

“Let’s go kill some Dax!” Olav shouted and raced out of the battle room.

“Like we haven’t been doing that already.” Neville rolled his eyes but followed after the berserker.

“I don’t know about you, but my kill count isn’t high enough yet,” I said as I jogged to keep up with everyone.

“That’s the spirit!” Leith said.

The Slayer rushed ahead to join Olav and Moses in one of the skiffs while I followed my mentor into a different one. Warning alarms made it almost impossible to hear anything, but an explosion shifted the entire ship to the left, and I collapsed onto the co-pilot’s chair. I glanced over my shoulder to see Neville, Richard, and Nathan had all climbed into a third skiff, and a flash of long blonde hair and voluptuous curves told me Faye had joined the upper-ranking knights.

“Looks like it’s just the two of us,” Commander Reynolds said as she pressed the button to shut the door. “You’ll be in charge of the plasma guns. There’s two on either side of the skiff. They’re not exactly made for this kind of fight, but I’m sure you’ll make do.”

“No problem,” I said and buckled in.

If there was one thing I’d learned from being on a skiff with Commander Reynolds, it was that she drove like a lightning sprite coming out of a void portal, though at the moment, the crazy maneuvers were exactly what we’d need to get through the chaos outside.

A female yeoman’s voice echoed through the cabin as she informed us the doors were about to open and that some of the cargo had been knocked loose with the recent impact. The doors to the rest of the ship slammed shut with a clang as the call ended, and the cargo bay opened to let us out.

The cargo bay had already depressurized by the time we had enough room to leave, and metal boxes floated out into space to add to the ever-growing debris.

I held on tightly to the weapon’s control as Commander Reynolds shot out after the others. Casey must’ve helped the yeomen get the cannons back online, because someone blasted through the debris to shoot at the Dax skull ship. I ignored my stomach as we flipped around and around like a screw being drilled into a wall and managed to watch as the other Triumvirate captains all laid down cover fire for the skiffs still heading to the surface.

It wouldn’t be long before we turned the tide of the battle, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the Dax had something else planned. The creepy feeling someone was watching me started to crawl across my skin again, and this time I didn’t wave it off as paranoia.

“I think they’re about to open another portal,” I warned over the comms.

“Are you sure?” Captain Cross’ firm voice asked.

“Almost positive,” I said.

“Can you tell where it would be?” he pressed.

“No.” I shook my head as if the grizzled Lancer would be able to see me. “I just have the same feeling--”

My sentence was cut off as another portal opened, but this time it was on the planet’s surface. It was smaller than the one in space had been, but still big enough to send more gliders out like ants on their way to a picnic. A teal ring blinked in and out of existence, and the rune on my Dax gauntlet appeared at random intervals.

“That’s a good homing system,” Olav chuckled over the comms. “Now, if you could just upgrade it like you do with Grendel portals, then there might just be enough Dax for each of us to kill.”

I could hear Leith in the background as the Slayer shouted about wanting to be able to kill hundreds of the bastards, but my focus was on the portal as the black gliders continued to pour out of it.

A shield covered the base and kept everyone inside safe, but I could already see cracks in the energy field as the battle above it raged on. Skiffs from all three kingdoms in the Triumvirate twisted around the Dax gliders like bluebirds fighting in mid-air. Some of the cannon blasts went wide and hit the shields, but most of them hit their marks, and then the debris pummeled Salus’ protective bubble.

Clouds obscured my view for a second as Commander Reynolds banked to the right, and a plasma blast zipped past us and out into space. The other two skiffs from the Stalwart had already joined the battle, and I focused all my attention on giving them aid. My mentor nodded reassuringly as I took aim, and the two of us worked together to take out three gliders with a single shot.

“Fuck yeah!” I shouted as the enemy bastards burst into flames.

I’d managed to hit them while they were still far enough away from the shield that the debris toppled into a nearby canyon instead of on top of our friends. There wasn’t as much to dodge around since gravity actually worked on the planet, but that also meant the exploding ships released fire, and we had to fly through a huge flamethrower-like blast before I could shoot anyone else down.

“This is getting us nowhere,” Commander Reynolds huffed. “And the shields are officially down.”

My attention snapped to the base as my heart skipped a beat. There were still yeomen and artillerymen down there. Non-combatants like Dr. Lenkov who would be working on triage for any wounded who managed to make it back to the planet.

The shield around the base blinked in and out a few more times as if the Shield knights projecting it were trying to cast another one, but the energy field shattered and cascaded to the ground in neon-pink fizzles. The nearby prairie caught fire as more ships crashed to the surface, but the Dax gliders managed to stay just above it as they swept in to land in between the buildings. There was no protection left for anyone down there, and it seemed like everyone else had the same thought, because the other skiffs immediately shifted their trajectory to follow the gliders.

A wave of nausea washed over me as Commander Reynolds flew around the base to find a spot for us to land. I gripped the weapon’s controls hard, gritted my teeth, and sighed with relief when I didn’t accidentally fire on one of our friends. My head started to spin faster than our skiff had through the space debris.

“What’s wrong?” my mentor asked as she shot me a scrutinizing stare.

“I-I don’t know,” I said as I gulped down air. “Something feels… wrong.”

“The portal is upgrading!” Olav cheered over the comms. “Just when I thought there wouldn’t be enough Dax for us to kill now that all three kingdoms are present and accounted for.”

“Make sure you don’t kill anyone who isn’t Dax,” Commander Reynolds warned.

I could barely hear Olav and Leith agree to the Lich knight’s command as a ringing noise in my ears deafened me. The nanorunes in my blood had activated the closer we were to the Dax portal, and it took all of my willpower to get them back under control. I blinked as my vision swam, but at least my nanorunes were finally in check.

The Dax portal was almost as big as the one in space had been, and the turquoise ring around its exterior was thicker than I’d ever seen it. Our enemy’s homeworld showed through the magical gateway as another wave of black gliders rushed outward like bats in a cave, and Commander Reynolds had to pivot quickly to avoid us being rammed by one.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I said as the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

A strange black light shimmered in the corner of my vision, and I looked down to see the Dark Folk rune had activated itself.

“Son of a bitch!” I shouted and yanked the Dax gauntlet off my prot-belt. “How the voids?”

“What is it?” my mentor asked as she did a barrel roll to avoid another glider.

“The rune,” I said and held up the black metal gauntlet. “It activated. I don’t know how. I didn’t even have the damned thing on!”

Commander Reynolds took her eyes off the sky just long enough to shoot a glare at the rune as if it had insulted her entire lineage. There was no way it should have activated without me wearing it, which was one of the reasons it was on my prot-belt instead of my hand. I’d wanted to see what the damned thing would do when it was close to another rune like it, but the idea that it would come to life on its own hadn’t even crossed my mind.

“Lich gear,” my mentor said as she flew us around the other side of the portal.

“I know the rune is related to Liches,” I said and studied the gauntlet. “But it shouldn’t have become a Lich item just because the rune is on it.”

“Souls were used to carve that on there,” Commander Reynolds said. “It doesn’t automatically make it a Lich item, and it wasn’t when I stopped by the enchantry, but it might have become one when you first used the rune. I assume you did use it?”

“I opened a portal,” I said and then traded the gauntlet for the cannons.

I shot down two more Dax gliders before officially running out of ammo, and more continued to pour through the other side of the portal with every second. The troops on the ground had managed to push back already, and the other ships were coming back from space, so the skull ship had to be gone, but if we didn’t close the portal soon, then we were going to lose this battle.

And possibly the war.

“We need to close the portal,” I said as a crazy idea came over me.

“And how do you propose to do that?” Commander Reynolds asked.

“I did it once with my longbow,” I said. “It was a Grendel portal, but it might work here again. Especially if I shoot the gauntlet through the opening.”

“We’d have to be right in front of the portal for you to do that,” the dark-haired woman said in an eerily calm voice.

It was as if the entire battle raging around us was nothing more than a summer rainstorm. She drove the skiff back around the side of the portal and focused on the gliders zipping through the magical gateway, but my attention was stolen by a cannon blast that came from the base straight toward the RTF Intrepid.

The Caledonian ship took a direct hit to its wing and started to plummet toward the ground. Every muscle in my body was tensed as smoke plumed out from the fiery hole, and no more skiffs ejected before the whole ship smashed into the prairie and cut a long streak through the burning grass.

“They’re okay,” Captain Cross said after what seemed like an eternity. “The Intrepid’s crew is okay.”

I breathed a sigh of relief and then yanked my attention back to the real problem.

The damned Dax portal.

I knew I could close it if we just got close enough, but there was no way for us to maneuver between the gliders so that I could get a clean shot, and Commander Reynolds didn’t have to say anything for me to realize she’d come to the same conclusion.

“I have another idea,” I said before my mentor could share her opinion.

Commander Reynold’s eyes flitted from my face to the Dax gauntlet, and I could tell she’d come to the same conclusion I had. If the armor had become a Lich item, then it would be at least a little easier for me to control since I was well on my way to becoming a Lich knight. Still, my mentor hesitated as if she wanted to switch places.

“Has it bonded with you?” she asked suddenly.

I thought about the creeping sensation that had washed over me before both portals had opened. It was as if someone had been watching me, but maybe it was the gauntlet trying to warn me, and I just didn’t realize it because I wasn’t actually wearing it.

“Maybe,” I said.

“Maybe is better than no.” She sighed and then ran a hand through her hair. “Captain Cross, I need you to pull everyone out of the skies as soon as possible.”

“Done,” he said a moment later.

More enemies had raced through the portal in the few seconds it took for Captain Cross to send out the warning, and the turquoise ring blinked in and out of existence again. There were thousands more ships waiting to come through on the other side, and the entire Dax homeworld behind the battlefield. If we didn’t get the magical doorway closed, then we would really lose the war, especially with the Aquitanian king below us.

“Time to try something new.” I grinned at my mentor.

Commander Reynolds nodded and focused her attention on the controls. She maneuvered us around the side of the portal so the enemy gliders wouldn’t be able to see us in the glare from the magical gateway. The wind buffered against the skiff and threatened to throw us all the way to the ocean, but my mentor kept us steady.

“Do it,” she said.

I pulled off my Shadow’s Touch Gauntlets and slipped one hand into the Dax gauntlet.

The effect was immediate.

It was as if someone had slithered into my brain and wanted to take control, and I thought about the strange light that had crawled out from the rune to open the portal in the lab. A voiceless whisper echoed through my head and urged me to use my nanorunes to make the portal wider. Stronger. To bring in more Dax so that more blood could be spilled.

It was hungry and needed to be fed.

“Knight Lyons,” Commander Reynold’s broke through the incessant thoughts that had become louder than my own. “Do not let the rune win. You fought against mine. You can fight this.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I panted.

Sweat poured down my back despite my armor’s cooling mechanism, and a heavy fog had settled over my mind. I shook my head and focused all of my willpower on closing the portal. Every thought was sluggish, and the foreign whisper became louder as it screeched about using my nanorunes to let more Dax through.

“I don’t think I can do this,” I said through gritted teeth.

The turquoise band around the edges of the portal flickered into existence, but this time it didn’t disappear as soon as it had appeared. The Dark Folk rune we’d copied onto the gauntlet stayed right in the center as well, and for a second it seemed like the edges of the portal were starting to collapse in on itself.

“Fuck.”

I couldn’t tell if the word had come from me or not, but it had a distinctly feminine tone to it. But that couldn’t be. I only had one woman around me, and Commander Reynolds wasn’t the type to lose her temper, even if we were losing people left and right.

“No,” I said out loud as the whisper demanded that I stop fighting the portal.

It was definitely smaller than it had been a moment before, but exhaustion started to sweep over me. The nanorunes in my blood practically hummed with energy as I used every ounce of power I had to force the rune to close the portal, but it was still resisting me.

“I’m here,” my mentor’s calm voice washed through me like cold water.

I risked a glance in her direction and saw the Lich knight had pulled out her amulet. It was the first time I was happy to have her in my head, especially since the Dark Folk rune had started to scream so loud I couldn’t hear my own thoughts.

“Let’s cut them off,” I said with a forced smile.

“Together.” She nodded.

An image of Commander Reynolds appeared in my mind as the dark-haired woman put her hand over mine. I pictured our hands becoming one, and the ghost-like projection of my mentor sank beneath the black metal gauntlet in my mind’s eye while her actual hand stayed just over my own.

Power surged through me, and the fog created by the Dark Folk rune slowly started to abate. Even the disembodied voice seemed further away.

I focused all of my attention and power on closing the portal as Commander Reynolds did the same. For one long, agonizing moment nothing happened, but then the turquoise ring shattered, and the Dark Folk rune in the Dax portal burst into flames. I continued to tell the gauntlet to close the magical gateway, and inch by inch it finally shut out the onslaught of black gliders.

A surge burst outward like an explosion as the portal closed on one last enemy ship that tried to make it through, and our skiff tumbled in the air like we were the coin in a coin toss.

Commander Reynolds rushed over to grab the controls and steady us while I gulped back bile. But one look at the skyline, and a smile shot across my face.

We’d done it.

We’d closed the portal.
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Chapter 25

“Well done,” Captain Cross said over the comms.

“You cut off the resupply!” Olav shouted.

“Mad because even the Rutheni are killing more than you?” Leith teased.

“You just watch,” the berserker snapped.

“This is going to be interesting,” Commander Reynolds said as she sank back into the pilot’s seat.

She maneuvered us around to head toward the base, and I focused all my attention on the runway below us. It had been turned into a smoky battlefield as the prairie continued to burn. I watched as black gliders tried to race into space now that there wasn’t any other form of escape, but the Stalwart quickly shot them all down.

“It looks like the tide is turning,” I said.

Every blink felt like it would be my last as exhaustion washed over me. I managed to yank the Dax gauntlet off and tossed it into a seat in the back. The mental battle had been harder than anything Commander Reynolds had ever tested me with, but it had worked, and the bastards were cut off.

Commander Reynolds landed the skiff on the outskirts of the buildings, and I stumbled to my feet to join the battle with her right behind me. Both of us were a little worse for wear, but excitement still raced through my veins at the idea of joining the battle.

“Don’t forget to put your gauntlets back on,” my mentor said as we reached the crowd.

A berserker tornado spun past, and I quickly backed away from the deadly twister as Olav laughed maniacally and tore through the Dax soldiers like they were tissue paper. Even missing one arm he was more deadly than any of my teachers in the academy.

I couldn’t see Leith anywhere, but the Slayer had the tendency to disappear. Especially with his gear. I saw someone’s neck split open as a knife blade appeared before the rest of my fellow knights, and the memory of the chameleon flashed across my mind.

Only a few Star Spears were left, and Richard and Nathan had them cornered. The future berserker looked like a madman as he slashed and hacked at the Dax. And his brother had managed to summon a shield that not only protected his twin, but managed to shoot small neon blue daggers every few seconds.

I guess he figured out how to combine the offensive and defensive attacks. Nice.

Neville had mastered his new sword and ripped through a Star Spear. King Kevin shouted instructions to him as the former marksman finally had a chance to be a mentor. The two of them were surrounded by bodies, and even the Aquitanian royal knights had moved away to finish off the rest of the nearby Dax.

“Damn,” I laughed and slid my gauntlets back on now that I was finished with the Dax one. “It looks like they did most of the work.”

“That’s because you took your sweet time getting down here,” Leith snorted as the Slayer joined me.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” I smirked and grabbed a passing Dax, punched him in the face, and watched the Mindfire rune take control. “Did you miss the portal that we managed to close?”

“Yeah, yeah.” He rolled his eyes. “But don’t think those few gliders that blew up when you closed it will count for much. They only hold three or four people at once.”

“Guess I need to help you old men finish this off then, huh?” I teased and then raced into the crowd.

My stomach still churned angrily, and I felt like I was moving in slow motion, but my Mindfire rune was quickly spreading through the Dax soldiers. The bastards started turning on each other so fast that there was no way for their allies to figure out what was happening before they were dead. I racked up the three strikes in a few minutes, and soon the Night Blindness rune was ready to drive my next target crazy.

There weren’t many Dax left to attack, but there was a Star Spear headed straight in my direction. He lifted his mace high as if he was about to crush my skull with its spikes, but I dodged to the left at the last second and slammed my gauntleted fist into his stomach.

Inky-black tendrils spread across the bastard’s eyes before an ear-splitting scream erupted from his lips. The Star Spear dropped the mace like it had turned into a massive snake, backed away, and then ran face first into one of my Dax Mindfire minions. Bone and brain matter splattered on my boots as the tip of the minion’s sword rammed through the jerk’s head, and his last act in life was to stab his rage-fueled ally in the neck with a dagger.

The two of them fell to the concrete runway while I turned to find someone else to attack, but there was no one. Only one Dax remained alive, and he was quickly dispatched by Faye as she spun around with her small axe in hand. Even my Mindfire minions had all been taken down, and a smile spread across my face as I realized how many enemies they’d managed to kill.

And none of our own had to be sacrificed in the process.

Exhaustion washed back over me the second I stopped moving, and my eyes burned like I’d just cut a thousand onions. There was a long night’s sleep waiting for me, but for the moment we needed to clean up and tend to the wounded.

I gave the Stalwart a longing look as it landed in a nearby field, took a deep breath, and then grabbed the nearest Dax corpse to start dragging them all into a pile to be burned later.

I looted a few pieces from the Star Spear that might turn out to be worth a few KPs, but Elle wouldn’t be able to assign any of it to my name since they were enemies, even if they were technically knights. On the plus side, though, we’d have a few more armor pieces for Casey to draw the rune on, because the one on the gauntlet in the skiff was officially done for. I picked up a few more pieces that looked a little sturdier but kept the ruined gauntlet, just in case someone decided to take it and tried to repair the rune.

Not that they’d be able to since it could only be inscribed by an enchanter who sacrificed a soul, but it was always better to be safe than sorry. The three kingdoms were at peace for the moment, but we wouldn’t be for the rest of time, and if there was one thing the Overlord’s Heart had taught me it was that Lich items had a very long memory.

The senior knights from all three kingdoms started to do sweeps through the base to make sure no one survived. There were a few screams from other buildings, and a few Dax even ran out only to be cut down by Aquitanian knights who were very glad to clean up the trash who’d destroyed their base.

“How many did you get this time, Oh Great Hero Knight?” Richard teased as he sidled up next to me.

“Including the ones who blew up when I closed the portal?” I laughed. “Fifty-four.”

“That’s it?” the future berserker gasped. “There’s no way I beat you!”

“You were pretty awesome out there,” I grunted as I hefted up another corpse to add to the pile.

The yeomen from all three kingdoms worked to clear the random limbs that had been severed, and servitors zipped back and forth with cleaning supplies to wash the blood from the concrete before it could stain. Anti-fire grenades had been launched into the nearby plains, and a freezing-cold mist drifted around our feet as the fire retardant did its job. With everyone’s work, it would only take another hour before everything was cleaned up, and I could already see the enchanters, mechanics, and jump mages headed to the fallen gliders in search of interesting equipment.

“I did do pretty good,” Richard broke the comfortable silence that fell on us as we worked.

“Well,” Neville corrected. “It’s well, not good.”

“Yeah!” Nathan shouted and tossed an eyeball at his twin. “You heard the noble. Get yer grammar right.”

The future Shield knight purposely mispronounced half the words just to see Neville’s eye twitch, and he was rewarded for it when our friend rubbed his face with bloodied hands.

“Gross,” the lanky knight muttered. “Voids knows what’s in that Dax blood. You guys can finish up with this. I’m going to see Dr. Lenkov so she can wash out my eyes and make sure I’m not infected.”

“It could only make you prettier,” Richard snorted.

“Marigold likes me the way I am,” Neville retorted with a self-satisfied smile.

“You should go with him,” Nathan said, and it took me a second to realize he was talking to me.

“Why?” I asked with a look between all my friends.

“Because you look like shit,” they all said at the same time, and then they all burst into laughter so loud it bounced off the nearby buildings.

“Nice.” I rolled my eyes at them but couldn’t help the smile on my face. “Lead the way, Oh Great Noble.”

“Yes, Peasant,” Neville said and stuck his nose in the air.

We fell into step next to each other as we made our way to the Stalwart. I really had to look rough judging by the blatant stares I received on my way. There were no mirrors in the cargo bay for me to sneak a glance into, so I had to wait until we reached the med bay to see how pale I was.

“Damn,” I whispered as we walked in and my reflection peered back at me from the mirror across the room. “I do look bad.”

“Told you,” my friend said and then waved at the medics rushing back and forth between patients and recovery tanks. “Hey, guys. I just need to wash this Dax blood out of my eyes, and I’ll be good to go.”

“Tear sink is over there,” a mustached medic said and pointed to the corner of the room. “And what about–”

His sentence trailed off as the medic stared at me like I was a ghost, but then again, my reflection was pale enough to actually be one. The last of my adrenaline was officially wearing out, and since I’d come to a complete standstill, it felt like my body was about to sputter and turn off like an engine stalled with water. The medic rushed over to show me to a metal stool since there weren’t any beds available, gave me a stern stare, and then rushed away.

“I’m not that bad,” I laughed when another medic put a hand out the second I tried to stand back up. “It’s just a little exhaustion.”

“You will stay exactly where they tell you to,” Natali said as the Rutheni doctor breezed into the med bay.

My attention snapped around to take in the dark brown hair she’d twisted into a bun and kept in place with a pencil all the way to her blood-drenched doctor’s coat. It was amazing how Natali could be covered in gore and still be the most elegant woman I’d ever seen in my life.

“Hey,” I said with a wobbly smile. “You’re okay?”

“Of course I am,” she said and then softened her expression. “Commander Reynolds informed me you would need a medical evaluation before the debriefing. And as I didn’t see you with the others, I hoped you would be here.”

“Brought him here myself,” Neville called from the corner.

The future marksman stood with pink-tinted water dripping down his chin.

“I appreciate your help,” Dr. Lenkov said and then took the noxious orange mixture her medic had whipped up for me. “And you, you will drink every last drop of this and eat a protein bar before going anywhere.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I grinned from ear to ear but hesitated for a moment. The medicine really did taste like liquid sugar mixed with those overly tart candies the vendors in Dobuni used to peddle to kids who couldn’t afford better. Which was all of us, and I’d always hated the taste, but my doctor gave me a stern stare that told me I’d be tied down and force-fed if necessary.

I had to admit it was kind of hot. But sadly we were surrounded by injured patients, medics, and one of my best friends, so it wasn’t exactly the time to be hitting on Natali. I took a deep breath, tilted my head back, and tossed it down the hatch so it would barely have a chance to touch my tastebuds before it cascaded down my throat and into my stomach.

“And a protein bar.” Neville smirked and then munched on his own protein bar while he waited for me to take the one he held out. “Don’t worry, Dr. Lenkov. I’ve got him from here. And I’ll make sure he doesn’t have a chance to see any of his other girlfriends tonight.”

“I appreciate the thought,” she said with a barely-suppressed smile. “But Knight Lyons will be just fine once he’s eaten the protein bar. Although you should drink some water as well.”

“Here you go,” the mustached medic said and passed me a bottle of water like he’d already anticipated the request.

“Thank you very much,” she said and then turned to me with a pointed stare.

“Thanks,” I said with a nod.

“Eat,” Natali said and gestured for me to eat the protein bar I’d taken from Neville.

The energy restoration drink had washed away most of the exhaustion, but I still felt like chewing would be too much work. But judging by the expectant stares from both Natali and Neville, I wasn’t about to leave the med bay without eating and drinking what they’d given me, and there were more injured pouring in with every second.

“Fine, fine.” I sighed and then did as I was told.

I was right. It took an eternity for me to chew through the protein bar, but at least the water helped me to wash it all down. I almost choked on it when Neville patted me on the back in support, and the noble gave me a sheepish smile when I shot a glare up at him.

“What was it you were saying about a meeting?” I asked Natali as she tended to another patient.

“Ah,” she said as if she’d forgotten. “There is to be a debriefing in the meeting hall in half an hour. Though that was when Vanessa told me. You likely have five minutes left to get there now.”

The good doctor shot me a mysterious smile, and I fought the urge to pinch her playfully as payback. She’d be punished for that little trick later. Besides, we both knew I could make it there in time, especially with my Night Walker Boots.

“Meet us at the rec room later!” Neville shouted as I bolted into the hallway.

“See you there!” I called over my shoulder.

I cleared the Stalwart in record time. Faster than the time we had to run through Caledonia so we didn’t miss the departure time after a night of drinking. I activated the speed and anti-gravity runes in my boots the second I was outside, leapt into the air, and bounded over everyone in my rush to reach the meeting room in time.

There was debris piled up in front of the building, and I had to quickly spin in the air so I didn’t land on a particularly sharp piece of metal from one of the gliders. I skidded to a halt, slipped on some guts that had been apparently hidden from the servitors, and then raced through the door.

My armor was still covered in blood, but then again so was half the base since clean-up was still ongoing. I just hoped it wouldn’t offend my queen to see one of her knights in less than perfect condition, but Queen Catrina was filled with grace, and I was sure it would be okay.

“Nice of you to join us.” King Kevin smiled as I burst through the meeting room doors like I had an urgent message.

“It’s a mess out there,” I laughed and shoved my hair out of my face.

Thankfully, it seemed as if everyone except for the delegates hadn’t had time to change their armor. Captain Cross still had blood in his salt-and-pepper beard, and even King Kevin had a dark crimson smear on his already bright red armor. I fit in just fine with the other warriors, and most of the delegates didn’t seem too disturbed by my attire.

Lord Graysin did lift an eyebrow at me as if he expected me to be changed since I was late, but the guy had probably been hiding in a bunker during the entire battle, so his opinion really didn’t matter too much in the long run.

“You’re looking better,” Commander Reynolds said as I took a seat next to Moses. “I assume Dr. Lenkov was able to administer treatment to you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a grateful smile. “I’m all good to go. But I’m going to be honest, if I never have to drink one of those energy refreshers again I’ll be happy.”

“They taste better than they used to,” Moses chuckled and flashed a warm smile in my direction. “You should’ve tasted them before they added the sugar.”

The thought sent a shiver through my body, and I shook my head just to get rid of the overly tart taste that lingered in the back of my throat.

“No, thank you,” I said.

“I’m here,” Queen Catrina said as her hologram flickered to life in her usual chair.

“Welcome,” King Kevin said with a respectful nod. “We’re just waiting on–”

“I’m here,” Queen Corula said as her hologram took its place. “I apologize for the delay. The Dax who attacked my capital have all been dealt with.”

“And did you find any traitors?” my queen asked as she jumped right into the meeting.

“No.” The younger queen shook her head. “At least, no new ones. It seems my brother and former prime minister left some back doors in our security that my people hadn’t found yet. We’ll double our efforts to find any others that still linger in our systems.”

“Good.” King Kevin said and then motioned for the guards to open the door. “We did find a spy. Specifically, two crew members from the Stalwart found one.”

The doors opened to reveal Olav and Faye with a heavily beaten yeoman between them. They dragged him inside the meeting room, tossed him in the chair, and then my girlfriend flashed an excited smile in my direction before she turned back to the king.

“He was helping the Dax coordinate an escape plan,” she offered and clasped her hands behind her back.

“Found him in the back with a bunch of Dax,” Olav said with a proud grin at his mentee.

“It’s a strategy the Bone King used more than once,” Faye explained. “Any time his men would be cornered, they would reach out to a friend on board and find a new exit strategy. I had a feeling the Dax would do the same.”

“That took very quick thinking,” Queen Catrina said with an impressed nod. “I have heard you wish to join the academy. It seems you would be a welcome addition. A fighting instinct and strategy can be instilled, but raw instinct and bravery cannot.”

My queen shot a glance in my direction and then turned back to the traitor. He was Aquitanian, so King Kevin would have the honor of interrogating him, but I was sure Treyin would be involved. The yeoman would spill all of his secrets by the time the Ecomese woman was done with him, and I almost wanted to volunteer to help.

But then I’d have to give a reason for being there. And I wasn’t quite ready to tell the entire galaxy about my new empathic abilities. Especially since I hadn’t been able to refine them enough to remove the implant yet.

“You may take him away,” King Kevin said to his guards. “Olav, Faye, thank you very much for finding him. I’m sure you would like to join in the celebrations.”

“Faye, your shift in the galley will be covered for the night,” Commander Reynolds added as the duo turned to leave.

“Thank you!” she exclaimed and clapped happily.

“You did well,” Olav said and patted her on the head like a proud father.

The doors closed behind them, and every eye turned back to the rulers at the front of the room. There was still plenty to discuss between the attack on the Rutheni capital and the ambush outside of Salus, but the base would likely take priority since our enemies now knew where it was. King Kevin, Queen Catrina, and Queen Corula would likely want us to leave and start a new FOB, but that would take weeks, and there would be more attacks before then.

“I’m intrigued to know how the attack was stalled,” Queen Catrina broke the silence. “I understand the Dax opened two portals?”

“Captain Cross?” King Kevin said and motioned to the grizzled Lancer.

“The first closed once the initial attack was complete,” he said. “Its primary mission was to create a debris field that would make it difficult for our ships to return planetside.”

“And it did that,” Lord Graysin huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “It was a mess up there. Debris will be raining down for the next week.”

“A new FOB has already been chosen,” King Kevin said with a gesture to Queen Corula.

“Even before the attack?” one of the Caledonian delegates asked. “And we weren’t informed of this?”

“Ideas were discussed in passing,” Queen Catrina said in a politely firm tone.

The spy still hadn’t been rooted out yet, but Treyin had to be getting close. I doubted we would be informed about the new FOB’s location until we found the traitor, though hopefully the failed attack would make them panic enough to reveal themselves. There was an Aquitanian delegate missing, and a glance at King Kevin showed the ruler’s smile was tighter than usual.

“What about the second portal?” Queen Corula pressed. “I believe it opened right above the base. How was it closed? Or did the Dax simply retreat once we overcame them here on Rutheni?”

“They didn’t retreat,” King Kevin said as his shoulders relaxed a little. “It was closed.”

“How?” Lord Graysin asked with a pointed stare in my direction. “Did you do it, Knight Lyons?”

“Sort of,” I said and then launched into a quick explanation.

“You used a rune from the Dark Folk?” the angry Caledonian delegate from earlier huffed. “There is a reason they were wiped from the face of the galaxy. And it’s the same reason why Lich knights were banned. Queen Catrina, I understand you trust this boy, but can we really allow him to continue using banned magic?”

“We can,” she said with a patient smile despite the hard edge in her blue eyes. “Knight Lyons will continue to operate as he currently does. I am aware of the possible consequences of this decision and feel it is the best for both Caledonia and the Triumvirate.”

“He did close a Dax portal,” one of the Rutheni delegates piped up. “It’s never been done before. Not that we’ve had too many issues with them attacking until recently, but we all know how powerful the portals are.”

“Fight fire with fire.” King Kevin nodded in agreement. “However, I would like us to be cautious as we proceed.”

“I agree,” Queen Catrina said. “If it wasn’t for Commander Reynolds, then Knight Lyons may not have had enough power to close the portal. They are the only two Lich knights on Salus, and cannot be everywhere.”

“Are you suggesting we train more Lich knights?” Queen Corula asked. “While I admire their work with closing the portal, it would take years to find candidates as gifted as Commander Reynolds and Knight Lyons. And there is still the issue of why the class was banned not only in Caledonia, but throughout most of the galaxy.”

“I think we can find another way to use the rune,” I said and brought the attention back to me. “There’s no way the Dax have enough Star Spears who specialize in Lich gear, or in Dark Folk runes. They have to have another way to use it, and we’ll figure it out.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” King Kevin said and clapped his hands together so loudly it echoed off the walls. “Now, I apologize for ending this meeting early, but the blood has started to dry on my skin, and I’d rather not have it start cracking and spreading everywhere like sand from the beach.”

“We can discuss this more later,” Queen Catrina agreed. “I have another meeting soon. Queen Corula is right, we should not create more Lich knights. Knight Lyons, please continue your work with the jump mages to find another method to close the portals. And be careful with using the Dark Folk rune. I understand the cost to create it is quite high.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said and bowed slightly before my queen’s hologram disappeared.

“I appreciate your hard work,” Queen Corula said with the first smile she’d had the entire meeting. “I look forward to hearing what alternatives you create. Goodbye.”

The Rutheni queen’s hologram faded, and everyone turned as King Kevin stood in one fluid motion.

“Go,” he laughed and motioned for us to leave. “Drink and be merry. The cleanup should be complete soon. And beer will be served in the galley, the rec room, and likely every room still standing on the base. You have worked hard. Go and mourn the dead, celebrate their lives, and enjoy yourselves.”

King Kevin’s guards led the ruler out with the delegates from all three kingdoms right on his heels. None of them had actually contributed anything to the battle, but there was no doubt in my mind that they’d be shit-faced in a matter of hours, and I looked forward to the rumors that would spread through the base the next day.

“I suggest you take a shower before going to meet everyone,” Commander Reynolds said with a pointed look up and down my blood-covered armor.

“Yes, ma’am,” I laughed. “I hope you can have fun tonight as well.”

“I intend to,” she said and then left us behind.

“Now that’ll be interesting,” Captain Cross said and patted me on the shoulder. “You did well, Nick. Your parents would be proud of what you did today. Go and drink enough to make Olav look like a saint.”

“Are you trying to kill him?” Moses grinned and slapped my other shoulder. “But give him a run for his money.”

I watched them leave and then slowly made my way to the Stalwart. The sun had already started to set over the cliffs and painted everything in a beautiful golden light. I kicked playfully at the mist that swirled around my feet, took a deep breath, and then ducked inside the hodge-podge ship I called home.

“Nick!” Richard shouted as I strolled across the cargo bay. “You’re headed in the wrong direction.”

“I’m headed to a shower,” I snorted. “But I’ll meet you guys soon.”

“Can’t wait to see you.” Faye winked.

“Yes, please hurry,” Casey added and ran a finger over my chin. “We’ll be waiting.”

“But don’t make us wait too long,” Elle added.

“Ugh, so gross,” Richard groaned but perked up as his girlfriend walked up. “Hey, babe.”

“Hi,” she laughed and turned to my girls. “Should we teach these boys how to drink?”

“Ha!” Olav boomed and slammed his hand against his chest. “You’ll never outdrink me.”

“My bet’s on the yeoman,” Leith said.

“I’d hurry,” Neville whispered. “Or you’ll miss all the fun.”

“Be there shortly,” I promised.

“Before I need to call Dr. Lenkov from the med bay for my dumbass twin,” Nathan added. “He’s bound to get himself into trouble sooner rather than later.”

“That’s the fun part!” his twin shouted and then raced outside.

I shook my head and smiled from ear to ear as I watched them go. They were a complete mess, but there were no better warriors in the galaxy, or better friends. I pulled my attention away from the guys’ backs and headed to the med bay to check on Natali.

The good doctor was racing around like a chicken with its head cut off, but her brown eyes glittered with excitement as if she was doing exactly what she was meant to do with her life.

All my girls were safe. Though I wouldn’t hear from Treyin until the interrogation was finished, and she’d need plenty of TLC that I was more than willing to give her.

I made my way through the ship to my quarters and hopped into a hot shower. It took longer than I’d expected for the water to finally run clear, but at last the Dax blood was gone, and I threw on my off-duty clothes.

It was time for the party of the century. We’d pushed back the Dax, figured out how to close the portals in an emergency, and all my friends and girlfriends had survived. It didn’t get much better than that.

I slipped on my most wearable items that had become like everyday apparel to me: the Amulet of Lesser Vengeance and my Wolf’s Hour ring. My Night Walker boot laces had just finished lacing themselves when a white light blinded me. I fell backward onto my bed and blinked away the bright spots filling my vision while a smoky smell drifted through the room.

“What the fuck?” I asked.

No alarms blared to signal another attack. Captain Cross didn’t come over the speakers to order us to gear up, either.

“Woo!” an unfamiliar voice shouted as I finally managed to see my surroundings.

A man in his late fifties had somehow appeared in the middle of my room despite the security measures to enter. Smoke drifted off his all-black armor, and complicated runes glowed so brightly I couldn’t look at them too long without hurting my eyes. His dark brown hair was streaked through with gray and looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks.

“Who the fuck are you?” I asked and reached for my brass knuckles.

“Oh! You’re here,” he said and spun around to stare at me with a huge smile. “It worked. I really didn’t think it would. Honestly, I’m a little surprised all of my parts are still attached. Wait, they are, aren’t they?”

The stranger glanced down and then ran his hands over his entire armored body like him being in one piece might be an illusion. His goofy grin turned serious as he seemed to remember that I was there, and his intense hazel eyes met mine with an urgency that made me want to back away immediately in case he lunged for me.

Not quite as psychotic as the enemies who’d been struck with Mindfire, but the guy was clearly missing a few screws.

I scooted off the bed to stand at the ready, just in case, and the man studied me.

“Who the fuck are you?” I repeated.

“Not important.” He waved away my question. “You’re the knight who closed the portal?”

“Maybe,” I responded as I gripped my brass knuckles tighter.

Every alarm went off in the back of my mind, even if the ship hadn’t registered a threat. His black armor was definitely Dax, and the fact that he’d somehow portaled directly into my room was a problem. As far as I knew, I was the only person in the galaxy that could pull that off.

“How did you get in my room?” I asked as the stranger started to look me over the way Elle checked out a new weapon.

“My gear,” he said with a distracted frown. “It’s highly experimental. Those bastards would have taken it if they knew it existed. Not important. How did you do it?”

“How did I do what?” I asked.

“Close the portal,” he huffed.

The guy was definitely not a Star Spear, even if he was wearing their gear. I didn’t know how he managed to activate it without the right clearance, and that made him even more dangerous. If he had some kind of mutation like Elle’s Medusa Link, then he might be on the Stalwart for King Justinian’s armor.

Though that didn’t explain why he was so focused on me closing the portal.

“I traced you back here,” he said when I didn’t answer his question. “Only a very powerful Lich knight could’ve pulled off closing one of those portals. I would know. I’m the most powerful Lich knight in the galaxy.”

“Doubtful,” I snorted.

“Oh?” he said and lifted a bushy eyebrow. “You’re powerful, kid, but not more powerful than me.”

I narrowed my eyes at the man. He may not have been a Star Spear, but there was a hardness in his expression when he talked about being a Lich knight that made me believe him. I’d only seen that particular look on my mother and Commander Reynolds.

“Was it your mentor that closed the portal?” he asked and crossed his arms over his chest with a quizzical expression. “No. No, my homing gear would’ve locked on whoever closed the portal. If it was your mentor, then I would’ve been taken to them. It had to be you. Or at least, mostly you. But you’re so young.”

“Not that young,” I said.

“Who is your mentor?” he asked suddenly. “Are they the one who taught you how to close the portal? Are they still alive?”

“My mentor might have helped,” I said.

“Ah, but you did most of the work.” He nodded and started to tap his chin like he was processing new information. “That’s why my equipment found you. Clearly you’re still the one I need to look for. You’re young enough that your potential will be boundless. With you helping, I’ll be able to get it back. Yes. Ah… but if your mentor is powerful… then they may come looking for us. Who is your mentor?”

“None of your business,” I said.

“Bah! We Lich knights must share information with each other,” he said. “And I may not look it, but I’m Caledonian. Ah… but that was hundreds of years ago. I do miss the Old World.”

Nostalgia washed over the stranger’s face, but my shoulders had risen all the way to my ears. Was he a time traveler, too? Natali had made it seem like only the senior crew had come through the portal.

“What’s your name?” he asked and clapped his hands together. “We can start with that.”

I figured there was no harm in telling him my name, especially if it kept him blathering on, because if the Dax had time travelers, we needed to know more about this. Besides, I’d stop him if he tried to go back and tell his friends about me.

“Nick Lyons,” I said.

“Impossible,” he snarled, and his face turned bright red.

“Well, that’s my name.” I shrugged.

“Who are your parents?” he snapped and took a step forward.

“Why do you want to know?” I countered and readied myself to defend against any attacks.

“The Lyons family is extinct,” he said.

“Tell that to my mother.” I rolled my eyes. “She’s the most powerful Lich knight in the galaxy. Maybe of all time.”

“What’s her name?” he asked as the rage drained to leave a nervous-looking old man. “It’s not Penelope? Is it? No. She died. She died when she came here. But maybe… no. She would’ve contacted me. But I’m supposed to be dead. It’s not like we live for hundreds of years. But if he’s telling the truth…”

The older man’s eyes snapped back to me as his conversation with himself ended.

“Who the fuck are you?” I repeated my original question.

“I-I think I’m your uncle,” he gasped.

“Uhhh… who?” I blinked, and then I clenched my brass knuckles tighter as I realized my fingers had loosened.

“Knight Lyons?” Matthias’ voice crackled over the comms in my room, and the weird man actually jumped with surprise.

“I’m here,” I said. “And I’m not alone.”

“I did detect a foreign presence in the room,” the machina said. “My sensors must be incorrect. They say there is a Dax warrior on board.”

“There is,” I said with a glare at the old man.

“Not a Dax warrior,” he huffed and then looked up and around until he found the speakers. “Matthias? It’s been so long. It can’t be you. You would’ve fallen apart. Unless they still make machina. Do they? It doesn’t work for them. The magic is all wrong. The mechanics don’t work.”

“Paul?” Matthias asked in a strange voice. “Paul Ransia? How? How are you still alive?”

“It is you!” The stranger shouted as a goofy grin spread across his face. “I knew I was right about your voice. It’s been so long since I heard it, but there are very few people with that kind of metallic tone. How are you doing? Are all your parts in working order? You would’ve had to find someone else to tinker with them all these years. They wouldn’t be as good as me, of course, but who is?”

“T-t-this… I…” Matthias actually stuttered.

“It’s no matter,” Paul said. “I need this young knight’s help to escape the Dax with my equipment. Hopefully we’ll speak again, Matthias. Farewell!”

“Wait!” Matthias shouted through the speakers, but the older man threw himself toward me with his arms outstretched.

He moved way faster than I would have ever expected.

“Hold up!” I gasped as I tried to swat the man’s armored fingers away from me, but he easily grabbed onto my shoulders, and my own voice twisted in my throat as the room began to spin.

And spin.

And spin.

It felt almost like it did when I used my portal abilities, and I realized a second too late that Paul had somehow managed to use my nanorunes. It should’ve been impossible for anyone else to use them, but I could only contemplate that for a second as pain seared through every cell of my body. It took longer than I expected, but finally my atoms converged again, and I felt solid ground beneath my feet.

The light faded from the runes, but it took me a second to be able to see.

One thing was clear.

We weren’t on the Stalwart anymore.

It took a few more breaths before I actually felt like I wasn’t going to vomit until my stomach was inside out, but finally the shaking in my hands subsided. My head still swam, and the world tilted when I tried to look around, but at least that was somewhat more familiar since it happened every time I used my mutation too many times in one day.

It looked like we were in a converted factory with one giant, open-floor plan that stretched at least a hundred meters in either direction. The wall in front of me was covered in crates stuffed to the brim with odds and ends, and filing cabinets with dings like they’d been hit by something heavy. All the way to the left were stacks of metal stretching to the twenty-meter-high vaulted ceiling, and the only thing keeping them from toppling over were chains that had been woven together to create a mesh net.

The floor was covered in worktables and gear in varying forms of disarray. Some had rust on them as if they’d been long forgotten while others had fresh runes carved into them like they’d been worked on the day before. Some of the armor reminded me of items I’d seen in textbooks from long-ago wars, and others resembled the stuff I’d looted after the last battle.

Everywhere I looked there were inventions for everything from boots to what looked like an oven. I even spotted a pair of metal wings with strange runes like the Dark Folk one on my gauntlet back on the Stalwart. If Paul had really created all of it, then he was a genius, but clearly one with a scattered mind because only half the projects looked as if they could be finished.

I spun around as something hissed to my right, but then I let out a relieved sigh. What had sounded like a massive snake was actually the pistons of a self-sustaining furnace with an orange and red fire burning brightly inside. I watched as the flames turned blue as more air was pumped into the giant metal barrel, and a rusted mechanical arm grabbed wood to toss inside.

Another mechanical arm laid dormant against a wall as if it was on break, and a dozen half-finished inventions were scattered beneath it like they were next on the docket to be destroyed. I had to pull my attention away from the fascinating furnace, especially when I noticed the seemingly heat-resistant table and hammer inside like the whole machine could act as a smithy if needed. It was definitely big enough to fit a grown man, but the idea of working in a workspace that might burst into flames at any moment was terrifying.

Then my eyes focused on the massive wall of windows to my side.

“Where the fuck are we?” I gasped as I stepped up to the glass and looked out.

A gothic city built with black and chrome metal stretched as far as I could see. Wherever we were, it was still nighttime, and two heavy moons filled the sky above a cluster of jagged skyscrapers that were lit up as if everyone was still at work. Walkways with bright blue lights running along the safety walls stretched between the buildings like spiderwebs, and millions of red, white, and purple lit skiffs darted between the thousands of buildings like angry wasps attacking someone who just kicked their hive.

It seemed like the structures surrounding my location were also factory buildings, but it didn’t look like any of them were still in use. It was as if we were in our own dark little bubble, like the city itself was more than happy to let Paul stay isolated.

I didn’t recognize any of the stars that managed to poke through the light pollution, not that there were many. The actual landscape of the world was completely blocked by the skyscrapers and the endless flying vehicles.

The city felt alive with both malice and frantic activity.

“Where the fuck are we?” I whispered again as I leaned against the window.

“Volkan Mega City One,” Paul said. “The capital city on the Dax homeworld. Nick… I really need your help, or the entire universe will suffer.”

End of Book 8
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