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Chapter 1

“Volkan… Mega…” My stomach churned violently, and it had nothing to do with the impossible jump I’d just managed to survive.

I was on Volkan. The Dax homeworld. Not only halfway across the damned galaxy, but in enemy territory.

I pressed my forehead hard against the cool glass in front of me as if that would change the view below, but all I accomplished was fogging everything up. I smeared the fog away and stared down at the shit I’d just landed in.

The gothic black-and-chrome city spread outward from the darkened factory district like a glittery spiderweb in the otherwise black landscape. Two heavy moons hung high in the sky to drown out almost every star that managed to peek through the light pollution from the skyscrapers. Even in what looked like the middle of the night, skiffs zipped back and forth like angry wasps, and thousands of people rushed across the walkways hanging between the buildings like ants with only the neon-blue guidelights to keep them from falling over the safety walls.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Paul said from behind me.

My attention snapped to the old man as his Dax armor started to smoke more than when he’d first arrived on the Stalwart. The runes weren’t nearly as bright, but they still shined an obnoxious white that fractured out like veins as it slowly spread through the metal, but more concerning than that was the fact that they slowly started to turn the same inky-black the rune on my gauntlet had been when we opened the portal in the lab.

There was no mistaking them for anything other than Dark Folk runes.

The old man yanked off each piece as fast as possible, and each one rang with a dull metal thud as it dropped to the concrete floor.

“I should’ve known it wouldn’t last on the way back,” he muttered as the last piece fell with a thunk. “But hey! I’m in one piece. Can’t say that for the armor, but honestly that was such a long trip there and back. I should find where Salus is on the map. And take notes. It’s important to take notes.”

Heat washed over me as the Dax armor began to melt.

Rivulets of black metal started to flow toward a nearby drain as if this wasn’t the first time something had disintegrated into a molten mess, and the strange light started to collapse in on itself like a fallen star. I turned around just in time to avoid being blinded as a burst of blue fire erupted, and when I was finally able to see again, what was left of the Dax armor had become just one giant blob of metal.

“What the voids?” I muttered as the old man rushed toward a nearby table.

“It’s important to take notes,” he said again, though I was pretty sure he was still talking to himself.

I gripped my brass knuckles a little tighter as if they would keep me steady in the impossible situation I’d found myself in.

It all felt a little too impossible. I’d never heard of a single jump that could make it halfway across the galaxy. Maybe I’d just fallen asleep and was in another one of the strange dreams the Overlord’s Heart liked to snatch me into, but then I wouldn’t have the brass knuckles.

It was real. It was actually fucking real.

And the only person who could answer my questions was half mad and entirely preoccupied with his own thoughts.

The old man was bent over a long table scattered with random bits of sheet metal that was cut or pounded into various shapes. There were also ruined drill bits and aged papers with runes and diagrams scribbled across them. At first I thought it was all written in Dax, but then I managed to pick out a few Caledonian words, and soon most of the terrible writing made sense. It helped that most of it was in Caledonian, but the man really did have handwriting that would make a doctor gasp in shock.

Paul dragged a wooden office chair closer so he could sit while taking notes, and since he seemed to have forgotten that I was even there, I took the opportunity to check myself for injuries.

My head still hurt like Olav had blindsided me with a left hook, and my right temple pulsed every few seconds. I rubbed the spot and was surprised to feel it was hot, but we had literally just made the biggest jump ever made. It would be weird if my body wasn’t pissed, and the angry throbbing had already started to diminish a little.

Of course, Paul was also further away from me at the moment, and the old man’s crazed mutterings weren’t filling my ears with incessant chatter.

I leaned against the cool glass to steady myself and remind me that everything I was seeing was real, but made sure the old man and his scribbles were still visible. Just in case he was writing down what he planned to do with me now that I was away from everyone and anyone who could give me aid.

He may have said he needed my help, but I was pretty sure that was the same spiel they gave at The Facility before they took people’s mutations. Help could come in many forms, and it wasn’t always in the best interests of the person the hand was lent to.

“How long have you lived here?” I asked as I chanced a look around.

“Too long,” he muttered just loud enough for me to hear. “Too long. But not long at all. When did I move here?”

“That’s what I’m asking you,” I huffed and turned to see he’d gone back into his notes like I wasn’t even there.

It was going to be like pulling teeth to get this man to tell me anything, but at least his momentary silence gave me more time to think and check out my surroundings.

The furnace still roared like a living, breathing dragon every time the rusted mechanical arm threw another piece of wood in the fire, and I shook my head at the worktable inside the contraption. The man-sized invention was definitely meant to be a furnace and a smithy, but the idea of being inside a bowl that was literally meant to catch fire was insane to me.

Then again, Paul didn’t seem like the type to worry about small details like spontaneous combustion.

He certainly hadn’t worried about his armor literally melting into his body until after we’d made the impossible jump.

The rest of the factory wasn’t nearly as interesting, though I did find it weird that there was an entire wall of windows looking out over the city, especially with all the weaponry. Granted, it looked like we were in a high-rise building compared to the darkened factories around us, but there were only a few extra floors between us and the roof next to us. The place had probably been a headquarters at some point, so the room we were currently in would’ve been the manager’s office.

It also meant that the glass probably wasn’t shatterproof.

I debated smashing through the window and jumping to the roof next door, but even with my Night Walker Boots that would be one giant leap. And then where would I go? I didn’t know enough about Volkan to figure out the maze of streets in the distance, and the last thing I needed was to be captured by Dax Star Spears.

No. I needed to figure out what Paul had meant when he said he needed my help to save the entire universe. It wouldn’t surprise me if the old man was just being dramatic, especially since that seemed to be his forte, but then again he had managed to get us halfway across the galaxy in one jump, so maybe he actually knew what he was doing.

“So, what am I doing here?” I asked as he flipped a page to scribble more.

“Saving the universe,” he huffed and glared up at me as if I was interrupting him too much. “I need to take notes. Before it all slips away.”

“Sure, sure,” I said and stared hard at the man.

He clearly believed we could save the universe together.

But he’d also said he was my uncle. Which was hard to believe since my mom hadn’t mentioned him, but then again Matthias had recognized his voice and knew his name.

It was all a lot to process in the span of a few minutes, and my head started to throb again as I tried to sort through it all, so instead I focused on the factory in front of me.

Soot covered the wall near the furnace, and a smokestack poked its head through the roof. Rain damage had corroded some of the metal, but it had been patched with new sheets as if the old man wanted at least one thing in the place to be in perfect working order.

I left the cool windows behind to pick my way across the floor, stepping over discarded chestplates and knives with strange runes. All of it was the same black that Dax soldiers wore, and even the metal sheets on the far wall shimmered a midnight gray. I’d always thought the armor was painted, but maybe the metal itself was just black.

There weren’t a lot of metals it could be made from, but I was starting to wonder if there was another reason Elle wouldn’t sell me the Dax armor. Other than the fact that it belonged to our enemy. Not that I’d ever use it outside of experiments in the lab, but if there was something different about the metal, then that would have a bearing on what the jump mages and I were trying to accomplish with the Dark Folk portal rune.

I shook my head and forced myself to focus on the factory around me rather than a lab on a now-distant planet.

A small bedroom that looked like it was once an office with a bathroom suite was tucked right behind the furnace and was taken up almost wall to wall with a king-sized bed. There were a few long underpants hanging from an iron bar right next to the door. A basket full of work overalls sat directly beneath it like the laundry needed to be done ASAP, and another door led to a bathroom covered in more soot than tile, though at least the shower and toilet seemed as if someone had cleaned them in the last year.

“Definitely not on Salus anymore,” I muttered and pulled my attention away from the saddest bedroom I’d ever seen.

“I told you where we are,” Paul said from behind me.

“I know, I know.” I rubbed my temples for a moment.

Some part of me still wanted to deny that we’d actually jumped from Salus to the Dax homeworld, even if that had been the worst experience of my life, and even if I’d seen Volkan Mega City One right through the glass wall. It was just impossible. No one could pull something like that off, not even Matthias, and the machina was the best jump mage in the galaxy.

I didn’t exactly know where the Dax homeworld was, but I knew the general area in space, and it was even too far to make the jump directly from Ecoma. It would take at least two jumps. Maybe three or four. I knew for sure we were halfway across the galaxy, and there was just no way for it to be real.

Maybe I was hallucinating. Or I was in one of those virtual machines that I’d seen on Ecoma. The Ecomese used to be Dax slaves, so it was possible the old man had brought one with him.

But then I’d remember it piercing into my brain. And the upload process. The pain behind my right eye was awful, but it was constant, and the Ecomese game had been one sharp stab and then nothing but the reality created in my mind.

Besides, there was no way the Ecomese would let a Dax warrior take one of those games. And the whole thing was way too bulky to move around. It even had a chair. No. What I was seeing had to be reality, even if it meant that we’d pulled off the impossible.

Maybe it was a family trait since my mother had jumped through time.

Paul was still in the middle of taking notes, so I picked my way further across the factory floor to the closest door. It was a double door entryway like it had been for a meeting room, and a single peephole looked out into a gray hallway with gray and black carpet squares. No paintings hung on the wall, but there was an elevator directly across from the doors.

“This place was definitely a meeting room,” I muttered to myself.

“That was a long, long time ago,” Paul responded as if he was still half listening to me despite his frantic scribbling. “This place is mine now.”

“I thought you just moved here,” I said with a glance over my shoulder, but the old man was back to muttering to himself and not paying attention to me.

There might be an actual factory below us, but the room behind me had been converted from a boardroom into a workspace at some point, and the proof was in the furnace’s haphazard smokestack sticking out of the vaulted ceiling. If there was an actual factory floor below us though, then why the voids did the old man stay all the way up at the top of the building?

It wasn’t like there was a door to the roof. He might’ve just liked the view from the glass wall, but Paul hadn’t even spared a glance outside yet, so something told me that wasn’t the reason. It was more likely that it was the furthest place from the city, and the ground below, so if the crazy old man created something like the Dax armor he’d used to get us there, then the rest of the city would be safe.

It was easy to believe he was a crazy inventor with all the half-finished gear scattered around the former boardroom, and he was definitely the kind to test it himself since he’d actually worn the Dax armor that had helped us jump from Salus to Volkan.

Either way, I wanted to know what the rest of the building looked like. And if there were any jump rooms hidden away that I could use to get back to Salus.

I gave the door a hard yank, but it didn’t even budge. Magnets ran along the top and sides of the doors to make sure no one could get in without permission, and I wondered what kind of prisoner would be able to lock his guards out, if Paul was even a prisoner to begin with. But I could easily believe the Dax higher-ups would let him lock himself in, especially after seeing his armor melt in real time, and how he’d gambled with our lives just to get back.

It was probably for their safety. Especially if the guards on Volkan were as idiotic and flighty as the ones I’d met on Ecoma.

Still, it was weird. I was starting to wonder what exactly the Dax had him there for. And why the old man had needed to bring me back.

He’d mentioned needing to get his equipment back from the Dax, and that he needed my help, but the guy was powerful enough to make it from Salus to Volkan in one jump, so he could definitely handle a few Star Spears. Even if he was missing a few screws.

“How are we going to get your stuff back?” I asked as I tried to get something, anything from the old man. “And how will that save the universe?”

“I’ll tell you later,” he grumbled. “Right now I need to take notes. It’ll slip away. I can’t let it slip away. It could be important later.”

“For the Dax?” I asked and received a glare for my answer before he started to ignore me again.

Paul had been vehement about not being a Dax warrior when Matthias and I had called him one, but it was all a little strange. I needed to find out more, maybe explore the city, but that wasn’t really an option until I at least had some armor. The last thing I needed was to run into a Dax Star Spear with what little gear I had with me.

I still had a mean punch, especially with my brass knuckles, but there would be a lot more of them than me, and I could only punch so many people at a time. I did have my Pendant of Lesser Vengeance and my Wolf’s Hour ring, since I didn’t take those off when I showered. I could split the void portal to bring two wolves out at a time, and when they died I’d get a boost in my agility, strength, and speed, but even that would only get me so far. And my Night Walker boots wouldn’t help me leap the skyscrapers.

No. I needed real gear if I wanted to go out and fight the entire Dax army.

I strolled back over to study the city as I tried to come up with an escape plan. The skiffs wouldn’t be strong enough to take me all the way to Salus, and my nanorunes were officially tapped out after that jump. I would need an actual ship, or a jump mage, and I couldn’t see a Dax warrior offering to get me back to the base.

My mind drifted to my nanorunes and how Paul had managed to activate them. It should’ve been impossible for him to hijack my mutation. Granted, the scientists in the Facility could take mutations and reassign them, but the old man had just tapped into mine for a few minutes.

If there was a rune that let the Dax steal mutations at will, then we were in for a much harder war than I’d originally anticipated. Of course, not many people knew about my mutations, and Elle was the only other person I knew who still had one. And she kept that particular secret very close to her chest, so it wasn’t like the Star Spears would know who to target.

Still, if Paul could steal mine, then the help he wanted might actually be as terrible for me as my earlier paranoia had suspected. And it would make more sense why the old man didn’t want to answer my questions.

I shook my head and forced myself to study the city below me. The only person who could answer my questions was Paul, and a glance over my shoulder showed the old man was still muttering to himself as he scribbled notes. I could interrogate him about everything later. For the moment, I’d memorize the city, and hopefully plan an escape route.

Minutes passed as I stared out of the window and tried to memorize every side street and walkway. My eyesight had always been great, but my silver eyes definitely helped to see with all the blue light glaring back at me from the brightly lit city. Even with the added help it was difficult to keep it all straight in my mind. Even the building designs were different from any of the worlds I’d seen in my travels, and whoever had designed the maze of streets was completely insane, or they never wanted anyone to be able to find their way out.

“Okay,” I said and took a deep, calming breath.

I started to pace through the piles of discarded projects as I processed everything.

The jump had seemed longer than anything I’d ever been through before, but there was no record of anyone being able to make it from Triumvirate territory all the way to Dax territory. Of course, there weren’t any records of time travel either, so there were clearly things that just weren’t in any files. And it was kind of hard to argue with the city outside.

If we really had made it all the way to the Dax homeworld, then we’d done the impossible. And it would be even harder for me to escape. I hadn’t seen any inventions that looked as if they might be able to help me get back, and not even the cables for sky carriages came near the factory district, so it would be hard to steal a ship. Especially without any armor. Or weapons.

Of course, there were odds and ends scattered around the factory, but after watching Paul’s armor melt I wasn’t exactly jumping at the opportunity to use anything the old man had tossed into one of the piles littering the floor.

No. I would have to actually ask him what was in working order, but since he’d kidnapped me to help with whatever crazy plan he had I sincerely doubted he would let me leave so easily.

My attention shifted back outside as someone screeched, and giggles erupted from several different sources. The quiet bubble we’d been in had officially been popped by what looked like drunken teenagers who swayed at the edge of the dark factory district. I was surprised their voices could reach so high in the air, but then again, Richard’s drunken whispers could be heard all the way across the base.

They shoved each other and pointed toward the factory but were too far away for me to hear what they said as they leaned close to talk to each other, and their faces flashed between terror and the kind of drunken recklessness that Richard usually had whenever he tried to win a drinking contest against Olav.

Only bad things happened after he’d reached that point.

It didn’t take long for their courage to fail them, and they turned and ran right back to the nearby entertainment district with its neon signs like this was a haunted house and the old man was some evil ghost ready to devour them. I watched them disappear into one of the apartment buildings that hosted a noodle restaurant on the first floor and saw them cast terrified glances over their shoulders as if something might have followed them. The teen who’d made it the furthest stumbled and fell, and for a moment it looked like he might check over his shoulder, but then he bolted after his friends and out of sight like it was better for Death to sneak up on him than to face it head-on.

There was no reason for the teens to be so scared of the place unless Paul really was a Lich knight working for the Dax army. He wasn’t exactly stationed near a base, but his last experiment had literally melted into a blob, so maybe the higher-ups had given him the factory district so he could play around.

I also knew for a fact that the Dark Folk runes carved everywhere required souls to even be inscribed.

My stomach sank at the thought, and I gripped my brass knuckles tighter.

If the old man and the Dax military had been using civilians, then it would make sense why the kids looked at the place like the boogeyman was hiding behind the factory doors. But then again he’d also muttered a lot about needing to save innocents from being killed, so maybe Paul had found a workaround. If he really was my uncle, then being a Lich knight ran in the family, and if he was anything like me, he would’ve found a different kind of soul to sacrifice.

Like Grendels.

I glanced at the nearby abandoned buildings and wondered if they housed animals and captured Grendels, but there would be noise of some sort. Caged creatures tended to howl. I remembered hearing screeches that scraped down my spine when I was in the Dobuni market, usually from animals who were on their way to the butcher block.

No one else came close to the factory district, and my theories could only get me so far.

There was a small lamp near the short wall separating the factory district from the rest of the city, and two shadows hunched over a small table playing cards. If they were guards, then they were doing a terrible job at keeping people out since the teens had gotten so close. Then again, the kids hadn’t been brave enough to go over the wall. The guards might’ve just noticed them and decided they weren’t worth interrupting their card game.

Or maybe they were actually there to guard Paul and make sure the old man didn’t try to leave.

Too many questions.

“I need answers,” I huffed and spun on my heel. “Paul.”

The old man didn’t even glance up from his notes as he continued to scribble in his almost illegible handwriting. I recognized some of the runes that had been on the Dax armor with tiny notes next to them as if the old man planned to improve the design and try it again. Paul muttered to himself in a mixture of Caledonian and Dax but didn’t respond to me at all, and I gritted my teeth in frustration.

There was no way for me to get back without his help. Not from the Dax, and not from any other world near Salus. My mutation wasn’t that strong, and I didn’t have the gauntlet with me to open portals. Not that I knew how to use it well enough to open one to another planet, or to pick where I wanted to open it. The jump mages had been the ones to direct it during our testing.

“Paul!” I shouted and slammed my hand on the table.

“What?” he huffed and put his pen down. “I heard you the first time. I need to write this down before I forget. It slips through too quickly. Like time. It shifts. It moves, and then I can’t catch it anymore.”

I took a deep breath to calm down, but it took a few more tries before I could unclench my fists. The man had shown up on the Stalwart in Dax armor, claimed to be my uncle, and then kidnapped me. I was starting to think he might be willingly working for the Dax, and fury washed over me at the idea of being in enemy territory with no armor, no weapons, and no backup.

“Paul,” I said through clenched teeth as he flipped the page and continued to write more. “I need you to stop and talk to me.”

“Just a second,” he said and scribbled faster. “I just need to write a little more. A note. I have a nephew. Penelope is alive. Your father is alive. The guys are all alive. Vanessa…”

He said Commander Reynolds’ name with a sigh as if he were some lovesick kid. I’d seen plenty of them in the academy, especially with the female recruits like Alicia Jones. The idea that Vanessa would have dated the crazed, greasy man in front of me was even more far-fetched than us jumping from Salus to Volkan. And if he was working with the Dax, then she’d kill him.

But that was only if she got to him before my mother. Penelope Lyons had never been particularly forgiving when it came to slights against me, and that was when I thought she was just a poor house cleaner on Dobuni. As the most powerful Lich knight in the galaxy she’d have his head on a pike.

Even if he was her brother.

A pang of grief washed through me at the thought of telling him about my father’s disappearance, and there was no way to know how he’d take the news, so I decided to table it for the moment so the old man would be able to focus on my questions.

“Okay,” he said and finally set the pen down. “I’m ready. Ask all your questions. I can’t promise I’ll be able to answer them in order. Or that my mind will be able to get them. It’s hard to chase the memories. Time is so fickle. Memories even more so.”

“Right.” I frowned and then looked around for somewhere to sit.

An old wooden stool sat at a nearby worktable, and I retrieved it so I could sit down and face the old man. The day had officially worn me down after the battle with the Dax and then the transport all the way across the galaxy, and every blink felt like I was rubbing sandpaper against my eyes.

“First things first,” I said. “Where the voids are we?”

“Volkan Mega City One,” he sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose as if he was irritated that I hadn’t believed him in the first place. Or the second time. I definitely did, but it was good to hear again just for the sake of my own sanity. “I know it’s hard to grasp. But it’s possible. Obviously not many times. We’re honestly very lucky we didn’t explode. You did check for your parts?”

“Yeah, I’m all there.” I waved a dismissive hand as the old man started to study me like one of his inventions. “How did you manage to use my nanorunes?”

“Your nanorunes!” he exclaimed and clapped his hands together. “Yes. I didn’t realize you had a mutation when I first grabbed you, but my armor was in tune with them. Crap! I didn’t write it down! I need to write it down or it’ll disappear.”

“No,” I said and slapped the pen down before he could pick it up. “Focus here right now. I’ll remind you to write it down later.”

“Ah, yes.” He nodded and then stared at me with wide hazel eyes. “You’re here. My nephew! And you’re real! And you’re not running away! Amazing. It’s been a long time since someone stayed longer than a few minutes. The Reaper is a monster of shadow and death.”

The last sentence was said with the same energy of the monks outside of the Dobuni temples. As if he’s heard or said it so many times that the words no longer had the same meaning. Or their meaning was so ingrained that they came as natural as breathing.

“I’ll table questions about you being The Reaper for later,” I said and rolled my shoulders to release some tension. “How did we get from Salus to Dax in one jump?”

“Dark Folk runes,” he said matter-of-factly. “They’re dangerous. And unstable. Maybe as unstable as me.”

Paul threw his head back and let out a full-throated laugh that bounced off the concrete walls until it was swallowed up by the constant banging of the automatic furnace. It took him a few seconds to contain himself, and the old man put a hand over his heart as if it was the first time he’d laughed in a long time.

“Ah,” he said and wiped a tear away. “I’ve missed that.”

“I’m sure,” I said in a sympathetic tone. “How did you manage to inscribe the Dark Folk runes?”

“Souls,” he said with a glance at the sheet metal wall. “So many souls. I have to find them and keep them hidden. The soldiers bring me some. But they’re only supposed to be from those who died naturally. Souls who died prematurely or terribly often backfire. Or they feed the Dark Folk the evil he wants.”

“He?” I asked.

“The Dark Folk god,” Paul whispered with a conspiratorial glance around the factory. “He feeds off pain. It’s why they can’t be tolerated. They’re too evil. Dax are bad. And there are too many who indulge in their dark sides. But the Dark Folk thrive in the midnight shadows. They were the first evil. They swayed the prince all those years ago when the Dust Queen came to power. Oh, yes. Was the whole reason your mom did what she had to do. I helped her of course… but she was always the real genius.”

“What did she do?” I asked.

“Stopped the prince,” he said. “Or she was supposed to. She did, didn’t she? Otherwise the dark folk would win. That’s not what the Dust Queen wanted.”

“Riiiiight,” I said with a nod as if any of that made sense.

I had no idea who this Dust Queen was, and I only remembered a little bit from the book Casey’s grandfather had shown us about a Dark Folk god. I knew enough about the Dark Folk in general to know they’d been so bad that they had to be wiped out. If the Triumvirate all agreed they were a bigger enemy, then they were. I’d only seen the three kingdoms work together once, and that was when they’d agreed to take down the Dax.

Even the Grendels hadn’t warranted that kind of cooperation, but then again, all the kingdoms made a ton of money selling the equipment and dust.

“So,” I started again and managed a patient smile. “You receive the souls from the soldiers? But only people who died naturally. I didn’t realize the Dax used soul batteries.”

“They do.” He nodded and ran a hand through his greasy hair. “But it’s different. Soul Knights and Lich Knights are not the same. Dax can only bring back ghosts. Poltergeists, really. But the metal doesn’t work for Lich magic. It’s bad. Very bad. But I have enough regular metal to make soul batteries that can work for me. And for making the runes.”

“Okay,” I said as the pain behind my right eye increased.

“And I don’t use humans too often,” Paul said with a huge grin as if he’d just remembered something. “Come. I’ll show you.”

He jumped up from the wooden chair and shuffled toward the wall where the sheet metal was stacked from floor to ceiling. The chain mesh clinked together as the old man pulled one side up and motioned for me to step behind the curtain.

I pocketed the knife I’d picked up on the way over. I still had the brass knuckles, but given Paul’s already fragile mental state, I wasn’t sure if the Mindfire rune would end up backfiring.

It hadn’t yet, but I hadn’t ever used it on someone who was already a few screws short.

Paul hadn’t tried to hurt me. Even when he grabbed me and transported me halfway across the galaxy, but the man was a possible traitor. He’d also moved so fast back on the Stalwart that I didn’t even have time to react before my atoms were coming apart.

“Now, don’t be afraid,” he said in a sing-song voice as he joined me. “They can’t get out of the nullification prisons.”

I opened my mouth to ask why the voids he had nullification prisons in the factory, but then he turned the corner around one of the sheet metal stacks, and the answer was right in front of me.

Rats the size of wolves squirmed and gnashed their long, yellowed teeth at us as their whip-like tails swished back and forth.

I fought the urge to back away, and a shudder ran down my spine.

To call the monsters ‘rats’ was generous since only their elongated noses and fleshy tails resembled the creatures. I’d never seen one quite so big, not even in the really rough neighborhoods back home, and there was something evil lurking behind their beady red eyes. It was as if they were intelligent enough to know they were trapped, but not smart enough to actually speak and demand to be freed, even if it felt like they might shout at me at any moment.

“Nice, right?” he said. “Most animals don’t have souls. Grendels do, which was always a point of contention between me and the other Lich knights, including your mom. Not that they can’t be useful, and I’d rather use a Grendel than a human, but every time a Lich knight uses a soul it rubs up against our own. But you must know that by now. Especially since you were strong enough to close my Dark Folk portal.”

I thought about the Overlord’s Heart and nodded absently as the rats continued to gnash their teeth at us. It hadn’t occurred to me to ask Commander Reynolds if we could use animals in the soul batteries, but then again there weren’t many to be found on a battlefield, and that’s where I did most of my collecting.

I stared hard at the beasts in front of me and had no doubt they had a soul, but there were a thousand more questions for me to ask about which animals might have a soul to use, and what were they like?

The Grendel souls in the gauntlet had been too far gone for me to feel anything from them when I opened the Dark Folk portal in the lab. I still didn’t know enough about how it all worked to be able to tell the difference between each individual soul. And I had the distinct impression that most Lich items became a different kind of consciousness once it was forged, though it could also be the remnants of what the person had wanted in life.

The headache behind my right eye pierced through the rest of my skull as I processed all the questions, and I gritted my teeth against the sudden pain.

Paul nodded and patted my shoulder sympathetically as if he knew exactly what I was going through, though I sincerely doubted he did at the moment since the guy probably thought it was all from confusion and too many questions.

“Come,” he said and motioned for me to lead the way out. “They make too much noise. To answer your questions, most animals don’t have souls. As I’ve said. And the rats are special. Like Grendels. Most won’t have a lasting impact when they’re forged. Human souls… those are different. And dangerous. It’s best not to use those when forging with Dark Folk runes lest I feed Him.”

He said the word as if it was capitalized, and I knew he meant the Dark Folk god. I really needed to find out more about the ancient being, if he was real at all, or if Paul was just a paranoid old man who’d spent way too much time on his own, which at this point seemed very likely.

I breathed a relieved sigh when we made it through the chain-mesh wall, and the gnashing immediately went silent. A glance down showed noise-dampening runes carved into the concrete. I wondered why he didn’t use them for the obnoxious clanging from the forge, but the steady hiss and clang did have a comforting rhythm to it, something the rats definitely didn’t have.

“Now you know my secret,” Paul said.

The old man teetered over to the same worktable we’d been at before as if his ancient bones were too tired to move faster, but I knew better, and I kept my hand on the knife in my pocket. Just in case.

“I know one of your secrets,” I pointed out. “I know we’re on Volkan. That you found rats with souls, and that you are working for the Dax.”

“I’m not working for the Dax,” he snarled and then ran a hand through his greasy hair, plopped down in the wooden office chair, and adjusted his long johns like they were a suit. “Okay. I work for the Dax, but it’s not because I want to. I don’t have a choice. Sometimes life doesn’t give us choices. But then sometimes life gives us an opportunity.”

He stared up at me with a wide grin on his wrinkled face.

“And you’re that opportunity.”
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Chapter 2

“You said that before,” I pointed out. “And that you needed my help to save the universe.”

I eased back onto the wooden stool but kept my legs out so it would be easier to pull the dagger out of my pocket if need be. None of the runes would work for me since they were all for the Dax, but I could still stab Paul with it if it was necessary. I really didn’t want to stab someone who was very likely my only family member outside of my mother, but if he was a traitor, then I wouldn’t hesitate.

And if I used the brass knuckles, then there would be no way to have a conversation with him. A stab wound I could heal him from, but who knew how long it would take for Mindfire to wear off, if it wore off at all.

So far, I’d only met with a couple victims who’d lived long enough to resurface from the confounding effects of the Mindfire rune. I wasn’t quite sure whether that was due to their own defensive runes finally gaining an upper hand or not, but I wouldn’t take a risk in finding out now.

Of course, it was getting harder to see straight, so I might not be able to even land a stab, especially if the old man moved as quickly as he did before.

The pain behind my right eye had only grown worse over the last few minutes, and my heart beat rapidly as if I was about to go into battle. I swallowed around the bile threatening to jump up my throat and forced a deep breath into my lungs. A wave of nausea washed over me as the headache started to spread through my entire skull, and the flames from the forge seemed brighter than they’d been before, so I shifted on the stool until they were at my back.

“Are you okay?” Paul asked and tilted his head to study me. “I did activate an extra rune to use your mutation. To be fair, the nanorunes in your blood were already frantic. I was just hijacking your mutation for a little bit. Honestly, we probably would’ve imploded if I hadn’t.”

“I’m fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “What rune did you use to do that?”

“Oh, well… it’s not one I can easily show you,” he said, and a wave of his embarrassment suddenly washed over me. “It’s tattooed in a very… private area.”

Shit. Was I so exhausted that my new empathic abilities were taking over?

I hadn’t really had a chance to meditate and figure out how to control them. Maybe the anxiety was coming from the old man, because my hands were as steady as they always were. If that was the case, then I needed to get myself together so I could be separate from Paul and his chaos.

“You are a traitor,” I said when I finally managed to control myself. “The only people I’ve seen with rune tattoos everywhere are Dax soldiers.”

“And the Wayfarers,” he pointed out. “I’m sure you would’ve seen them on Dobuni. Knights throughout the galaxy used to have runes tattooed on them. It helps them to activate them faster. It’s all about armor nowadays. Can’t say I blame them. Some runes should never be inscribed in flesh. Even if you cut it out, they just grow back.”

Dark emotions swirled through me against my will, and I had to take another deep breath to fight back the old man’s grief and rage. A steady drumming noise pounded in my head, and it wasn’t coming from the forge. If I didn’t get myself under control soon, then I was going to be overwhelmed, but first I needed to know just who Paul really was.

Whether he was my uncle, a traitor, or both.

“How do you know I’m from Dobuni?” I asked and traded my brass knuckles for the knife in my pocket.

The last thing I needed at the moment was for him to disarm me and use the Mindfire rune on me.

“You have silver eyes.” He shrugged and reminded me that I’d asked a question. “I suspect your mother has them now, too.”

“But yours aren’t silver.” It was getting harder to focus with the pain lancing through my head.

“I may not have been out much over the last two hundred years… maybe a hundred and fifty? Time shifts too much. It’s been two hundred years since they left me behind. I took thirty years to search. Another ten to be caught. A hundred and sixty! I haven’t been off Volkan in almost a hundred and sixty years. Anyway, I doubt things on Dobuni have changed that much.”

“Right,” I said and tried to follow his math. “But you didn’t answer my question. If you’re my uncle, then why don’t you have silver eyes?”

“I never liked Dobuni,” he snorted and slapped his thigh.

“My mother has silver eyes,” I pointed out. “And they’re a dominant trait. So, if you were actually my uncle, then you would have silver eyes.”

“Not necessarily,” he said with that same goofy grin as if he was excited to explain something to me. “You see, you have to live on Dobuni for quite some time to get the silver eyes. It’s all in the dust around the planet. It helps with all the blue light everywhere. You and your mother probably got them after living there for a while.”

“I was born there,” I said.

“Then you would be born with them.” He nodded as if everything had been explained. “Your mother probably would’ve had them by the time you could remember. I’m sure giving birth helped. Lots of strange factors in pregnancies. I stay away from pregnant women. It’s for the best. Can’t risk it. But you haven’t mentioned your father.”

“He’s dead,” I said flatly.

Agony suddenly swept through me, and tears pricked my eyes as if I’d just watched the entire Stalwart explode.

My uncle stared with a pleading expression as his chest rose and fell rapidly, and I looked around for anything he could breathe into before he hyperventilated. There was an old sack that smelled like boiled peanuts, and I shoved it at the man.

“Thank you,” he said as he finally managed to control himself. “Dead. You’re sure? He didn’t just… go on a mission? He was always very devoted to the mission. Maybe he went back in time. No. He would’ve contacted me. There were so many years. He could’ve found me. You’re sure? He was my good friend. He… he was nice to me. Not many were. People called me strange. They’d talk behind my back and say that if it wasn’t for Penelope, I’d be locked in a hospital for everyone’s good, but your father would always tell me that I wasn’t strange, I was just a bit different in a unique way. Are you sure he’s gone? My heart… it hurts.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Mom, Captain Cross, and everyone else said he disappeared with King Justinian.”

“Disappeared?” Paul asked. “But the prophecy. They stopped it. They had to have managed it or the Grendels would’ve taken over. Even the Dax wouldn’t be safe. Not that they’re above making friends with the lizard bastards.”

My mind reeled at this statement, but something warm dripped down from my nose, and I swiped at it only to see red on my hand.

A nose bleed? But I rarely had nose bleeds. Of course, I was also new to having empathic abilities, and the chaos in my uncle’s emotions was starting to overwhelm me.

I was too exhausted to fight them for much longer. One thing was clear though, he was genuinely upset to find out that my father was dead. If he really was part of the crew way back in the day, then it would make sense that he knew him, and another barrage of questions washed over me. I hadn’t been able to get much out of my mother, and I didn’t have the heart to make her relive the painful memories, but I was starting to believe Paul might actually be my uncle.

“You’re bleeding!” Paul exclaimed and leapt from the chair. “Don’t put your head back. They always tell you to put your head back, but it only makes the blood go back in. This is one time when we want the blood to come out. Well, most of it should stay in. If too much comes out, we’ll have a different problem.”

He shoved the peanut bag against my nose, and I recoiled as the heavy scent clogged my senses. But at least it distracted me from the panic now coursing through my veins as Paul panicked. The old man’s attention shifted to the factory as if he was looking for a first aid kit, but I held up a hand to stop him.

“There’s nothing you can do to help,” I panted as nausea washed over me. “Except maybe calm down.”

“Calm down?” he gasped. “How can I calm down? I’ve just found my nephew and now he’s bleeding to death. And your father is dead. And if Penelope finds out that I kidnapped you, she’ll skin me alive. And that will not be good for anyone. Any. One. The whole galaxy would be in danger. But it’s already in danger. This would be a different kind of danger. One world at a time is different from what would happen if-if…”

“I’m an empath,” I interrupted his rant and gulped down bile.

“An empath?” he asked and stopped scanning the piles to stare at me. “How? Only the Ecomese are empaths. Unless… Do you have an Ecomese wife? Are you her perfect mate? That’s so rare. It’s happened. Not that they’ll write it down. They don’t want anyone to know normal humans can become empaths. And they usually go insane. I think it’s happened two… maybe three times?”

“Paul,” I said as calmly as possible. “I need you to calm the fuck down before I pass out. I have an Ecomese girlfriend. I am her perfect mate. The empathic abilities are new and enhanced by my mutations. But I’ve never felt them this strongly. There must be something wrong with my implant.”

“You have an implant?” he gasped.

“Yes,” I panted as pain lanced through my head like a hot needle.

He grabbed my face and immediately pulled it up to look at it, but I jerked away. I didn’t even realize that I still had the knife in my other hand until Paul pulled it out of my grasp with surprising strength. The old man may have looked five seconds away from falling apart, but he was clearly held together by tougher stuff.

A family trait.

At least it wasn’t the brass knuckles. Not that he tried to use the knife on me. He just tossed it to the table next to us with an annoyed expression.

“Stop it,” I grunted when he twisted my head back and forth like he had x-ray vision. “What the voids are you doing?”

“I need to find it,” he mumbled as he released me.

I rubbed my jaw where the old man’s fingers had practically dug into my flesh.

“What are you looking for?” I asked and glared at him as much as I could with my eyes almost completely closed. “I don’t want you using any Dark Folk runes on me.”

“Of course not.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Actually, that’s fair. But no. I have a portable internal scanner around here somewhere… When did I invent it? Twenty years ago? Thirty? It should be in this section. When were medscanners first invented? It was around then. The new versions, not those garbage ones from seventy years ago that couldn’t even tell a cold from a cancerous growth.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I said through gritted teeth. “You’d have to ask Natali.”

“Natali is still alive?” He stopped his rummaging to stare at me in wonder. “Oh, now she would be very helpful here. She was Rutheni, but one of the best doctors. I bet you have to see her a lot. Especially if you’re anything like your father and me. The number of times she patched us up. And then Vanessa and Penelope would yell. Ah, good times.”

“I see her as much as possible,” I mumbled. “She’s one of my girlfriends.”

“One of?” he asked and then let out a victorious shout. “Aha! Here it is. It was sixty years ago. It should still work, though. Just needs a little love tap to get it started.”

Paul yanked a massive medscanner from a pile of rusted inventions and smiled from ear to ear. My vision was blurry as the throbbing pain started to pound so loudly I could barely hear him, but I definitely heard him say something about a love tap. The old man tapped the viewing screen hard with a dirty fingernail, frowned, and then slammed the whole device onto a nearby table.

It whirred to life, and dust puffed out from where the actual scanner was. I blinked a few times to clear my sight, but there was still rust around the edges, and the runes glowed a deep amber like liquid honey. The thing might have worked great sixty years ago, but the last thing I wanted was for the magic to go haywire while it was pressed against my temple.

“Uh-uh,” I said and held up my hands when he came closer. “No way. You’re not scanning my brain with that thing.”

“What do you mean?” he asked as the gears whined.

“I mean you’re not putting that thing against my head,” I said and pointed to the lump of metal that used to be his armor. “I’m not trying to end up like that.”

“Oh, that was just a little bit of a meltdown,” he said and then winked like he’d told the funniest joke in the world. He cleared his throat and sobered a little when I didn’t laugh with him. “But really. This should be just fine. All we’re doing is checking the implant to make sure it’s not melting your brain.”

Another wave of nausea washed over me, but there was a certainty in my mind that hadn’t been there before. The old man was crazy, but he was at least confident, and it was the first time since my implant started to malfunction that I’d felt calm from him.

“Fine,” I said with a shrug. “If I die, then I die. And you’ll have to explain it to mom. And my girlfriends.”

“Natali and Penelope would skin me and then roll me in salt,” he said with a shiver. “And I don’t know your Ecomese girlfriend, but I’m sure she would help. Perfect mates are hard to come by. Ah… Vanessa was the one I loved. She always said we were good friends even though I kept telling her my feelings. She wouldn’t have me now. For good reason. I’m old and brittle now. But she’s alive. I’ll make it up to her. No, I won’t. I can’t risk it. We should focus.”

I closed my eyes as the lights started to hurt and tried to make sense of everything the old man was rambling on about.

He must have really had a thing for Commander Reynolds if he was still talking about her two hundred years later. I still needed to ask how the old man was alive, but at the moment my main priority was making sure the implant wasn’t going to burn me alive from the inside out.

The whirring gears stopped whining after another hard slap on the table, and Paul continued to ramble about how an implant on an empath was one of the worst things that could ever be done. Of course, the higher-ups did use them, but it dulled them so much. It was like covering a diamond in soot.

“How do you manage to juggle both Natali and the Ecomese woman?” he asked as he tapped on the handheld scanner.

“I juggle five,” I muttered.

“Five?” he gasped.

“Yeah,” I said. “And it’s not really juggling. We’re all very busy with our own lives, with war, and with everything going on. But we make it work. And the girls are all fine with sharing me.”

My words came out a little slurred as exhaustion started to weigh down my tongue. It was getting harder to stay awake, but it helped that Paul started to ramble again. I focused all of my attention on him instead of the sleep trying to drag me under, and the little gremlin running around in my head with a mallet.

“I used to be quite the charmer when I was young, too,” he said. “I didn’t have as many women chasing me as your father did, but that all changed when I met Vanessa. Okay. Maybe a little after. It’s why she won’t forgive me. But she will. No. She shouldn’t. It’s too dangerous.”

He went quiet as the machine started to shake violently, and then a high-pitched ding sliced through my ears like the timer in the battle practice rooms.

“Well,” he said, and I could hear the frown in his voice without even opening my eyes. “Your implant is done for. If I had known, then I could’ve made preparations before we left. Not that I had time. There’s always too much and not enough when you need it. I don’t even know how I would’ve done it. But it won’t melt your brain.”

“And the pain?” I asked.

“Ah… yes,” he said. “Give me just a minute. I have something that might help with that. During the Dax war with the Ecomese I made a device to help the soldiers resist the empaths. I didn’t give it to them, for obvious reasons of them needing to leave those people alone, but I made it and hid it… somewhere.”

Paul continued to rant about how the Dax had no right to the Ecomese, even if they thought the empaths belonged to them. People can’t belong to people. It was hard to keep up with his erratic rants, but I was starting to think the old man might actually be a hostage instead of a Dax traitor.

There were just too many times when he mentioned wanting to beat the Dax, or when he referred to when they trapped him. I needed the whole backstory to understand fully, but Paul didn’t seem like the type to side with the bastards, especially since he referenced the need to save innocent people. And every time he did, I could feel a ferocious desire to hurt the soldiers he was talking about wash over me.

Being an empath might actually be helpful after all. As long as it didn’t kill me first.

The pain slowly started to subside. At least, it leveled out enough for me to finally open my eyes.

Paul was all the way across the factory, so his emotions weren’t nearly as powerful. I thought back to when the headache had first started to get out of control and realized it was when he’d shown me the rats and started talking about souls. If he was a Lich knight, then his feelings around the dead would be complicated, and it could’ve been the last trigger before my implant was overwhelmed.

If he was right about it being fried, then I was about to have a crash course in how to be an empath. On Volkan. With Dax soldiers and a crazy old Lich knight who couldn’t even keep his mind regulated. Awesome.

The old man started to toss inventions over his shoulder like a teenager trying to find their favorite shirt in the dirty laundry. He stopped a few times to examine something, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. Though he did have a whole new stack of inventions that he very carefully put down, so those were either about to be worked on again, or might explode.

Honestly, with everything I knew about my uncle so far, it could go either way.

“Did you find it?” I asked when he stared a little longer than normal at what looked like a lone boot.

“Huh?” he asked and spun around with wide eyes. “Ah! Yes. You’re here. You’re real. I was looking for the empath suppressor. It’s not as good as the implant. I didn’t come up with that. They had someone else do it when I told them I couldn’t come up with anything. I probably could have. But no. They don’t deserve it.”

The boot went flying over his shoulder, and I took a deep breath as the headache finally started to subside. Exhaustion weighed me down like armor, but there was a coffee pot on a nearby table. I gave it the sniff test just to make sure it actually was coffee and not motor oil, but it smelled relatively fresh, and a small taste revealed a rich brew with better flavor than anything I’d ever had before.

“Drink as much as you want,” Paul said with a smile. “I’m not really supposed to have any. But it’s so good. One thing the Volkans do very well is grow and roast coffee beans. Which is insane given the soil composition on this planet. I have a theory that it’s the metal. And the magic. You know, Dax armor is all made from the same stuff. It reacts to magic and arcane dust differently. It’s why they need me.”

“Because they don’t have the same magic as we do?” I asked and found a less grimy coffee mug to use.

“Exactly,” he said. “Dark Folk runes can’t be used by Dax. At least, they can’t be inscribed. They could have all the souls in the world, but they wouldn’t be able to draw them. I’m a Lich knight, and I can’t die. So, I’m their perfect tool. At least, I was. Things are different now that you’re here.”

I nodded along as I sipped the coffee and tried to figure out what line of questioning to start with.

“Ooh!” the old man exclaimed and held a collar in the air.

It reminded me of the chokers I’d seen in shops, though the leather band was thicker, and a thin golden box stretched the length of the front. The metal bent and swayed, and I didn’t recognize the runes, but there was no way to miss the little holes that marked speakers on either side of the golden plate.

“Is that the suppressor?” I asked as a wave of joy washed over me.

“No,” he said and bounded across the factory. “I can’t find that. It’s long gone. I probably destroyed it. Don’t remember. Time slips through my fingers. It seems like something I would’ve gotten rid of. Can’t take the risk. No. This is something I made when I first came here. Before I learned Dax.”

“Okay,” I said and set my coffee mug on the nearest worktable. “Is it a translator?”

“That’s exactly what it is!” he shouted with a proud expression. “You take after your parents after all. Or maybe me. No. No, you’re not reckless enough. Oh, Penelope is going to be so mad when she finds out.”

“How does it work?” I asked before he could get too off topic.

“Ah…” He nodded and handed the collar to me. “You’ll put this on here. There’s a latch in the back that I can help with if you need it. And then these two little pieces connect to it. They go right behind your ears. It shouldn’t interfere with your implant since it’s already fried. And then when someone speaks in Dax, it’ll translate directly into your ear canals. And then this box will translate your words.”

“I’ve seen something like this before,” I said and thought about the translator the Aquitanian knight had used. “But it wasn’t a collar.”

“I don’t like holding things.” He waved a hand dismissively and then motioned for me to put on the device. “Go ahead. It may be a little old. I’ve been here for a hundred and sixty years. Syntax changes. Slang changes. You might actually be worse off trying to understand. But it’s a start. And if it’s too bad you can always take it off and learn the old-fashioned way.”

“I don’t plan to be here that long.” I put the collar on.

There was a buzzing sound in my ear as it activated, but it went silent after a few seconds. My head still pounded a little, and it was worse now that Paul was closer again, but I must’ve been too exhausted to really notice anyone else’s emotions, because it didn’t weigh me down like it had before. At least the collar didn’t make anything worse, and it was surprisingly lightweight against my neck.

It also didn’t rub up against the leather cord from my Pendant of Lesser Vengeance.

“It looks better on you than it ever did on me,” he said.

I recognized the words as Dax when he first said them, but by the third word, the translator had kicked in.

“It seems workable,” I said with a reassuring smile. “At least, I was able to understand you.”

“Good, good.” He nodded and clapped his hands together. “I must have updated it at some point. I don’t remember. But I don’t remember a lot of things. Time is too fast and too slow. Things get jumbled.”

“You keep saying that,” I said and retrieved my coffee. “How old are you?”

“How old?” he asked and eased back into the wooden office chair with a groan like he was about to fall apart at the seams, even if we both knew he was more spry than that. “Hmm. They left me behind two hundred years ago. I think. The prophecy was in two hundred years. Maybe two hundred and twenty? I was around twenty then. Ah… maybe twenty-five. I was fifty-three when the rune took effect.”

“You keep talking about a prophecy,” I said. “And some kind of rune?”

“You don’t know?” He gaped at me with wide eyes. “Of course you wouldn’t know about the rune. No one does. Except the Dax. It’s why they kept me here. I’m useful. But your mother should have told you about the prophecy. Why wouldn’t she?”

“She didn’t tell me a lot of things,” I grumbled. “But we’re working on that now. And you can help by explaining exactly what the prophecy is.”

A panicked expression washed over Paul’s face, and he lifted his hands into the air.

“No, no, no,” he said. “Not right now. I can’t explain right now. Ask other questions. The prophecy… you’ll need to be more awake for that. So you can avoid being overwhelmed. My emotions won’t do well.”

“But we will come back to it,” I said. “And soon.”

I chugged the coffee, put the cup back down next to the machine, and plopped down on the stool. There were still plenty of emotions coming from the old man, but it was like a fog had settled around them to dampen them. I wasn’t sure what had caused it, or if it was just a safety mechanism my brain had come up with before I was overwhelmed again, but I figured it was best to just let it go for the moment.

The old man knew himself better than me, and he’d been very anxious when I asked about the prophecy. Either way, he was right about my need to be fully able to block his emotions, because Paul clearly couldn’t regulate them himself.

There were still plenty of other things to worry about at the moment. Questions that were currently relevant, and whose answers could actively influence my decisions going forward. Like how Paul could be alive for that long. And how in the voids I was going to get back to Salus. I could worry about my empath abilities if and when we actually ran into other people, though that didn’t seem likely given the teens’ reactions earlier.

“I think I’m around two hundred and forty-six,” Paul said and brought my attention back to him. “Give or take about eleven years. Time flows strangely after a while.”

“And how did you become immortal?” I pressed.

“Why?” he responded with wide eyes. “You don’t want to repeat the process, do you? It’s very bad. Trust me. So many innocent lives were stolen. I never should have used the spell. Especially after what happened when Penelope and the others left. I should’ve known something like that would end in disaster. She told me. That’s why they didn’t want to bring me with them.”

“I’m not trying to become immortal,” I promised and put my hands in the air to stop his rant. “I just want to know how you’re still alive. I’ve never heard of anyone else living so long. Except for my mother and the crew.”

“Bah!” he shouted and waved both hands. “They’re children. Youths, even. Oh. That means I’m older than Penelope now. She won’t be able to scold me when we meet her. Especially after we finish the work here.”

“You clearly have forgotten who your sister is,” I snorted.

“You’re right, you’re right,” he conceded with a solemn nod.

Pain lanced through the fog as sadness washed over me, and I took a deep, shaky breath and tried to regulate myself the way Treyin had taught me. It was easier when I wasn’t tired, but the Ecomese woman and I hadn’t exactly had a lot of time to practice. I was clearly in for a crash course on how to separate myself from other people’s feelings.

“Stop trying to avoid the question,” I said. “How did you become immortal?”

“Ah,” he said and rubbed a hand through his greasy hair. “That’s…”

Another wave of sadness raced through my veins, but it was quickly chased away by panic. It was so strong that it took me a few seconds longer to calm down, and when I did, Paul was staring at me.

“You need more practice regulating your emotions,” he said with a solemn nod.

“Do you know how to regulate your emotions?” I asked as I took another deep breath and let the old man ignore the immortality question until I could process the influx of unexpected emotions.

“Regulate my- regulate my emotions?” he asked and then threw his head back laughing. Like full-on crazy, lost every ounce of sanity, kind of laughing. If there hadn’t been a back to his wooden office chair, then he would’ve fallen on the ground.

“Is it that funny?” I asked. “You must have some techniques.”

“I can’t even regulate my thoughts,” he gasped. “Oh, that was a good joke. No, my dear nephew. What was your name again? Nick! My dear Nick. I can’t regulate my emotions. Sorry. You’ll just have to figure out how to block them. It’s taking everything I have not to destroy this entire planet.”

“Why don’t you?” I asked as my need to know why he stayed started to outweigh my need to know how he was immortal. “You said you were the most powerful Lich knight in the galaxy. Maybe even more powerful than my mom. You should be able to destroy Volkan without a problem.”

“Too many innocents,” he said as he sobered instantly. “Dax are Volkans but not all Volkans are Dax. There are too many names on our family list. Too many dead. We can’t add more innocent lives. We can’t. But you’re here. We can do it together.”

“Do what?” I asked.

“We can stop them,” he said with a determined expression. “We’ll get back the inventions before they can use them. We’ll cripple their army. We’ll escape! Then I’ll finally be free.”

Paul said it with so much determination that I actually believed him. It would be good to cripple the Dax army on their own planet, and it wasn’t as if we could do that under any other circumstances. The old man was definitely crazy, but I could feel his determination.

He had a plan.

“Okay, so let’s say I go along with this and we get all your inventions back,” I said slowly as I processed out loud. “You’re immortal. And don’t think we won’t be coming back to that. And the prophecy. But I assume you can get shot with a plasma rifle and still be fine, right? How am I supposed to get through this in one piece?”

“Armor,” he said with a glance around the factory. “I’ll make you special gear. We’ll have to be careful, though. They’ll be stopping by any time now. Someone came by earlier to ask how the portal was closed, but they’ll come again to find out if I figured out how it was done. They don’t hover often, but they do when they’re worried. I’ll have to give them a good excuse.”

“The best excuse is the truth,” I pointed out. “Why don’t you just tell them the Triumvirate have a few powerful knights who figured out how to close the portal? You can say there are traces of their magic, which there had to be if you found me. You just don’t have to tell them that we’re Lich knights.”

“Yes, yes,” he said and clapped excitedly. “I’ll tell them that. And then we’ll get started on your armor. I’ll need something, too. A prot-belt. No armor. I don’t like it anymore. Too old to move with all that crap on. But I can’t risk getting injured.”

“Why not?” I asked. “I thought you were immortal.”

“Immortality comes with a price,” he said with a dark expression. “It’s too high. Too many innocents. Can’t risk it.”

Before I could ask what he meant by that, a loud banging noise echoed through the factory. We both turned at the same time, and a smile spread across Paul’s face.

“They’re here,” he said. “Just nod and go along.”
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Chapter 3

“Sure.” I rolled my eyes and gestured to myself and then to him. “Because a Dax warrior isn’t going to take one look at me and realize I’m not supposed to be here.”

At least I’d decided to wear my off-duty civilian clothes rather than my battle fatigues. Jeans and a shirt wouldn’t immediately identify me as a knight, though my muscles and posture might. I rolled my shoulders and forced myself to slouch a little even as my mother’s admonitions raced through the back of my head.

“That’s why I told you to just go along,” Paul snorted. “And make sure you keep yourself regulated. These guys have a tendency to fly off the handle. And we don’t need some skittish asshole ruining our plans because his emotions got the better of you.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said with a sideways glance at the coffee pot.

I wasn’t sure if being more awake would be helpful or not. Either way, the first cup hadn’t been too bad. I still had a bit of a fog, but it seemed to have settled between the outside world and me, and I was actually cognizant enough to be able to regulate my own emotions.

And the pain from the implant being fried had finally subsided.

Another heavy knock sounded through the factory followed by angry shouts that the translator collar had trouble with. The words the device came up with basically translated into someone saying, “You better get out here before I smack the tar out of you.” I was fairly certain there were a few more curse words involved in what the soldier said, but it was enough for me to get the picture.

Paul didn’t even bother to answer as he strolled through the piles scattered around the floor like it was a salesman on the other side of the door instead of an armed soldier. The old man was supposed to be immortal, and the way he ranted about his condition, it seemed as if he couldn’t be injured, but it was still best not to piss the enemy off when we were actually trying to hide something.

“About time you opened this door,” the man snarled as soon as Paul tugged open the smaller door.

A Star Spear shoved his way past Paul and into the factory. The man was at least a head taller than me and just as wide, but some of his bulk came from his massive chestplate and pauldrons that stuck out six inches on either side of his body. No helmet protected his head, but there was a giant sickle on his back.

The weapon stretched the entire length of the soldier’s back, and a wicked black chain with a heavy, blood-red weight on the end of it was looped around a hook on his prot-belt. The blade gleamed in the light from the furnace as if it had just been sharpened and polished, and I instinctively reached for the brass knuckles in my pocket while my eyes darted to the nearest knife just in case I needed an extra weapon.

It was the same one Paul had taken from me earlier and was thin enough to hide behind my forearm. The Star Spear was far enough away that he’d be able to slice me with the sickle with ease, but I could close the distance and drive my own blade into his neck before he could pull his weapon back. My uncle shot a pointed stare in my direction as if he could read my thoughts, took a deep breath in, and then motioned for me to do the same.

I did have more rage in my system than there had been a moment before, and it wasn’t hard to figure out where it had originated. The Star Spear stood over my uncle as if the old man had personally offended him and his ancestors, though given how ancient Paul was it might actually be true. I forced myself to take a deep breath and focused on the calm I always had right before a big battle instead of the anger washing over me from the Dax soldier.

“And just who the voids are you?” the Star Spear sneered as he finally noticed me.

“This is my new slave,” Paul answered before I could.

“You’ve never had a slave before,” the soldier said with narrowed eyes.

He slowly unwrapped the chain and tugged his sickle free. The massive blade would be hard to wield with all the inventions and piles between us, but I’d fought in enough battles to be able to tell when someone was comfortable with their weapon. If it came down to a fight, then it would be a tough one, and excitement raced through my veins at the idea of taking the man down.

“I’m getting old,” Paul said and slowly stepped between us. “I wanted some help.”

“You’ve been old,” he said without taking his eyes off of me. “You don’t need the help.”

“Fine,” my uncle sighed dramatically and threw his hands in the air. “I’m getting old and tired of hauling everything around myself.”

Tension filled the air as the Star Spear studied me. I fought the urge to square my shoulders and glower at the Dax warrior, especially when he started to twirl the long chain idly as if he was debating whether or not to attack. He was just as big an asshole as every other Star Spear I’d ever met, and everything in me wanted to put him in his place, but one pleading look from Paul brought me back to reality.

Even if I managed to kill this Star Spear, and I knew I could, then there would still be an entire army ready to bear down on us. We were on Volkan, not Salus, and I didn’t have any armor on. If the guy was smart, then he’d call for backup now, but his heated glare told me enough about his personality to know he thought he could take me without a problem.

Still, Paul had a plan, and I needed to trust it. At least for the moment. Besides, I had no intention of dying before the Dax bastards were down for good, and one random Star Spear wasn’t enough to quell my hatred for him and the soldiers he terrorized the galaxy with.

“He has silver eyes,” the soldier pointed out. “He’s Dobuni.”

“All the more reason I need him,” Paul said and put his hands in the air. “I need someone with better blue light vision than me.”

“You don’t need help,” the Star Spear said. “Get rid of him.”

“I’ll keep him,” the older man said in a firm tone that earned a surprised stare from the armed soldier.

“Excuse me?” he asked and pointed the blade at my uncle’s heart. “I could tear you limb from limb in seconds.”

“And you’d be the one closest to me when I died,” Paul whispered so quietly that my translator almost missed it.

The Star Spear jolted as if he’d been slapped and immediately took a step away. I recognized the fear in his eyes. He had the same expression of awe and terror that the soldiers in my childhood apartment had when they looked at my mother.

Another family trait.

“Now,” my uncle said and squared his shoulders. “If you’re done here, then I need to get back to training my new slave.”

“We’re not done,” the warrior said as he slapped the sickle onto the magnets on the back of his chestplate. “I was told you were researching how those bastards closed our portal and killed our people.”

I could still feel rage washing off the Star Spear, but there was also a healthy dose of fear now as if Paul’s comment had reminded the man just who he was talking to. The questions I’d had earlier flooded back to the surface, but I forced them back down for the moment. I could always ask about his immortality later.

“Yes, yes,” the older man grumbled and started to shuffle back toward the worktables. “It seems they have a team researching how to close the portals. They probably haven’t figured out that we’re using Dark Folk runes. It’s not as if they teach about them in their schools.”

The Star Spear stayed closer to the door but listened intently to my uncle as the old man rambled. I still had the knife hidden behind my forearm, and my brass knuckles, but the soldier clearly wasn’t a threat anymore, because every few seconds another wave of anxiety bubbled up before the big man shut it down. He still had his chin up and an air of defiance on his face, but I knew it was all just an illusion.

Nausea washed over me as I tried to read the Dax soldier’s emotions, and I had to grip the worktable next to me as my head started to swim. Worry invaded my mind as Paul glanced in my direction, and I managed to smile before I sank onto the wooden stool. It was going to be a while before I could actually handle reading everyone, but at least the Star Spear was far enough away that his emotions weren’t overwhelming.

“What’s wrong with him?” the Dax asked.

“He’s just getting used to the atmosphere,” Paul waved a dismissive hand. “He’s fresh off the slave ships. The gravity on Volkan is different from Dobuni. It’s why all of you have greater muscle mass than your enemies. He’s young, though. He’ll be fine.”

I managed a weak smile as if everything my uncle said was true, and the Star Spear nodded with a pleased smile. He clearly didn’t leave Volkan much, or study gravitational pulls, because there was no way that his homeworld made them stronger. I’d felt more pressure on Caledonia than I had in the factory, but it at least kept him from asking too many questions about why I was dizzy.

“How did you even get out to the slave platform,” the Star Spear grunted. “You are supposed to have an escort when you leave, and I wasn’t notified that you—”

“I think they closed the portal on accident,” Paul interrupted. “At least that’s what I’m thinking given my equations. They aren’t smart enough to cancel out my magic.”

Then my uncle stared at the wall and began to hum to himself.

“Are you sure?” the soldier asked when Paul didn’t say anything else.

“What?” The older man flinched. “You’re still here. Ah, and my new slave is here. Good, good. You two can help me with moving some of my equipment. I have so much to destroy. Old inventions. Too many defects. Shouldn’t explode. Probably. I’m sure you’ll be fine even if they do. Nothing a regeneration tank can’t fix. Maybe in a year.”

“I’ll pass,” the Star Spear said and took a step toward the door. “I’ll let them know you’re still researching how they closed the portal.”

“The portal?” Paul gasped and then clapped his hands together. “Yes. It’s been working wonderfully. They did close it, but it was a fluke. It had to be. Their researchers wouldn’t know about the runes. No. The Dark Folk are too far gone. Or was their disappearance just a few years ago. Time is funny.”

“Good luck with him,” the Dax said with a glance in my direction. “You’re Dax property now. And you should act accordingly. If I find out you’re causing trouble, then I’ll put you down myself.”

I tilted my head to the side and tapped my collar a few times as if the soldier’s words were hard for me to understand. The knife was still concealed in my other hand, and I swayed a little on the stool now that I didn’t have the table to help keep me steady. I may have exaggerated a little, but it was for the best since it made me look weaker.

Even in my off-duty clothes it was clear to see that I was muscular, and my body posture would give me away as a warrior in no time flat if I didn’t amp up my act. Of course, the guy didn’t even notice my brass knuckles, so he clearly didn’t think much of me, but that worked to our advantage.

The Star Spear narrowed his eyes as distrust crept across my skin, and for a second I was worried he might have noticed the obvious weapon right in front of his face, but then he just rolled his eyes. He would no doubt be back to check on me, but one look at Paul and the man practically bolted through the door.

“Ah, the crazy act,” Paul said as soon as the door shut behind the Star Spear. “It always works. Nothing better to make those assholes leave me alone. And now we’ll have about a week before they come to check on us again. They’ll have people watching the outside, but no one will come close enough to see what we’re doing.”

“Act?” I tossed the dagger back on the table.

“First of all,” he said and pointed a finger at me. “Fair.”

The old man threw his head back and cackled until tears streamed down his face. It took him a few minutes to pull himself together, but the joy that washed over me was enough to chase away the remaining rage and fear from the Star Spear. Paul finally wiped his face on his dirt-smudged shirt, took a deep breath, and then flashed a goofy grin at me.

“I really have missed companionship,” he said. “It’s been so long.”

“The Star Spear did say you never need help,” I said as I shifted on the stool. “How long have you been alone? You never got married?”

“No time,” he sighed and then started chuckling to himself. “Too much time. Too complicated. It’s been almost a hundred and sixty years since I came here. Not during that boy’s lifetime. But they talk. Women love me, don’t you know? I am the man, the myth, the legend.”

He threw his arms wide with every declaration until he almost fell backwards.

“Right.” I stood to grab some more coffee. “I have some more questions about your immortality.”

“Naturally,” my uncle said and eased into a wooden desk chair he retrieved from nearby.

A wave of anxiety washed through me, but I managed to focus all of my attention on my own calm. If I was going to be an empath, then I needed to regulate myself, because it would be a long time before I could influence people the way Treyin did, and even that would require a level of peace that admittedly alluded me most of the time.

But at least I wasn’t as chaotic as my uncle. Small victories.

“Okay,” he said and took a deep breath, ran a hand through his greasy hair, and then nodded as the anxiety slowly started to dissipate. “Let me know if I get too worked up. I’ll try not to overwhelm you.”

“Sounds good,” I said and motioned for him to go ahead. “Now stop stalling. And we’ll get to the prophecy when you’re finished.”

“Ah,” he said with a glance at the coffee pot. “No. No coffee. No alcohol. It messes with my mind. I need to be focused. Okay. Okay. If you’re going to insist on both, then we’ll start with the prophecy. Back at the beginning. Get comfortable.”

I looked around for another office chair and found one tucked right up to a nearby worktable. One of the wheels stuck when I retrieved it, but the seat worked fine, and it wasn’t heavy enough to give me trouble moving it. Either way, it was better than the stool since I wouldn’t accidentally fall out of it.

I used a grime-covered sink to refill my coffee cup with water and was surprised by how clean the water actually was. It even tasted slightly sweet like it came directly from a spring, and I chugged the whole thing and refilled it before I finally sat back down.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go. We’ll get back to the plan to take down the Dax later. After I know more about you.”

“Fair enough,” he said.

The old man clenched and released his fists a few times as worry washed over me, followed by an anger so powerful it must have been festering for a very long time. Like the two hundred years between when the Stalwart came to the current time period.

I had to take a few deep breaths and close my eyes before I could calm down. Treyin had mentioned picturing a calm lake tucked away in the mountains, somewhere desolate and far away from everyone else. I focused all my attention on the peace that washed over me as I mentally pictured the scene, especially when I added all five of my girlfriends, and warmth replaced the outside emotions threatening to overwhelm me.

“I haven’t talked about the prophecy in so long,” he said. “I can’t recite it for you. It’s been too long. Some things fall through the cracks, and you can never retrieve them. I know it had to do with the Grendels. And the Dust Queen. Your mother will be able to tell you more.”

“Just tell me what you know,” I pressed with a patient smile.

“There were two siblings,” he said and frowned so deeply that it twisted his face into a mask of wrinkles. “There was a Grendel prince or maybe he was a king? The princess lured him in with promises of love, and then killed him for his arcane dust. It started the war.”

“The Queen of Dust.” I nodded. “Everyone in the galaxy knows that song. It’s just an old folk story about how we gained magic.”

“Ah, but there’s always a nugget of truth!” he exclaimed as excitement replaced his confusion and frustration. “Yes. Yes, I remember now. The Dust Queen. The Queen of Dust. She was an opportunist. She had a plan to rule the galaxy. I know, I know, you trust your queen. Her rule changed the kingdom. We’d never used dust before! It was powerful magic! She was the first queen. Up ‘til that point we only had kings. Her brother was the crown prince before she discovered the arcane dust. She was so powerful, but she made sooooo many enemies.”

Paul clapped his hands together and flashed a conspiratorial grin at me. None of this was news since it was all in the song that I’d heard about a million times since I was young. But then again, I’d never really thought of it as truth, so a shift in my thought process was necessary to continue.

“Okay,” I said when he didn’t say anything else.

“Okay,” he repeated like it was an activation code. “The brother hated her for taking his crown and launching the kingdom into a golden era of prosperity, and he vowed vengeance. He began to seek out the Dark Powers, and in a forgotten corner of the galaxy, he found something even more alien than the Grendel: a deity waiting for a new minion to feed it souls. The prince became the first Lich knight. The founding father of the Dark Folk.”

A chill ran down my spine despite the constant heat from the forge. That had never been part of the song. Sure, it had talked about how she’d become queen instead of her brother, but I’d never really thought about what happened to him, especially since the lyrics focused on how much good she did once we had magic.

I’d also never given much thought about how she’d tricked the Grendel prince, killed him, and then used his arcane dust to give humans magic. It was no wonder the Grendels hated us so much. But I couldn’t forgive them for continuing to come and slaughter our people.

“How does the prophecy come into play?” I asked.

“Ah,” he said and clapped his hands together. “You’re still young, so you haven’t come across some of the more powerful Lich spells. There are some that we Lich knights don’t even talk about. They require too much.”

“Like the time travel spell?” I asked.

“I wish your mother had never found that spell.” He sighed. “We should have let the prophecy work itself out. But there would be even more deaths. And the Grendels are so thirsty for blood.”

“What was the prophecy?” I asked when he started to mutter about Grendels.

“The prophecy went hand in hand with the curse,” he said as if I would know there was a curse in the first place. “The spell the prince used set the prophecy in motion. It wouldn’t complete it, he’d have to do that himself, but it would get the ball rolling. Small things. Like putting a screw a few centimeters over or making an extra rivet. Nothing anyone would notice until it was too late.”

“So, he had to complete the prophecy himself?” I asked.

“Yes.” Paul nodded. “For many years, he kept his jealousy and hatred of his sister secret. His loyal Lich knights became folded into the kingdom’s ranks, and all seemed well and prosperous. Then she discovered he aimed to murder her and take over. She moved to destroy him, but before she could, he vowed to end the kingdom and disappeared.”

“Shit,” I gasped.

“Shit is right,” the old man chuckled. “The Lich knights loyal to the prince were executed, but some proved their loyalty to the crown and were allowed to live. Many thousands of years passed and the kingdoms slowly became accustomed to fighting against the Grendels and using the dust to improve their lives. Then your mother was born, and me after.”

“And you both became Lich knights?” I asked.

“Yes.” He nodded. “Even though the Queen of Dust had long since passed, Lich knights were an unpopular profession since it still held the stigma of betrayal around it. One had to be approved by the king to be accepted in the ranks. Your mother and I were, and she quickly proved how powerful she was. Few had access to the Dark Prince’s ancient laboratory and study, but we were both granted permission to study his Dark Folk runes. It was there that Penelope discovered that the Prince had sent himself forward in time. This was, of course, a major concern of the present king, since it meant his future lineage was in danger. It also meant that the future of our galaxy was in danger, since the Dark Prince was powerful.”

“So she went forward in time,” I said.

“Yes. She and the Stalwart were sent to the time period when the curse was supposed to be fulfilled. When the prophecy would come to fruition. Or is that backward? I can never remember.”

“Focus,” I said.

“Ah, yes.” He laughed. “Hazard of being alone too long. No one to help me stay on topic. Yes. The prophecy. It and the curse are intertwined. The curse stated that after a certain period of time the line of Caledonia would come to an end. The Grendels would take over, and everyone would die. The kingdom that betrayed the prince would feel his wrath.”

“How long?” I asked. “And why didn’t he just do it right away?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Maybe he had to wait that long to gather enough power. Or he divined it. The reason has been lost. But the curse remained. And because it was so powerful, it came with a prophecy that would allow someone to stop it.”

“Mom and the crew of the Stalwart,” I said.

“Yes.” He frowned, and a flash of anger crept through the emotional barrier I’d managed to erect. “I was supposed to be with them. But your mother sent me on a mission. She left me alone in the past while everyone I knew and loved came to the future. She never came back. I thought she died.”

“You can take that up with her when we get out of here,” I promised. “Back to the prophecy. How did you know what time it would be fulfilled?”

“Penelope and your father did the math,” he said with a proud smile. “And Matthias. He was a powerful diviner before he became a machina. The three of them figured it out. That it would be King Justinian’s reign. I still remember the first time I heard his name.”

“So they came here to stop the Grendel invasion?” I asked. “And how does this dark prince tie into it? You said he had to enact it?”

“Yes,” he whispered. “He always planned to come to the future to finish the curse. They came here to stop him. And they did. The Grendels don’t rule the galaxy.”

I had a million more questions, but Paul just stared at me with a goofy grin as if he was finished with his explanation. It was a minor miracle that he’d remembered so much after two hundred years, but then again, being left behind had probably left a lasting impression. I didn’t think I’d forget a prophecy that took away my entire family, even if I did forget its exact wording.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll ask Mom more about it later.”

“Good,” he said. “She’s better with it. She did all the research. You could ask Matthias, too. His mind is a metal trap. He won’t forget anything. Not like me. Too much time has passed. And things are confusing when I think back that far.”

“Makes sense,” I said with a reassuring smile. “I’ll ask them. Now, back to your immortality.”

“My immortality,” he whispered as if saying it too loud would bring disaster to the factory. “I can’t tell you all of it. The runes you can see. But not how they work. Too much death. Too many innocents. I should’ve never been so curious. It was always my downfall. Penelope and your father used to help me stay away from the scarier spells. But then they left. And I did whatever I wanted.”

There was a mixture of pride, regret, and rage on the old man’s face as he talked about it, and I gave him a few seconds before I motioned for him to continue.

“So?” I asked.

“So, I was very angry when they left me,” he said. “I started to search for a way to find them. And I found the Dark Folk ruins. And their runes.”

He stopped and chuckled to himself for a second before he continued, and I fought the urge to grind my teeth.

“They’d been dead for so long,” he continued. “But their evil remained. I found the rune for immortality. There was no one there. The whole planet was dead. It should’ve been fine for me to just play with it. I only wrote it down on the paper, anyway, and I didn’t even use the soul batteries to inscribe it. Shouldn’t have happened. It shouldn’t have.”

“But it did,” I said as he started to spiral.

“It did.” He nodded. “There were souls trapped everywhere in the temple. I didn’t know. The whole place was a battery. So many people. And it connected to another planet through a portal. I didn’t even open it. I still don’t know how… but it doesn’t matter.”

“What happened?” I pressed. “You wrote the rune down… and then what? The temple activated it?”

“Yes!” he exclaimed and jabbed a finger at me, went silent, and glanced around with wide eyes. “Their god did it. I know he did. He was waiting for me. He activated the batteries and opened the portal to feed the rune more souls. It all happened so fast. When I woke up, I had two runes inscribed in me.”

“Two?” I asked.

“Yes.” He nodded, patted his chest, and then pointed to his mouth. “One to keep me alive and to feed me if I’m dying, and the other to stop any more injuries.”

“Feed you?” I asked with a lifted eyebrow. “And how does it stop more injuries? Does it just put a shield up?”

“I wish.” He sighed wistfully. “It turns people into monsters who eat each other. They’re so driven by madness that they forget about me. But it only activates when I’m unconscious and can’t protect myself.”

“Okay,” I said as I processed. “That sounds a little bit like my Mindfire rune, so I can go with that. But let’s back up to the feeding.”

“I am a soul battery,” he said. “I’m the temple now.”

“Explain like I’m stupid,” I said.

“Not stupid, ignorant,” he corrected. “But you should be. No one should know what I know.”

He ran a hand over his chest as if he could feel the rune’s edges.

“Paul?” I asked as he went silent. “How are you a soul battery?”

“Ah,” he said with another sigh. “If I am mortally wounded, then the nearest soul will be stolen to heal me. I also stopped aging. I don’t know why. It must be a side effect.”

“The nearest… Paul, we could’ve died when you brought us here!” I shouted as I realized he’d risked my life more than I’d originally thought.

“But we didn’t,” he said with that same goofy grin. “We survived. And now we need to survive the next step. And to do that you’ll need armor.”
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Chapter 4

He hopped up and started to dart around the factory as I put a hand to my forehead. The man had somehow activated an ancient Lich spell that literally made him into a soul battery and kept him alive forever. He was basically a Lich item.

I was starting to understand his aversion to people, though. If every time I was mortally wounded someone near me would die, then I’d stay far, far away from innocent people, too.

Although, I might find my way into a Dax base where I could do the most damage. Especially if the spell kept healing me, and they kept attacking me. I could take out half the army in one go.

Honestly, it wouldn’t surprise me if Paul did just that, given the fact that they let him lock himself in the tower far away from everyone and everything in the city.

It also explained why the Dax Star Spear had been so spooked when Paul had reminded him how close they were after the asshole had threatened my uncle.

“You should sleep,” Paul called over his shoulder. “It will be a little while before I can find everything. It’s all hidden here somewhere. Little pieces. So long since I’ve seen some. And you’ve had a very big day. Bigger than most could ever fathom. Sleep in my room.”

“I think you’re right,” I said as exhaustion cascaded over me in heavy waves. “When I wake up you can explain the plan. In full detail.”

“And I’ll have food delivered!” he shouted.

“Sounds great,” I said and stumbled into the bedroom, laid down, and then closed my eyes. “Please let this whole thing be a fucked-up dream.”

It only felt like seconds later that I awoke.

“Where am I?” I mumbled.

My eyelids felt like someone had tied weights to them as I slowly started to wake up. Every inch of my skin was tight as if I hadn’t had water in fifty years, and my tongue was too thick for my mouth.

The bed beneath me was all wrong. There were lumps in strange places, and the mattress was way too soft. It was like a cloud had descended to rest inside of the bedroom, and I’d collapsed on it.

Memories from the day before crashed back into my mind, and I sat up with a start. The doorway between the factory and the bedroom was still open, though calling it a doorway was generous since there was only a sheet to separate them when Paul wanted some privacy. I was pretty sure the old man didn’t have too many visitors to worry about in the first place.

Heat from the nearby furnace made my clothes stick to me, and I’d thrown the thin blanket as far away from me as possible. It still clung to the massive king-sized bed, but only by a few inches, and I’d tossed and turned so much that the fitted sheet had come free.

“Guess it wasn’t a dream,” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “I need a shower.”

“You’re awake,” Paul said as he popped his head through the doorway. “Perfect timing. I’m about to make breakfast. And there’s fresh coffee.”

“Great,” I said and scooted to the edge of the bed. The shower could wait. “I’m going to need a gallon of water to go with it.”

“No problem.” He grinned and fixed his work overalls. “I did some cleaning while you were sleeping. It’s been a while since I’ve had someone around who I actually wanted to spend time with. Had to clean the sink. And the coffee pot. And the cooler. I even got the oven up and running. Took almost the whole night, but we officially have a kitchen again. Can’t remember the last time I ate something not out of a can or delivered by guards. Even found some MREs. Should still be good. And I know how to make them taste at least somewhat like real food.”

“You didn’t have to do all that,” I said. “But thanks. I appreciate the effort. I still don’t plan to stay here long enough for us to use it much.”

“Of course not,” he said with a dismissive wave. “But we have today. And I want to be a good host today. I also did the laundry. There’s some clean work overalls right over there. Not sure if they’ll fit under the armor, though. You’ll change into the correct clothes later.”

I nodded along as Paul rambled and waved his hand around at everything he mentioned. There was in fact a small kitchen now tucked right next to the furnace, and a clothesline with dried work overalls stretched between a few rusted filing cabinets. I was more surprised by how clean the sink and coffee station were, especially after seeing it covered in grime and mechanic’s oil the night before.

The old man must’ve unearthed some cleaning supplies when he was looking for the armor he’d mentioned. If he’d actually continued to look for it. I hadn’t spent much time around my newfound uncle, but it was clear the man wasn’t working with all his screws in place, and it wouldn’t take much to derail his train of thought.

Late afternoon light streamed through the wall of windows, and the sun was starting to set behind some of the skyscrapers. I strolled over to see just as many skiffs flitting back and forth across the skyline as there had been during the night, as if the city never fully went to sleep. The glass buildings in the distance glowed in the golden sunlight like miniature suns themselves, but I could still make out a few lights inside from where the workers were probably stationed in the cubicles I’d done everything I could to avoid.

I blinked as my mind slowly processed what the late afternoon sun actually meant.

“How long did I sleep?” I asked as I pulled myself away from the skyline and went to fill the quart-sizes glass Paul had left near the sink for me.

“About fourteen hours,” he said absently.

I almost choked on my water.

“Fourteen hours?” I coughed and banged on my chest with my free hand. “No fucking way.”

“Yes, fucking way,” he said with an amused smile. “I like that term. I haven’t heard it before. I’ll be using it from now on.”

“Feel free.” I shrugged.

The late afternoon light made a lot more sense, but it was still hard to get my head around. I’d had some long nights after a particularly grueling training session with Commander Reynolds, but fourteen hours was insane. I’d slept almost an entire day, and my mind raced with everything that could’ve happened during that time, especially when it came to the Stalwart.

I’d been gone almost twenty-four hours already. And I wasn’t sure if even Matthias would be able to find me. I was sure the machina would try to check Volkan, but it wasn’t as if they had spies on the Dax homeworld.

My mother might. But if she did, then someone would have told her about Paul, and if there was one thing I knew for certain, it was that she would never leave her baby brother as a prisoner. No. She’d always stressed the importance of family, even if everything else in my life had been a lie, that was one thing I could trust.

“That explains how you managed to get so much done,” I said. “But not how I didn’t hear you coming and going. Especially since it looks like I was tossing and turning a lot.”

“I haven’t had much contact with empaths,” Paul said as he poured a coffee for me. “But I understand that it takes quite a toll on them when they use their powers too much. One of the Star Spears said they blow up when they’re too stressed. He was so crude. Things don’t change. Time is just water flowing by. It’s all wet.”

I nodded, chugged the rest of my water, and then refilled the glass. It concerned me that the old man’s rambling had actually made sense, but then again, I’d been in enough battles recently to know how they tended to blend together after a while. And I suddenly understood why Olav and Leith stressed counting our kills.

Even if the worlds and our enemies blended together, we’d always be able to differentiate which battle was which by how many kills we had. It was morbid, and a little fucked up, but we had to do what we had to do.

“So, you’re saying I should be thankful I didn’t blow up?” I asked and forced the dark thoughts from my mind.

“Exactly,” he laughed and set his own coffee mug on the newly cleared worktable next to us. “I’m going to make breakfast. We can talk after.”

I plopped down in one of the office chairs and scooted closer to the table as emotions warred within me. The darker thoughts and desperation definitely hadn’t come from me, and that only left one other person. I watched Paul’s back as the old man shuffled over to the kitchen and started to pry open vacuum-sealed bags.

Sympathy washed over me as I looked around the factory. He’d really fucked up when he let his curiosity about the Dark Folk win over his reasoning, but two hundred years was a long time to regret. And he was so adamant about not killing innocents that I couldn’t help but wonder how many had died before he realized how dangerous his immortality really was.

The Dax wouldn’t give a shit about who had to die as long as it wasn’t any of them. The Star Spear who’d visited hadn’t blinked twice about me being a slave, even if he was confused why Paul would have one. There had probably been a lot of sacrifices over the years.

“Paul,” I said as some of my questions from the day before resurfaced. There had been so much to focus on that some of it had simply fallen through the cracks. I’d at least learned how he was immortal, and about the prophecy, but he hadn’t really explained much about how he’d come to Volkan except that the Dax had learned about his abilities and abducted him.

“And then we add a little salt,” the old man muttered to himself. “I miss cheese. I should go to the store. We need fresh ingredients for dinner. And I need to meet them. The guards will give me crap. They might ask why I don’t send my new slave. But even prisoners get yard time. And I deserve a walk through the city. It’s not like anyone would dare to hurt me. Everyone knows The Reaper brings nothing but death and despair.”

“Paul,” I said a little louder.

“Ah!” he shouted and almost jumped out of his skin.

“What?” I asked and reached for a knife on another worktable. “Did those rats get free?”

“No.” He sighed and then took a deep breath. “I just forgot you were there. Bad habit. Can’t forget when people are around. They’ll die.”

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I promised and then glanced at the blade in my hand. “That was to protect you.”

“I can protect myself,” he chuckled as he started to plate our breakfast. “Hash. It’s not great. But it’s edible. But you shouted my name. Did you have a question?”

“So many,” I laughed and accepted the slop he called food. “You said the Dax wanted you so you could make the Dark Folk Runes for them, right? And that they give you souls of those who’ve died naturally. Or you use the rats. Have you been working to make those portals this entire time?”

“No.” He shook his head and then seemed to think about the question again. “Sort of. I’ve been helping them make weapons to win their war.”

“You do realize that means Caledonians will die, right?” I asked around a mouthful of hash.

“I can’t worry about that,” he said. “I couldn’t. There was nothing I could do for them. But I couldn’t let the Volkans die. It’s harder to watch those near die than mythical people with no ties.”

“Why would the Volkans die?” I asked and washed the greasy breakfast down with the coffee. “I know the Dax are assholes, but why would they kill their own?”

“Leaders only care about the mission,” he grumbled. “Everyone else is just collateral damage.”

“How would they become collateral damage?” I asked. “I can promise you that most of the Triumvirate was content with leaving the Dax to fuck off in their own corner of the galaxy as long as they left them alone.”

“Hah!” he barked and then started to cough so hard he had to grab some water. “Rulers are all the same. They’re greedy. They need more. But they aren’t the reason the Volkans would die. Not your rulers, at least.”

“So, the Dax would actually kill their own?” I asked in shock. “I get them being willing to sacrifice their men on the battlefield. But how would killing their own—”

I didn’t even finish the sentence before I realized the answer. Paul must have seen it on my face because he nodded and plopped back down in his chair. I stared at him with a pleading expression and begged him to tell me I was wrong, but instead he told me just how right I was.

“Innocents,” he said. “I won’t let them die. If they threaten innocents, then I will do as they ask. It’s how they’ve kept me here.”

“And why you haven’t rebelled.” I nodded as his explanation from the night before suddenly made more sense. “Because Dax are Volkans but not all Volkans are Dax. And if they’re willing to kill Volkans just to get you to work, then they’d definitely use them as cannon fodder to stop you from destroying them.”

“Exactly,” he said and then scraped the rest of his food into his mouth. “But that was when I was alone. Not alone. Just by myself. With a frayed mind that can’t hold onto things properly. The others can’t help too much. They do things themselves, but we’re not always together. I have to be careful. Too much risk. But you can help.”

“And how exactly am I supposed to do that?” I asked.

“Lich knight,” he said as if that explained everything.

I closed my eyes to summon all the patience still remaining in my body.

There wasn’t much.

“How can I help just because I’m a Lich knight?” I asked. “And why can’t your friends help you?”

“Rebels are always scared to come out of the shadows,” he said. “And the Volkan rebels don’t have magic. They aren’t like us. They can use it, but not as well. And they can’t help with Lich knight things. And they’re worried about their own people. Drafts are ways to make even the sweetest become stone.”

So, there were rebels who were afraid of being drafted. It made sense, especially with everything I knew about the Dax. If Queen Catrina wasn’t so amazing, then Caledonia might have had to draft people into the war, but as it was we all willingly served our queen.

“Okay,” I said and chugged the rest of my coffee. “Let’s go back to the Lich knight things. What do you need me for that you can’t do yourself?”

“Destroying the Dax,” he said and stood to grab water. “We have to stop them before they can use my latest weapon. It can destroy worlds. Only one at a time. But it will kill so many innocents. I didn’t mean to make it. But they brought me a rune. A Dark Folk rune. From the evil god. He whispered in their ears until they brought it to me.”

I stared blankly at the old man as if he had to be telling a joke. It was clear by the pleading expression on his face that he wasn’t, but the idea of a machine that could literally wipe out a planet was insane. I’d never heard of anything like that before, but if it came from the Dark Folk, then just about anything was possible at this point.

Goosebumps erupted over my skin as my mind filled with images of a planet filled with corpses. No. We couldn’t let that happen. But first, I needed more information.

“Is it anything like your immortality and protection runes?” I asked.

“Worse,” he said with a shudder. “It will feed him. We can’t feed him, Nick. We can’t. No, no, no. But I couldn’t resist them. There were kids. I can’t let them die. Children should never be involved in war.”

“Agreed.” I frowned and leaned back in my chair.

It took all of my self-control to keep Paul’s rage and fear from overwhelming me, especially since my own hatred welled up at the idea of the Dax soldiers blackmailing the old man into using the rune by threatening kids. That was just a different level of evil. I wanted to destroy them and turn them into nothing but memories.

But Paul was right.

If we weren’t careful about how we attacked them, then they’d definitely use the Volkans as cannon fodder, and I wasn’t about to let a bunch of innocent civilians die in the crossfire.

“I’m guessing you need another Lich knight to help you destroy this world-ending rune,” I said. “That’s why you were so excited about me being able to close the portal.”

“Yes,” he said with a bright smile. “I can’t do it myself. Even if I could get into the weapons area. My powers fluctuate too much to destroy it safely. It has to be destroyed, Nick. And while we’re at it, we should destroy everything else I made. The world-ending machine will have to be taken somewhere else to be destroyed, of course, so we don’t risk it going off. But the rest should be fine exploding here. With some extra safety measures.”

“I’m all for crippling the Dax army,” I said and started to tap my fingers on the table. “Can your friends help us get inside the area where they keep the inventions? Unless they’re here?”

“No, they’re gone,” he said as I glanced around the factory. “Anything that works they take. My friends might be able to help. I have a plan.”

“Okay.” I sighed and ran a hand through my greasy hair. “I need a shower. But first… why are your powers fluctuating so much that you need help? Is it the immortality rune? Are you actually dying? Or was your claim about being the strongest Lich knight in the galaxy all hot air?”

“I am the strongest Lich knight in the galaxy,” he huffed and jutted his chin in the air. “The rune is fine. I’m not currently dying. Not that I know of. I could be. But no. My powers are erratic because my mind is.”

“Ah,” I said. “A Lich knight’s mind is just as important as his gear.”

The quote from my mentor rolled off my tongue as if I’d heard it a million times instead of just once. Still, it had left a lasting impression, and it suddenly made so much more sense why Paul couldn’t enact his plan alone. Even if he managed to sneak in with the help of his rebel friends, if he had one of those crazy moments that I’d already witnessed several times, then he might kill everyone. Friends and foes.

“What’s the plan?” I asked.

“Oh, good,” he said as if he’d expected me to fight him. “We’re going to fit you with armor. I’ve been making it forever. It’s all on Dax metal, so you’ll blend in, but it has Lich runes that you’ll be more familiar with.”

“I thought you said Dax metal and Lich magic doesn’t work together,” I pointed out as the old man started to drag pieces toward the worktable.

“It doesn’t,” he said. “But we don’t need this to last forever. Just for a day. We’ll hit the defense area and plant traps on the shields.”

“And destroy any portal technology they have,” I added.

“Yes!” he cheered as if that was the best idea he’d ever heard. “Then we’ll go to the weapons depot. That’s where they stored my new creation. We can plant explosives to destroy the vault, but the new one will be held separately.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because they’re going to use it,” he said.

A wave of pure rage washed over me the second the words left his mouth, and I had to hold onto the table as a wave of nausea swept through my body. It took a few deep breaths to separate my emotions from his, and to realize how much hatred had been triggered at the idea of the Dax using a world-ending device.

“Do we have an escape plan after all that?” I asked.

“Oh, yes.” He nodded and put a long, hooded cloak on the table. “As long as everything goes well, we’ll come back here for some gear, and then we’ll go steal a ship. We’ll have to be very, very sneaky. But I think we can handle it. I have a cloak like this as well. And these both have slayer runes.”

“Like the ones Leith uses?” I asked and thought about my Destroyer’s Vest. “I’ve used them before. Pretty handy. But I usually just use my portal abilities. I can leap around the room quickly like a slayer.”

“That will be very, very handy,” he said. “But make sure you’re regulating your emotions. Empaths and mutations. Not sure how they’ll react together.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “I guess we’ll find out. Will your friends be ready by tomorrow?”

“Yes,” he said with a confident nod. “I’ll shower while you put this on. It’s best if I’m clean when I see them. Smelly people are harder to hear. You can shower when you’re done. I’ll get dinner, too.”

“We just had breakfast,” I said and then held up a hand to stop Paul before he could run off. “Before you go. What is all this?”

“The cloak will make you into shadows, the circlet extends to be a face mask, the gauntlets give strength, pants give speed, chestplate has soul batteries,” he explained and pointed to each piece. “All have souls, but they’re rats. They are Lich pieces, so you’ll have to make sure you attune with them. But it shouldn’t be a problem with most of them. They’re too weak to be opinionated. The gauntlets have strength and an insanity spell. If you hit someone a few times, it’ll make them go mad and kill themselves.”

“Almost like my Mindfire rune,” I said.

I wondered if my mutation would affect the Lich runes on the Dax gear as well. It might not since the magic wasn’t quite the same, but it would be helpful if I could use them more than once. I resisted the urge to tell Paul about it since there was no way to know for sure, but it was definitely something to pay attention to once I had all the gear on.

“Probably.” He shrugged and brought my attention back to our conversation. “The circlet is Lich protection. It’ll boost your mental protection. Oh! It should help you to block out other’s emotions. Bonus points!”

Paul clapped his hands excitedly, and a small smile crept across my face. It was hard not to be happy when the old man was practically bouncing up and down like Casey when one of her enchantments came out perfect. The moment didn’t last long though, and a few seconds later he sobered as he pointed to the weapons.

“These daggers are Soul Stealers,” he said. “They’ll drag the soul out of anyone you stab with them. Not slice. Stab. It’s tricky, but if you’re like your father, you’ll be fine. He was a great warrior, even for a Paladin. And your chestplate can hold nine batteries. And you can use the souls again when you activate the Killer Instinct rune. It’ll send the souls out into a corpse and they’ll attack with a frenzy.”

“My chestplate back on the Stalwart can only hold six,” I said and ran my hands over the black metal armor. “These are really nice.”

“I made this all myself,” he said with pride. “But again, Dax metal. It’ll be one use only. So make it count. The armor is also thin, so you should be able to move easily like a slayer. It will protect you, but you’ll be lighter. I used to think I’d use it myself, but my mind needs help now.”

“Sounds good,” I said and then pointed to the sword. “What does this one do?”

“Ah,” he said and took a deep breath.

The long sword practically glowed a blue-black color as if it was all made from energy, but the inky metal beneath the shimmer was the same as the armor. An ordinary leather pommel gave me enough space to use the blade with one or two hands depending on my preference, and the edges were so sharp they glinted in the light.

“Ah?” I asked when he didn’t continue.

“Yes, she’s… she’s angry,” he said.

“She?” I asked and pulled my attention away from the blade. “How do you know it’s a woman? I thought the souls used were supposed to be from people who died naturally. Or rats. Nothing with too much consciousness.”

“They are,” he said with a dark expression. “She’s an exception. They thought I wouldn’t notice. They thought they could add her to the lot and she would just disappear. They wanted her to disappear.”

A headache formed behind my right eye as the old man gritted his teeth. The swirl of emotions rolling off of him in waves was too complicated to pin just one down. But the swirl of hatred and despair were stronger than anything else, and I glanced between Paul and the blade as I waited for more of an explanation.

I had to take deep breaths to keep my cool as he started to pace back and forth. Whatever the story was, it was clearly something he didn’t like to think about. I was tempted to just let it go, but the Overlord’s Heart had shown me just how powerful a Lich item could be, and the last thing I needed was for an angry soul to consume me the way Commander Reynolds’ amulet did during training.

“Paul,” I said in a calm tone. “I need you to tell me what happened.”

He stopped pacing and gave the sword a long hard stare. His mouth tipped downward into another deep frown that showed every wrinkle on his face, and suddenly Paul looked every bit the part of a two hundred year old man.

“You have to understand,” he said with a pleading expression. “I didn’t realize what they’d done. And when I did… It was far too late to save the girl.”

“I’m sure you would have if you could,” I said with a sympathetic smile.

“No one could have,” he said and sank into his wooden office chair. “The things they did to her… They were the real monsters. I may be The Reaper, but there are far worse things than death.”

“I know,” I said. “Paul, what happened?”

“They delivered the batch of soul batteries,” he said and ran a hand over his face. “It was a normal delivery. The rats were still too young to harvest. It was in between their birth cycles. I didn’t have enough to use for my inventions. I don’t just make big weapons and shields for them. They need one-use devices for a few things just to keep the bigger equipment running. It’s a very complex system. Which is good because otherwise everyone would have it. And it’s all very, very dangerous, Nick.”

I nodded when his hazel eyes met mine with a pleading expression. There was nothing he could do about it now, and the Dax bastards had found the perfect weakness to use against him. I couldn’t be too mad at him for giving in, especially when there was no way for him to escape or commit suicide without it affecting innocent people.

He was just like the rats trapped in the cage. He could gnash his teeth all he wanted, but there was no escape.

“So, they delivered some soul batteries,” I said to urge him to continue.

“Yes,” he said. “They were supposed to just bring me souls from the retirement home. Those close to death are usually eager for their soul to be used for something useful. Especially those not ready to die. Usually soldiers who didn’t get the privilege of dying in battle. And once a Lich item is destroyed completely, the soul goes into the afterlife, so they get to enter as heroes for their work even after their death. Most of the time their soul moves on. Unless it’s completely attached to the item. But Dax metal is so strange that it doesn’t work right. The soul can slip free. It makes it harder to work with, but again they’re only meant to be one-use.”

“Sure.” I shrugged and banked the questions about souls and Lich items for later. Paul knew more about the process than Commander Reynolds, which made sense after his extensive years working with them. But at the moment I only needed to know about the one in the sword, and whether I even wanted to touch it in the first place.

“They slipped her soul battery in with the others,” he whispered through gritted teeth.

The old man reached out to run a hand over the glowing blue-black blade, and it thrummed with energy as if the soul was actually listening to the story and was furious.

Hatred, pure and unadulterated, washed through me but was gone in an instant. If it had come from the sword, then it was the most sentient Lich item I’d ever come across, and knowing her story was even more important. If she had that much rage even after being bound to the blade, then I’d have to fight just to keep my own mind, and with my new empathic abilities that could end in disaster.

“And I’m guessing you came in contact with her soul when you went to make the blade,” I pressed. “Did she tell you what happened?”

“Yes.” He swallowed hard as he pulled his hand back, and tears pricked at the corners of the old man’s eyes. “Sort of. Just flashes. I had to find out everything else by myself. I met her sister, Liberty, during my investigation, and she told me what she’d found out. She was younger and full of hatred, too. She even became a rebel. You’ll likely meet her at some point. She is sure to find a way to push herself into the operation. I’ve rarely met such a strong-headed woman. She reminds me of Penelope. A natural-born leader. I’m going to try and keep her out of it, but if things go wrong, then she does know quite a bit about me, so she might be able to come up with a way to stop me if I go crazy. It’s a last resort, though. I’d rather keep her far, far away from the battlefield.”

“I promise if things go wrong, and if she shows up, I’ll try to keep her out of it,” I said. “But back to the soul in the sword.”

“It was the most contact I’ve ever had with a soul,” he said as sadness replaced the momentary pride he’d had when talking about the soul’s sister. “They did terrible things to her, Nick. There were three of them. She was young and pretty…”

He didn’t have to finish the story.

“Did they pay?” I seethed as I fought to control myself.

“Oh, yes,” Paul said with the first smile since we’d started talking about the sword, though it was sadistic and twisted like a madman who’d been let free to cause others agony. “I made sure of that. They were not innocents. And I told her sister about it. It did not entirely ease her anger, but I think it helped a little. We became friends. That’s how she knows so much about me. I could talk to her for hours, not that we talked too often. It’s dangerous for me to be close to anyone. But she knows her sister’s murderers were taken care of.”

“Are the guys dead?” I asked and took a calming breath.

“No…” He patted the blade affectionately. “I told you, there are worse things than death.”

A shudder ran down my spine at the way the old man said the words. Twisted, murderous hatred washed over me, but I managed to block it before the inky evil feeling could take root. Whatever Paul had done to the men, they deserved it, but I was very sure I never wanted to know fully what exactly he’d done.

“So,” I said and cleared my throat. “You still used her for the sword?”

“I promised her,” he said. “I couldn’t connect with her the way you will. I have a feeling your empathic ability will make your link stronger. But you’ll have to be careful. People who die the way she did… they hold grudges.”

“You promised her what?” I asked.

“That she could kill as many Dax soldiers as she wanted,” he said with an evil grin. “She knows it won’t last long. But she’s very eager to bleed them dry.”

“That’ll make her a very good sword,” I said and glanced over at the blade as it started to thrum like it was calling out to me.

“She’ll be the best,” he said and then took a deep breath, clapped his hands, and stood. “I’m going to shower. I’ll be out for a few hours. Don’t worry about washing up before you try it on. They won’t care as much as her. They’re not as sentient. Make sure it all fits. You’re as big as your father, so I may need to make some adjustments. Again, you shouldn’t have problems attuning to most of it. Your main worry will be Yira. Once you convince her that you both want the same thing, then we can move ahead with our plan.”

“Sure,” I said and then watched the old man head to the bathroom. “But first, let’s make sure this armor fits.”
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Chapter 5

I heard the shower sputter to life, and I glanced over to see the door was mostly closed and steam was already billowing out. A soft hum drifted through the lab but was quickly overwhelmed by the furnace’s roar as another log was added to the fire. I smiled as joy echoed through me from the old man.

“Alright,” I said and pulled my attention back to the lab table next to me.

I ran my hand over the long cloak that stretched the length of the table. The hood was big enough that it would swallow my entire face once it was pulled up. I tugged the clasps open to see pockets with runes sewn into the interior, and more runes like the ones on Leith’s gear were hidden along the inside hem.

The fabric itself was thin and lightweight enough to move easily with me, and the sleeves were big enough that I could strap knives to my gauntlets and easily access them during battle. I quickly pulled it on and relished how soft the cloak was. It even had slits along the side, so it moved with me when I stalked across the lab like a shadow moving through the piles of inventions.

“I feel like a jump mage,” I said and twirled around. “You know what? I get it now. Capes are fantastic.”

I’d always laughed when Alicia Jones would get a new cloak and spin around to show off how nice it was, but it all made more sense now. It would be a little tight once all my armor was on, but the fabric had a surprising amount of give. I tugged at it a little more to make sure and then checked out the runes again.

Most of them were unfamiliar to me, and way more complicated than what Leith usually wore, but I recognized the base runes mixed in. I pulled the whole cloak off to study them closer and then ran my fingers over the threads as I tried to find more familiar symbols.

There was a magnifying glass on one of the nearby tables, but if I went down that rabbit hole, then I would be there forever.

“Moving on,” I told myself.

The cloak fit. It had pockets, and the slayer runes were familiar enough that I could tell they would keep me hidden. Probably better than anything I’d ever worn before.

“I might be able to hold off on portaling with this,” I said as I ran my fingers over the cloak one last time. “Now, we’re really moving on. Great. I’m starting to talk to myself like Paul. It’s been less than a day, and I’m already going crazy. Maybe it’s something in the Volkan air. That would explain why so many of the Star Spears are such assholes.”

I took a deep breath and then turned my attention to the rest of the gear laid out on the table.

The pants were made from the same material as the cloak, but there were no stealth runes embroidered into them. Metal plates were woven into the cloth to protect my thighs and calves with only a small break around the knees. But as I pulled the pants from the table, two fist-sized knee pads unfolded, and two Lich runes caught my eye.

I quickly turned the legs inside out to see the markings hammered into the knee pads. I also caught sight of a speed rune at the base of the Lich markings and wondered what the runes actually did. It wasn’t like there was enough Lich gear around for me to have pants dedicated specifically to the class. I would bet every Kingdom Point I had that the rats ran a whole lot faster than me, so if the pants were mixed with their souls and a speed rune, then I’d be able to book it, especially in conjunction with my Night Walker Boots.

“Sneaky.” I whistled and then finally tugged the pants on.

The metal was thin enough that it bent and flowed with the fabric when I shifted them around, and I made a mental note to have Paul make some out of normal metal when we made it off Volkan.

If we made it off Volkan.

“Little tight around the middle,” I grunted as I buckled the pants.

Paul was a little thinner than I was. No doubt from years of forgetting to eat when he got too absorbed in a project. I knew from my experience with Casey that enchanters could lose themselves in their work, and I certainly never missed leg day in the gym.

The fabric released just enough for me to be able to move around freely, and thankfully my ass didn’t rip straight through the pants when I did a test squat. I still double-checked the fit as I ran around the lab, jumped over a few tables, and then did a roundhouse kick just to make sure. The last thing I needed was for it to rip in the middle of a battle.

Not just because it would be embarrassing.

It would leave my legs completely exposed to enemy attacks, and though the metal plates were thin, they were sturdy enough that they could stop a blade. I’d also seen plenty of recruits in the Academy who’d broken through their pants and tumbled to the ground when the fabric tangled around their feet. If that happened, then whatever Dax I was fighting would finish me off in seconds flat.

“I wonder if the chain wall will hold,” I said as I turned to study the mesh chain holding the dark gray metal sheets in place.

It would be good to test their climbing ability, just in case I needed to scale a wall. Or leap off one, like Faye.

The petite woman had taught me a little bit about how she managed to leap around the training room like a monkey, but admittedly it was harder with my bulky muscles compared to her tiny frame. Still, I was a lot more agile than I used to be. The climbing wall back at the Academy had been an utter bitch on training days.

I strolled over to the chain netting and put a foot in the bottom diamond of the mesh pattern. In seconds, I’d manage to climb halfway up the wall with only a slight tug on my waistband as the pants hugged me tightly without the aid of a belt, but the whole thing started to shake as if it was about to come down. I leaped backward before it did and managed to land in one of the only free floor spaces nearby.

“Good thing I practiced all those jumps,” I muttered and then turned back to make sure the wall wasn’t about to collapse.

The two guards outside may have let the teens slide, but there was no way they’d ignore the kind of crash that would resound through the abandoned factory district if all the metal sheets came crashing down. And I wasn’t entirely sure the projects piled high around me wouldn’t explode if something fell on them.

“Okay,” I said when everything settled. “Next is the chest piece.”

I still had my shirt on from the day before, and the civilian threads weren’t exactly the best to wear under armor, but it was better than nothing. I’d made the mistake of wearing a chest piece over my bare skin exactly once, and it was a lesson that I wouldn’t soon forget.

Metal and bare flesh did not go well together. Especially after a long day of training and sweating. My gear back on the Stalwart had an added mechanism to collect my sweat, so it wasn’t as bad, but the chest piece Paul had picked out for me was pared down to just the basic thin metal.

Except for the nine soul batteries. Those were made out of the same metal we used back in Caledonia for our armor.

The silver shined brightly against the black Dax metal like it wanted to be freed, but inside, the soul batteries were completely dark like houses with all the lights turned off as they waited for someone to come home.

I’d make sure to feed them Dax souls as soon as possible.

I slipped the chest piece on, latched the sides together, and then shifted back and forth. It took all of my self-control not to reach over and grab the sword from the table, just for added practice, but excitement washed over me as if Yira was begging for me to pick her up and charge into battle.

Still, I definitely didn’t want to risk the angry spirit taking over my mind.

No. We’d have a nice long chat, without armor, and without the chance of me running out to go kill every Dax we came across. At least, for now. I wouldn’t mind working with the weapon once we actually had an agreement, and once she knew who would be the one in charge.

“Weapons, weapons, ah, yes,” I muttered as I looked around for something to test.

The Soul Stealers had been hidden underneath the cloak when I laid it back down on the table, but I quickly unearthed them. I flipped them around in my hand to test the weight and found they were perfectly balanced.

Their hilts were thinner than a usual dagger as if they were meant to be thrown, which explained why they were so perfectly balanced, and why Paul had been adamant about stabbing to steal a soul from my enemies.

A small black ring adorned the end of the hilt, so I could even tie a string to them to throw them and drag them back, and the blades themselves were so sharp that they glinted in the light from the nearby furnace.

Each dagger was only about as long as my palm, and I easily hid them and brought them out again as I practiced wielding them.

I noticed that the daggers had warmed under my touch rather quickly, as if the souls inside were hungry, but there were no heavy pulls on my emotions. Still, I had the distinct feeling the souls used to forge them had been human. Their consciousness just wasn’t strong enough to reach out to me.

The only thing I felt from them was a need to find souls. As if they’d been told that was their new job, and it was the only thing they wanted to do.

“I’ll get you something to eat soon,” I chuckled as I twirled them around again.

My attention shifted to the chain-mesh wall and the nullification prison filled with rats. I could easily test the daggers and the chest piece out if I stabbed one. It would even give me the opportunity to use the Killer Instinct rune in my chest piece since there would be a corpse for the soul to enter.

But then it would start attacking the other rats, and they’d all end up dead. Paul and I may have had plans to leave Volkan behind, but the old man might need the mutated animals for something else before we headed out.

No. I would just have to test them out on a Dax soldier once we left the lab behind. Besides, there was no reason why it wouldn’t work, especially if the old man had spent the last one hundred and sixty years designing weapons.

“Focus,” I muttered to myself. “You wanted the daggers to test the movability.”

I nodded to myself and fought the urge to roll my eyes at how easy it had become to talk to myself. I really needed to cut the old man some slack. It had only been a matter of minutes, and I was already having conversations with myself. A hundred and sixty years would be unbearable.

I shook my head and then bounded across the lab. My Night Walker Boots made it easy to leap over the piles of inventions everywhere, and my new pants and chest piece moved with me like they were a part of my body.

I definitely liked the thinner metal.

It even moved with me when I tried out a few jabs with my daggers. The blades fit perfectly in my hands, so that wasn’t really a problem, but I did find the chest piece was a little tight in the shoulders when I reached up to throw one of the Soul Stealers at a filing cabinet across the lab.

I figured Paul wouldn’t give a rat’s ass about a filing cabinet when we were planning to destroy a bunch of shit and then leave the planet anyway.

Overall, my maneuverability was pretty decent with the daggers and armor combined, and the thinner metal was a lot easier to bound around in than some of my heavier armor back home.

Maybe my Caledonian armor could be made thinner. Paul could certainly make it. And I was sure Casey and the old man could put their heads together to make improvements. If I could convince them to work together, then I’d be the best armed knight in the whole galaxy.

But first I’d have to convince my girlfriend not to beat my uncle to death for kidnapping me. And I’d have to keep the rest of the crew and my girls at bay. That was a problem for after we left Volkan, though.

“So far, so good,” I said.

Some part of me wanted to test the speed and strength runes, just to make sure they worked, but they seemed to have a latent effect that worked just fine without being activated. My mutation would probably make the runes stronger, just like it did with the Mindfire rune on my brass knuckles, but we’d be fighting an entire army to get Paul’s inventions back, and it was better to save the full-blown rune effects for when I actually needed them.

With any luck, I’d be able to activate them twice instead of just once. But they were more complicated than the stuff I had on my usual gear, probably because they were Lich runes mixed with basic strength and speed runes, and I knew from what little experience I had in the enchantry that it would take at least a day to redraw everything if I tested them and they were only one use.

And that was only if the gear didn’t melt like the armor Paul had worn to the Stalwart. That was another thing to add to the list of things to pay attention to when we finally went into battle.

“Let’s see, what next?” I strolled back over to the table with my new gear, set the daggers down, and picked out what piece I wanted to try on next.

Excitement coursed through my veins as I reached for the circlet. The thin metal was braided together almost like a cord, but the piece across the forehead was flat and thicker than the rest of it. It reminded me of the crowns old kings wore in pictures when they were on their mounts, and I wondered if Paul had drawn inspiration from it.

A little piece of Caledonia in the middle of Volkan.

I slid the circlet over my forehead, and my eyes went wide in shock. The joy from Paul as the old man sang in the shower had become nothing but a background emotion as I tried on my gear, but as soon as the headpiece settled, it was cut off completely. I even walked closer to the bedroom door just to make sure, but there was nothing.

“Fuck yeah,” I said as my smile spread from ear to ear.

Paul had mentioned a latent rune effect that would help to regulate my mind, but this was even better than I ever could’ve imagined. It was like I finally had my mind to myself again for the first time since my implant had been fried.

I strolled back over to the sword to double-check, but quickly discovered there was a limitation to just how much the circlet could block.

The sword’s rage and hatred were still strong enough that it was hard to keep them separate, and I hadn’t even touched the hilt. If she was so powerful without direct contact, and with the dampening effect from the circlet, then I would have to try and talk to the vengeful spirit before we went into battle.

I hadn’t liked it when Commander Reynolds used her necklace to force me to sit down, and I damned sure wasn’t going to let a weapon have control over my body.

“That’s a problem for later,” I said and put some distance between the sword and me. “Let’s try out this face mask first.”

The button to release the face mask was well hidden in the braided metal, so it wouldn’t be easily found by an enemy, but that also meant it took me several long seconds to find it.

I almost jumped out of my skin when my middle finger finally found the tiny button that released the face mask. Then thin metal sheets clinked together as they descended from the flat piece across my forehead until it covered everything from my hairline to halfway down my throat. I would have the hood on from my cloak, so the top of my head would still be protected, but if that fell down, then we might have a problem.

Still, the face mask had a breathing hole for my mouth and wide slits for my eyes, so I could see everything around me. It took a little bit to get used to, like my vision was tunneled, but soon my mind had adjusted to the blockade and ignored it altogether.

I picked my way across the lab until I was staring at my reflection in the glass wall. The sun had set behind the skyscrapers, so the only light was from the distant city, and the windows acted like a mirror. I reached a hand up to touch the black metal face mask and was surprised with how sturdy it was despite being made of tiny diamond-shaped pieces.

My silver eyes were still easily visible through the slits, but if someone was close enough to see them, then they would be close enough for me to kill them.

The man who stared back at me in the reflection looked more like a Dax soldier than a Caledonian knight, but that was kind of the point. I hadn’t met the Dax version of a Slayer, at least not that I knew of, but the tight black armor reminded me of what Leith wore on missions.

Once I added the cloak and the gauntlets, the disguise would be complete, and even the most trained soldiers wouldn’t be able to tell that I was an imposter until I was close enough for them to see my eyes.

I stared for a few more seconds before I finally pulled myself away from the strange image.

It felt like I was a traitor just wearing the Dax armor, but it was all for the greater good. An opportunity to strike the bastards on their homeworld was almost impossible to come by, and there was no way I’d let it slip by. Especially if it meant that I could free my uncle from their grasp. I’d just have to deal with looking like a Star Spear for a little while.

Avoiding my reflection would help.

I leaped over the piles of experiments that separated me from the table where the rest of my new gear was laid out. I stumbled a little on the landing, but that was only because a stray experiment had apparently fallen from a nearby pile and landed in my path. It wasn’t hard to avoid, but it was a surprise, and I was very happy with how my equipped armor moved with me.

“Nice,” I said as I steadied myself. “Alright, last piece.”

The gauntlets slid over my hands and forearms a little more snuggly than the pants and chest piece had, but the straps on the side were adjustable, and soon I had them right where I needed them to be. The thin black metal really was impressive as it molded around my knuckles even when I clenched my fist.

“Not sure if these will hold up to a sword, but they’re not bad,” I said as I picked up the daggers. “I’m going to need a prot-belt for these.”

I flipped the blades around a few times and then set them down when they didn’t snag on the metal links in my gauntlets. So far everything fit well enough to move in, and the circlet seemed to be holding back any emotions coming from the souls in the Lich gear. I could still feel a little hunger from the daggers when they were in my hand, but the rest of the armor didn’t have enough consciousness to put up much of a fight.

My real worry had been that the souls would clash with each other when they were all on, but if they did, then it wasn’t so significant that it would cause a problem. The circlet’s latent mental fortification was just the edge I needed to be able to hold it all together while we grabbed Paul’s inventions, blew up the portals, and then found a ship to leave the planet with.

Of course, I hadn’t actually tried Yira out yet, and the sword’s vengeful spirit might ruin the delicate balance in the rest of my gear. But if I could convince her to work with me, then she might be able to bring the rest of it under control. Not that there was much to control, but Lich gear was funny like that.

Souls who didn’t really have a presence might suddenly get stronger when they encountered a more sturdy soul. I didn’t have any trouble with my gear back on the Stalwart, but these were Lich runes inscribed on Dax metal. Anything was possible, so I had to be ready for everything.

I pressed the button on the circlet to retract the face mask and sighed with relief as the soot-filled air from the forge rushed in. The helmet may not have covered my entire head, but it covered enough, and it didn’t have the same air filtration that my usual helmet had. I could still breathe just fine, but it wasn’t the same.

“Time to run a test,” I said and slowly pulled the circlet off.

Emotions immediately crashed in on me like waves at the beach. None of them were strong enough to overwhelm me, but it was clear that my gear had more consciousness than I’d originally thought. The various pieces seemed to be battling for dominance with each other as I took deep breaths to calm myself down.

A smile spread across my face as they all chilled out with me.

“Not bad, not bad,” I said. “Still good to have the circlet on.”

“Ah, so it all works?” Paul asked as the old man came out of the bedroom. “Good, good. I was worried. Have you tried out Yira yet?”

“No,” I said and started to pull off the rest of my gear. “Just trying out the rest of it.”

Paul nodded absently as his hazel eyes slid to the sword on the table. The blue-black blade thrummed with energy as if she was calling out to both of us, but I refused to give in just yet. The old man started to reach out but then clenched his hand and shook his head like he was admonishing himself.

“She’s very tempting,” he chuckled and then started to dry his hair with a towel. “I can’t tell you how many times she almost convinced me to take her out for a spin. You’ll have to fight her with everything you have just to make sure she doesn’t control you. I wouldn’t stand a chance. My mind is too far gone.”

“The circlet will help,” I said as I unbuckled the chest piece. “It helped me with the rest of the gear. I couldn’t even feel their souls until I took it off.”

“Good, good.” He nodded and headed over to snag a pair of work overalls from the laundry line.

I watched the old man tug them up over his underclothes and was amazed at the change in him. He was a different man entirely from the greasy and sweat-drenched geezer who’d brought me to Volkan less than a day ago. I could still see the silver hairs threading through his hair, and a little in the stubble on his chin, but the wrinkles around his mouth and eyes didn’t seem as deep as they had earlier.

The shower had knocked ten years off the old man’s appearance. Of course, he’d finally washed off all the black oil and grease that practically dripped from his every pore. And the soot was gone from underneath his fingernails.

If I didn’t know any better, then I’d think he was just an enchanter about to start a new project. A harmless old man.

I laughed and shook my head at the thought.

“What?” He bristled a little at my chuckling. “You don’t like my work overalls?”

“They’re fine,” I said and put my hands up. “You just don’t look like you deserve a nickname like The Reaper.”

“Ah,” he said and immediately deflated. “Careful of the things that look harmless. They’re usually the most dangerous. I’ve met a couple of Screechers that looked like they couldn’t lift a napkin with a pinky, but those little bastards can rally troops to kill absolutely everyone. And their voices are grating, which only makes the carnage more annoying. Nothing so enjoyable as the Heralds you would know. That’s a class the Caledonians certainly did better.”

“Noted,” I chuckled.

“Of course, the rest of the classes are all huge,” he continued as if I hadn’t said anything. “I’ll write down more about them for you to read over later. Just be careful of anyone who calls themselves a Thrasher. They’re basically Berserkers. And Spikers, look out for them. Actually, they can be small and deadly, too. I once knew a very small woman, barely up to my shoulders. She’d decided to become a Spiker, and she killed so, so, soooo many people. They kind of recoil damage done to them. Quite the spectacle to behold… Honestly, it’ll be better if I write it all down. Just know that among the Dax, even small-looking warriors can be very deadly. Of course, that’s true in other places, too, isn’t it?”

“Don’t I know it.” I grinned. “One of my girlfriends is a very petite, busty blonde who loves to cook. You’d never guess she’s killed Dax and saved Olav’s life.”

“No way,” he gaped. “Olav needed saving?”

“He was caught by surprise,” I said. “Either way, all of us were very shocked when Faye killed the Dax. She’s so tiny, it’s hard to think of her as a warrior sometimes, but she’s planning to go to the Academy to become a Berserker. Or at least, she’s thinking about it.”

“Ah, I love a woman who looks delicate but could kill you,” he said with a wistful expression. “Vanessa never had that particular trait. But I didn’t mind. I loved that she glared at me like she was going to filet me.”

“Weirdo,” I snorted and shook my head. “But I get it. Commander Reynolds is a very specific type of woman. I wonder if Faye will be like that when she comes back from the Academy. Elle is a bit like that when she’s upset, but nothing quite like my mentor.”

“You have to love a woman who will tell you what to do.” Paul winked and then sat down to put on his shoes. “Anyway, how did the gear fit? I know you said the souls were fine, but you’re a bit wider than I am.”

“It actually fits pretty well,” I said and started to take off the chest piece. “It’s a little snug, but the metal and fabric have a lot of give. I’d like it if you could make something like this for me when we get back to Salus.”

“Oh, no,” he said and shook his head. “I won’t be making any more armor or weapons. Not even for my darling nephew. If I do that, then Leith and Olav will want some. And then Penelope. And I could never turn down Vanessa. But I’ve made enough for a lifetime.”

“Then you’ll just have to teach Casey how to do it,” I said. “She and Elle can come up with something.”

“More of your girls?” He grinned up at me.

“Yes,” I said. “Elle is a point clerk, and Casey is an enchanter.”

“You really have the perfect group of ladies,” the old man said and then grunted as he stood. “Hopefully that’ll help you with Yira. She’s a lot to handle, too. Almost blew me away the first time she made contact with me. But you’re doing very well already. Maybe wear the circlet. Or don’t. It could dampen you too much to actually talk to her.”

“I’ll go without,” I said as Paul headed to the door. “Any advice?”

“Don’t be an asshole,” he said and then winked over his shoulder. “And remember she’s going to test you. If you’re not strong enough to wield her, then she may kill you.”

“How?” I asked with a glance at the blade. “It’s not like she can wield herself.”

“But if you can’t overcome her, then she can overcome you,” Paul said without looking at me again.

The old man had one hand on the door handle and the other on a clicker he’d pulled down from the top of the door frame. He pressed the button, and the magnets all disengaged with one loud thud after another.

“I’ll be back in a few hours,” he said as he turned back to me one last time. “I suggest taking a shower before you meet her. She may be dead, but it’s a common courtesy to be clean when you meet someone for the first time. Dead or not. And Yira deserves all the courtesy you can give her. But not pity. She’ll see that as being weak.”

“You mean she’ll think I’m weak for pitying her?” I asked. “Or that I think she’s weak?”

“Well, that’s anyone’s guess. From what I learned about her, she’d probably find both options offensive. Just best to avoid it altogether.”

“Got it,” I said and gave him a thumbs up. “I’ll be fine. And I’ll be alive when you come back.”

“You better be,” he warned. “I can’t pull off this plan without you. And Penelope will skin me alive if anything happens to you. I’m already going to be in hot water just for kidnapping you. Ah. Maybe I should just stay here. Or find a small planet to hide out on. I could destroy the world-ending machine and just live like a hermit for the rest of my existence. Somewhere she can never find me. Perhaps on a planet infested with soft and cuddly herbivores.”

“I hate to break it to you,” I said. “But my mother can find anyone. Anywhere. And she’d probably kill all those cuddly cuties just to get to you, too.”

“She hasn’t found me yet,” he mumbled, and sadness rolled over me in waves even though he was across the room.

“She didn’t know to look for you,” I pointed out in a gentle tone. “It’s not like you should be alive right now. And trust me, she’ll stop at nothing to find you once she knows you’re alive. There’s no hiding from her.”

“True, true,” he said and then smiled wistfully. “I look forward to seeing her again. As long as she doesn’t stab me.”

“I think you need to worry about Olav and Leith more than Mom,” I said. “And Commander Reynolds. Maybe Natali.”

“There’s going to be a line,” he said and then threw his head back laughing. “It wouldn’t be the first time. Ah. Well, I should get going. Don’t forget to shower before you meet Yira. I’ll lock the door behind me.”

“Sure,” I said and waved goodbye.

Paul left and reengaged the magnets while I jumped into the shower and processed what was about to happen.

My new sword’s name was Yira. And the girl inside wanted blood. I just hoped she didn’t take mine.
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Chapter 6

“Time to meet my sword,” I said.

I’d taken a longer shower than expected, but once the hot water cascaded over my head, it was impossible to leave. Steam billowed from the open bathroom all the way out to the open factory floor, and my skin smelled like eucalyptus. I was surprised to see how clean the bathroom was and wondered just how much Paul had managed to do while I was knocked out.

The old man was still at the market when I slipped into the overalls and headed to the worktable. I’d been warned it could take a few hours since he’d need to meet with contacts, but that was more than fine with me. Paul was great, but I wanted to be alone when I met Yira.

The blade still glowed blue-black as I picked it up from the worktable and inspected it. The hilt was slightly cold to the touch as if the whole thing had been kept in a freezer. I’d never met a Lich item with such a strong personality before, but then again, I’d never seen one made with Dax metal.

The gear I’d tried on earlier had rat souls in them, so they wouldn’t be powerful enough to actually communicate with me. The Soul Stealers felt like they might have human souls, and the only thing left of them was their conscious desire to take more souls, which was a little off-putting, but overall pretty helpful.

Paul must have written notes for me about the different Star Spear classes while I slept, and it sounded like the Dax Spirit Knights summoned ghosts who were still primarily themselves, though with some amped-up anger to make them into full-blown poltergeists. I wondered if that was because of how magic interacted with the metal, or if it was just a by-product of their own magic. Either way, it seemed as if the sword had leaned closer to being an evil specter than a Lich item.

Rage and disgust washed over me the second I brought the sword closer for an inspection, as if Yira could actually see me. It took all of my mental and emotional control not to be overwhelmed, and a headache formed behind my right eye again. I swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and then strolled over to the bedroom.

I debated grabbing the circlet for the extra mental fortification, but something told me the angry woman would be offended by that, and I needed to be on good terms with her if we were going to work together.

I made myself comfortable with my back against the bed while I faced the factory floor. The last thing I wanted was to fall out of the wooden desk chair onto the hard concrete floor, but next to the bed wasn’t much more comfortable, so I yanked a few pillows down and plopped onto those. Treyin had taught me a little bit about meditation, but honestly I hadn’t put it into practice as much as I probably should have.

“Guess we’re about to have a crash course,” I muttered and adjusted on the pillows.

It took a little bit of work to get myself comfortable. My legs weren’t accustomed to being crisscrossed any more like an elementary schooler waiting for my teacher to read a story. Still, I’d worked on my flexibility with Faye over the last few days, and the blonde woman’s instructions had clearly paid off, because once I was in position, I felt like I could stay there for hours on end.

My palm ached from the icy cold wafting off the sword, but I forced myself to ignore it. If I let go, then Yira would have intimidated me right off the bat, and any relationship we had going forward would be impacted by that. I needed to show her I was strong enough to wield her in battle, and help the spirit get her vengeance.

I wasn’t exactly sure what would happen when I made the connection to the angry woman, and the sword she currently inhabited. The most powerful Lich item I owned was the Overlord’s Heart, and while it definitely had a mind of its own, its consciousness wasn’t something I could actually speak to.

Not that I was sure I could actually speak to Yira, but Paul had seemed pretty confident about it.

“Time to stop stalling,” I muttered to myself.

The coldness of the blade bit through the fabric of my work overalls as I laid it across my knee, but it wasn’t so unbearable that I had to pull it away. It was a little icier than the hilt, but the runes had been carved into the blue-black metal, so that was where Yira was living. Or would it be haunting?

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and tried to reach out for the spirit.

Something grabbed me around the neck and yanked so hard that it felt like I was falling into a deep, icy abyss.

Shit.

Terror washed over me as I tried to grab at something, anything, but there was only blue-gray fog and emptiness. I finally splashed down face first into inky-black water that only reached up to my shoulders when I was splat on my stomach.

I scrambled to my feet and realized I was no longer in my uncle’s bedroom. A heavy mist swirled around my feet, and the fog that I’d fallen through roiled like a storm just above my head when I stood up.

It was so realistic, it reminded me of the dreams the Overlord’s Heart had shown me, but those had at least some kind of setting, and everywhere I turned there was nothing but emptiness.

“Yira?” I called out.

The word echoed back from every direction, but it wasn’t the same as when it left my mouth. There were so many different voices saying the name that I started to lose track. Some shouted, others laughed, and others snarled. It was like the name had been eaten by a hundred different mouths and spit back at me all at once until it was overwhelming.

A shiver ran down my spine as the last word whispered in my ear, and I spun around expecting to see some shadow version of myself since it had been my voice speaking, but there was nothing but the mist and meters of inky-black water.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a woman’s raspy voice said as I took a step forward. “It’s hard to know how deep the well runs. You may find yourself sinking further and further and further until you can never get back out.”

“Yira?” I asked and spun around to try and find the source of the voice.

Silence answered.

Goosebumps erupted across my skin as an icy winter wind raced through the strange world and sent ripples across the water. Something moved beneath the surface, and I squatted down to find nothing there, even though my hand had definitely touched something before it faded into mist.

“Those are my memories,” the woman’s voice said.

She was closer than before, and sadness tinged her words.

“You don’t have a right to them.” The grief had faded from Yira’s voice and left a hard and brittle tone behind.

I was ready when another gust of wind slashed through the mist and managed to spin out of the way before it cut into me. I’d never had a dream from the Overlord’s Heart that actually hurt me, but the sleeve on my work overalls had been torn.

“I’m not here to fight,” I said and put up my hands.

“Too bad,” she said as another burst of air side-swiped me from the right.

The blow had been more like a fist than a dagger, but it had landed hard in my ribcage and knocked all the air out of my lungs. I bent over to try and catch my breath as rage and hatred swept through me. Another strike came from behind me, but the wind rippled the water before it reached me, and I vaulted in the air before it could hit me.

I’d launched almost a meter in the air and straight up into the fog, as if my Night Walker Boots were with me, and a smile spread across my face as I landed again. It was the only piece of actual armor I’d managed to bring with me when Paul yanked me off the Stalwart, but they were definitely going to come in handy. I wasn’t sure how the dreamworld worked, but if I could replicate the same moves from the waking world, then the fight might actually be winnable.

And I still had my jewelry and brass knuckles to help me defeat her.

But I didn’t want to fight her.

“Yira,” I huffed as another blast tore through the mist toward me.

It had only taken one hit for me to figure out a way to predict where the strikes were coming from, but they were fast, and I was starting to run out of energy. I jumped, twirled, and somersaulted as the wind slashed through the air. The moves were more like slices from a sword, and I realized that Yira’s attacks were imitating the weapon she was attached to.

And if there was one weapon I was sure I could fight against, it was a sword.

I watched the mist and the water for the next attack. I didn’t have to wait long before a reflection of the sword formed just below the ripples moving toward me. It was almost impossible to see, so there was no way I would’ve noticed it before when my main goal was just to dodge, and a triumphant grin spread across my face as I realized there was a way to actually stop the fight.

The blade sliced right past my face as I waited for the very last second to dodge, but then I grabbed where the hilt was supposed to be and slammed down hard on where the wielder’s forearm would have been.

“You bastard!” Yira screeched as the sword’s reflection disappeared.

The mist swirled in front of me and coalesced until it took the form of a very angry young woman.

She couldn’t have been more than twenty, with long, wavy blonde hair rippling down her back. Furious green eyes glared at me through thick eyelashes, and a pouty mouth turned down into a deep frown that would’ve given Paul a run for his money.

A white dress hugged Yira’s ample curves, and the wide neckline showed off a swan-like neck. The woman had been truly beautiful in life, and fury washed over me at the thought of what must have happened to her. Just because she was gorgeous didn’t mean that those men were allowed to claim her, and I suddenly wanted to find out exactly what Paul had done to them so I could add to their punishment.

“Do you like what you see?” she snarled.

“You were very beautiful,” I said. “But I’m not like those men.”

“All men are the same…” She took a menacing step forward. “You either are the problem, or you ignore it.”

Screams filled the air, and it didn’t take me long to realize that they were Yira’s. She begged for help, pleaded even, but no one came. The cacophony was only interrupted by the sound of three distinct male voices who mocked and teased her.

But then I heard it. A fourth man whose voice was so small it was almost a whisper. Yira waved a pale hand in the air, and the man’s words were turned up a notch as if she’d raised the volume on a speaker.

“What are you guys doing?” he asked.

“Just having fun,” one of the other men laughed. “Want to join?”

“No,” the first one said in a quivering voice. “You shouldn’t be doing this. Let her go.”

“Or what?” the second said. “If you tell anyone, then we’ll kill you, too.”

Silence fell on the strange mist-covered world, but then the sound of retreating footsteps blasted through the air like a gong. Each one sounded like a blast from a plasma cannon until they were too far away to hear anymore.

“See?” Yira sneered. “Cowards.”

“He was a coward,” I agreed. “And he shouldn’t have left you.”

“But he did,” she said as sadness washed over her face.

It didn’t last long. A hard expression replaced it as Yira turned back to glower in my direction.

“All men are evil,” she said.

“I’m not,” I said.

“So you say,” she sneered and took a menacing step toward me.

The wind howled as it rushed around behind me to block my exit. I glanced in the water to make sure the sword wasn’t about to make another strike, but all I saw was Yira’s reflection.

But it wasn’t the gorgeous woman in front of me.

My stomach flopped as I saw what they did to her. Her death was immortalized in the reflection with all the cuts, bruises, and even broken bones the three men had inflicted on her. Tears threatened to streak down my face as I finally pulled my gaze away. I wasn’t sure if the influx of emotions was from me or Yira, but it was suddenly hard to breathe.

I managed to suck in oxygen and then slowly let it out, though it was so shaky it felt as if I was about to burst into inconsolable tears any second. The feelings quickly shifted to fury and bloodlust. I reached for the calm Treyin had taught me to keep at my core, but it took a few seconds before I could grasp it like a lifeline.

“I’m s-sorry,” I stuttered through the overwhelming emotions. “You should have-have your vengeance.”

Yira’s feelings weighed on me like a giant boulder ready to squish me into jelly. The battle with the invisible sword had been easier, because at least then I could dodge. This time everything was so heavy I couldn’t do anything except stay upright.

“Sorry,” she repeated. “That’s what he said.”

“I’m sorry they did this,” Paul’s broken voice filled the air. “Was it one person? No. There’s too much anguish. And the two who delivered the soul batteries smirked at each other as if I wouldn’t know. They should die for this. No. No. Death is too easy. Your pain was terrible. The fear. The hatred. I will find out exactly what they did and make them wish for death.”

There was a hardness in the old man’s voice by the end of the rant, and I pictured the stern glare he’d had when he first told me about it. The men had definitely suffered, of that I was absolutely certain, but I also knew he hadn’t talked to Yira like I was. Paul was a great Lich knight, but even Commander Reynolds and my mother couldn’t talk directly to the souls used for their class items.

No. He’d only felt her pain and suffering and had filled in the rest. Something told me he was even more furious when he actually found her, because if he was anything like me, then he wouldn’t have rested until her body had been put to rest as well.

“I don’t know what he did to them,” I confessed. “But I know he did do something to them. And it wasn’t as simple and easy as death.”

“The Reaper promised they would suffer for all eternity,” Yira said. “But I still crave blood.”

The hatred and rage had given way to another wave of sadness, and Yira’s reflection disappeared as the mist swirled heavily around our feet like she didn’t want me to see it again.

“I can help you with that,” I said and forced myself to meet her green eyes. “But according to my uncle, your sword won’t last long. The armor is made from Dax metal. It doesn’t exactly work with Lich magic.”

“I’m aware,” she said.

The world shifted around us until we were on the roof’s edge of a tall apartment building. It looked almost identical to the one the teens had run into, complete with clotheslines on balconies all the way down to the street. No one walked around on the walkways, and even the sky carriages that zipped by were empty.

It was as if Yira had made an exact duplicate of the Volkan city from memory. Or was it from my memory? No. It couldn’t be, because when I turned around there was a sitting area with torches, couches, and a table laden with drinks and food, but I couldn’t see the roof of the building the teens had run into from the factory.

“I created this place,” she answered the question on my face. “You’re in my world. My consciousness.”

“Makes sense, I guess.” I frowned and followed her to one of the couches.

“You don’t have any other weapons like me?” she asked with a lifted eyebrow.

“I don’t think anyone has a weapon like you,” I said and sat on the couch directly across from her.

Water still sloshed around our feet, and the blue-gray fog was just above our heads as if it had lifted just enough for us to reach the top of the building, but the rest of the world was still formless beyond the clouds.

“I never understood Lich items,” she said. “I know our Spirit Knights can bring spirits back, but the Lich are said to bring the dead back?”

“Sort of,” I said and tried to relax despite the goosebumps all over my body. It was cold. I hadn’t noticed it earlier when we were fighting, but as soon as I was still it was clear the whole place was practically a deep freezer.

“Sort of?” she asked. “Explain.”

Irritation washed over me from the young woman, and I narrowed my eyes as I tried to think of a way to tell her what was happening. There was still so much latent rage and sadness that it was hard to organize my thoughts and feelings, but my crash course in how to be an empath was going fairly well since I hadn’t been completely overwhelmed with the bloodlust that hung in the air like the fog above our heads.

“Lich items use souls, like your Spirit Knights, but they don’t usually have too much consciousness,” I said finally. “Particularly powerful items can take on a will of their own, and they seem to usually have the same tendencies as the souls who were used to create it, but this is the first time I’ve ever heard of a Lich item with a spirit so strong she could remain intact after being fused into a weapon.”

“I’ve always been an overachiever,” she snarled and then jerked her head as screams filled the air. “That’s why they noticed me.”

The pleading protests echoed to the street below but then cut off as Yira rolled her shoulders. I gritted my teeth against the sudden onslaught of bloodlust. The young woman definitely wanted to take people’s lives.

“Paul said that Lich items made with Dax metal won’t last long,” I said.

“You told me that earlier,” she said. “I don’t need to live long.”

“Then what do you want?” I asked. “The men who did this to you have already been punished.”

“They have,” she said and clenched her fists on her lap. “But I am not satiated. I will have my fill of blood. I will feast on death.”

“I won’t kill innocents,” I said.

“Nor will I,” she responded.

We stared at each other as silence filled the long minutes between us. Time seemed to be a distant concept as the mist swirled around my feet, and the longer we were both quiet, the harder it was for me to find words.

Emotions warred within me as I tried to keep myself distant from Yira’s fury. That bloodlust would definitely be helpful in battle, but if I let it consume me, then it was only a matter of time before I was just as crazy as Paul, and that was something I could never let happen.

Crazy Lich knights were more deadly than Grendels and Dax combined. Especially with my mutations and the kind of power that apparently ran in the family.

“So,” I said and cleared my throat. “Will you help me? I’ve been told my armor, and you, will only last for maybe a day. You’ll be stronger than the rest of my gear, so you might last a few hours instead of being pretty much one use, but I think we could leave a lasting impression.”

“Oh, I always do,” she said with a sadistic smile. “What exactly do you have planned for me?”

“We’re going to take back everything Paul has made for the Dax since he came to Volkan,” I said. “And I’m assuming there will be some resistance to that.”

“There will be,” Yira said and crossed one leg over the other. “The Dax have always been very careful to guard The Reaper. They revere, hate, and fear him. But they also underestimate him. It’s been many years since he actually gave them real trouble. Long before I was born. And died.”

The last words were punctuated with a scream somewhere in the distance, but it wasn’t one filled with fear like the others had been. No. There was no pleading in it. It actually reminded me of the war cry Olav used when the berserker was on the battlefield, and I immediately felt strengthened and renewed as if we could kill every single Dax bastard that we came across.

“I’m guessing you’re okay with the plan?” I asked and leaned back on the couch. “So you won’t fight me when I draw you on the battlefield?”

“I won’t,” she said. “As long as we are fighting men. I won’t help you kill women.”

“I’m sure there will be some female Dax soldiers.” I frowned. “I’ll have to fight them, too.”

“Then use a different weapon with them.” She shrugged and flipped her long blonde hair. “I will not harm them.”

I thought about it for a long moment but then nodded. I’d never seen a Lich item just not work because the soul didn’t want to do something, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they had that ability. And while the sword would still have sharp edges, Yira’s soul was so connected to it that I had the feeling she could actually help guide the blade when necessary.

She had used it to attack me earlier. Granted, we were in a dreamworld at the moment, but the blade had still managed to cut my work uniform. No. Yira was a powerful spirit and a unique Lich item. If she said she wouldn’t hurt a woman, then I had no doubt I’d be unable to use the sword on any female Dax we came across.

“Then we have a deal,” I said. “I’m not sure how painful it will be when you’re in use. Or if something happens and the blade is broken.”

“I’m accustomed to pain,” she said with a hollow expression as the screams started again. “You don’t have to worry about that. I will be fine as long as we kill as many Dax men as possible. Even if my soul is destroyed and can’t go onto the afterlife. It will be enough for me.”

“Okay,” I said and stood. “I’m really sorry for what happened to you. But I promise we’ll get vengeance against all of them. By the end of day tomorrow, the Dax army will be crippled.”

“And their blood will flow through Volkan like a river to the sea,” she said with a wicked grin.

The blonde woman lifted one delicate hand in the air, snapped her fingers, and then waved goodbye.

An invisible force shoved me backward over the edge of the roof, and panic swirled in my chest as I plummeted over the edge. I tried to right myself like that would help when I slammed into the pavement below, but then my eyes flew open.

I gasped and sucked in several deep breaths to calm my racing heart. I was still in the factory. In my uncle’s bedroom and on top of the pillows that I’d dragged to the ground earlier.

They’d shifted beneath me a little as if there had actually been a struggle, and a quick glance at my work overalls showed a cut in the sleeve where it had been sliced in the dream. A million questions ran through my mind in rapid succession.

I’d never heard of a Lich item being able to hurt its owner. But then again, I wasn’t Yira’s owner until she’d accepted me. Still, it was hard to believe that the dream had actually had an effect on the outside world.

That was another reason why Dax armor was illegal. Especially for the Lich class. If it could make such a powerful item, then one wayward knight could damage the entire kingdom. Granted, it would only last a little while since the metal and magic clashed, but a few seconds of power like what Yira had demonstrated could make a huge difference on the battlefield.

My attention shifted to the blue-black sword still balanced on my lap. It wasn’t nearly as cold as it had been earlier, and even the glow had dulled a little as if the blade was satisfied for the moment. She may only last for a day, but excitement raced through my veins as I thought about what we could accomplish together.

“You still alive in here?” Paul’s voice dragged me out of my thoughts.

“In the bedroom,” I said and climbed to my feet.

I strolled into the main room, set Yira down next to the rest of my armor, and then turned to see Paul laden with enough food to feed an army. Or maybe just my friends back on the Stalwart. I rushed over to help the old man bring the food over to a different work table, one closer to the kitchen, and then stared in shock as he flipped open lid after lid of to-go containers.

There was everything from roasted chicken to buttery mashed potatoes. I found an entire container stuffed with yeast rolls so fluffy even Faye would be impressed. My mouth watered as Paul went to grab some plates, and I kept opening the lids until everything was laid out.

“Where did you get all of this?” I asked.

“Friends.” He shrugged and handed me a plate. “We need to eat up before our battle tomorrow.”

“How did the meeting go?” I asked as my encounter with Yira took a back seat for the moment.

“Fine, fine.” He waved a hand dismissively and then groaned as he stuffed a bite of mashed potatoes into his mouth. “Oh. Oh, yes. This is the good stuff right here. Liberty’s mother always makes the best mashed potatoes.”

“Yira’s sister?” I asked. “You saw her?”

“Yes,” he sighed and reached for another mouthful of potatoes. “She’s already plotting how to help. I could see it in her eyes as she and her mother packed up the food. Their house is the perfect place to meet my other friends– the ones in charge of the rebellion in this city. At least, they are until Liberty figures out how to usurp them. From what I’ve heard, she takes after Yira when it comes to being singularly focused. And Liberty has put all of her focus on bringing down the Dax. If she even gets a whiff of weakness in the leadership, then she’s just going to take over and do things her way.”

There was admiration in the old man’s voice as he talked about the young woman, and I had to admit, some part of me wanted to meet her, even if Paul planned to keep her off the battlefield.

“She sounds just like her sister,” I said.

“And neither are opposed to bloodshed if necessary,” Paul said. “That’s why we need to keep her away from the battlefield. My other friends can handle it. But you should know, I… I use the term ‘friend’ very loosely. They’ll help us, but I wouldn’t exactly trust them the way I do Liberty. They all have their own agendas.”

“Are you sure they won’t turn on us?” I asked and reached for a yeast roll.

“No,” he snorted. “But they want the Dax gone, so for the moment, we’re aligned. And that feels like friends to a man like me.”

His sadness was palpable, but I worked to keep it from overtaking my mind.

“I’m guessing by all the food that we have an agreement with them?” I asked and filled my plate. “At least in regards to your plan?”

“We do,” he said. “They won’t be able to help us get into the weapons’ depot, but I can handle that myself.”

“If you have a map, or even a really good picture, then I can teleport us inside,” I said.

“Let’s hold off on using your mutation unless absolutely necessary,” he said and then narrowed his eyes at me. “You have another nose bleed. And what happened to my work overalls?”

“Yira,” I said around a mouthful of dinner roll. “I guess she didn’t like meeting me. But don’t worry. It’s all worked out now. She’s fine with helping tomorrow. And she knows the consequences.”

“You spoke to her?” he gaped. “Directly?”

“Yeah,” I said and then filled him in on the strange dream.

“And she affected the outside word,” he whispered with an awed expression. “This is unheard of. I’m the most powerful Lich knight in the galaxy, and I’ve still never made direct contact and spoken with a soul contained in a Lich item. It’s your empathic abilities. It must be combined with your mutation to give you the ability to jump right into her consciousness.”

Paul abandoned his food in favor of a pen and paper. I continued to eat as the old man jotted everything down. He was so excited that it was hard not to join him, and admittedly it had been really cool.

If I could connect with all my Lich items like that, then maybe we could work together to become practically invincible. Of course, that would mean I’d have to find Lich items made from human souls. Human souls who’d died tragically and had a grudge.

“Amazing, absolutely amazing,” he said as he came back over for dinner. “Of course, I’m not surprised. You come from a long line of Lich knights who are powerful enough to make a difference in kingdoms with only a little effort. And you have mutations on top of that.”

“Speaking of which,” I said and then paused to yawn so wide my eyes teared up. “Why don’t you want to use my mutation tomorrow? I can use it a lot longer than when I first found out about it.”

“I’m sure you can,” he said with that same goofy smile. “You’re truly remarkable, Nick. But I don’t know how your mutation will fare with your Dax armor, or with Yira and the other Lich items. It may set off a chain of events which we can’t return from. And Yira may have been a sweet girl when she was alive, but I’m sure you felt that bloodlust. You’ll have to be careful not to be overwhelmed.”

“The circlet should help with that,” I said. “You did say the latent ability helps mental clarity. And I got a taste of it earlier when I had on all the gear.”

“There are few things more powerful than vengeance,” Paul said as he suddenly sobered. “Once she tastes blood, it might be hard to calm her back down. Use your mutations very sparingly. You’ll need to be at your peak tomorrow to keep Yira in check. And just in case anything happens to me.”

“Don’t worry,” I laughed. “I’ll make sure to throw a Dax soldier between you and me if you get wounded.”

“Good,” he said and then reached over to grip my forearm. “You cannot let me kill innocents tomorrow, Nick.”

“You won’t,” I said.

The fear that washed off the old man was almost palpable, and I had the urge to ask just how many people died before he realized what his immortality runes did, but I couldn’t bring myself to make him say it out loud.

“Everything will be fine,” I reassured him and slid some bread toward him. “Now, eat some carbs. Bread makes everything better.”

“Yes, yes, it does,” he chuckled and started to stuff his face.

I could still feel the anxiety and fear from the old man, and hatred still echoed in the back of my mind from Yira, even though she was all the way across the room.

My new empathic abilities were definitely helpful in a lot of ways, but I’d have to be very careful not to let them overwhelm me.

Especially if we were going to cripple the Dax army.
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Chapter 7

“Rise and shine, nephew,” Paul’s voice invaded my sleep.

“No one’s home,” I grumbled and rolled over.

“But we’re killing Dax today,” he laughed.

My eyes flew open as excitement raced through my veins. The exhaustion that had weighed me down a few seconds ago disappeared in an instant.

“Now, that I’ll get out of bed for.” I grinned and sat up.

“I thought you might.” He smirked and then motioned for me to follow him. “I warmed up the leftovers from yesterday. But the coffee is fresh.”

I bobbed my head in acknowledgement as I made my way into the lab. My new armor set was laid out on one of the tables next to a drill whose tip was still orange from the heat of being used. I stared hard at the black metal armor and tried to figure out where a new rune might’ve been added.

I found one on the circlet.

The braided metal band could barely hold the rune it had, even on the flat, wide part where my face mask descended, but Paul had managed to inscribe another one. It looked almost the same but with a few more lines. I didn’t recognize either of them, but my study into Lich-specific runes hadn’t gone very far.

“What does this do?” I asked.

“Huh?” Paul responded and looked up from the food he was bringing over to the worktable we’d eaten at the night before. “Ah. That one. It just adds more help. I couldn’t sleep last night. Too excited. So I went through some old books. I used to read so much.”

“Paul,” I said as the old man retreated into his thoughts. “What kind of help does it add?”

“Just some mind strengthening.” He shrugged and went to refill our water containers. “It’s just a little stronger than the one already on your circlet. The first one gives you latent help, but this new one you can activate, and it should help you regulate your empathic abilities when we get into fights. Not sure how many times it’ll last. One or two. Maybe for half an hour. But if Yira is too much, then you should activate it.”

“Got it,” I said and grabbed a cup of coffee for each of us. “How’s your armor shaping up?”

“It’s workable,” he said with a bright smile.

The old man shuffled over to a nearby table and picked up a long cape that was almost identical to the one with my gear. The hood was so big it would make him look like Death itself when it was hung over his face, and it made me more excited to put my own on.

We’d definitely look like reapers walking the streets of Volkan Mega City One. At least, if anyone actually saw us once the shadow runes were activated.

Paul fastened the fabric at his neck, shoved his arms into the sleeves, and then swished back and forth like a girl showing off a dress with pockets.

“Cool, right?” he said. “Yours isn’t as ornate… not as many runes stitched into it. But you’ll have armor. And these are to deflect. I’d usually use these on a shield, but I don’t like carrying things.”

“What about the prot-belts?” I asked around a mouthful of reheated mashed potatoes. “It would help me carry Yira and the Soul Stealers, since the cloak will get in the way of the magnets on my chest piece.”

“Ah, right here,” he said.

He held up two matching prot-belts made out of the same black metal as everything else.

“I’ve hacked them so we can wear and use them without any issue,” Paul explained as he put one on. “They’re now made for the Lich class. These should last the entire day. Theoretically. But if it starts to get hot, then you should take it off immediately and toss it aside. It’ll make it harder to connect with your armor, and to activate the runes, but it’s better than exploding.”

“Agreed.” I smirked and then motioned for Paul to come sit down. “You should eat. We have a big day ahead of us.”

“I’ve waited a hundred and sixty years for this,” he said with a little hop in his step. “Ever since they brought me here and used civilians to get me to do their bidding. It’s my fault so many of our people have died. So many. But they were strangers. I could sacrifice them, but not those standing right in front of me.”

“I understand,” I said with a sympathetic nod. “We’ll get them back for everything they’ve done. And then we’ll get back to the Stalwart.”

“Penelope,” he said with wide eyes. “She’s going to murder me. Oh. We can’t let her hurt me. Or Vanessa.”

“I’ll make sure no one manages to hurt you,” I said. “What about today? I’m sure we’ll run into resistance at some point. I’ll do my best to keep you from being hurt, but can those runes on your cloak actually deflect weapons?”

“Yes.” He bobbed his head and then stuffed chicken into his mouth. “They should. The fabric is different from the Dax metal. And the thread was made from regular metal. Took years to figure out how to do it. But it should hold up. And my prot-belt will work. As long as nothing else happens, then I should be okay. If I’m not, then you have to make sure I’m closer to Dax soldiers than anyone else. Especially innocents.”

I wanted to say that I doubted the Dax military would just keep innocent civilians around just in case Paul went off his rocker and decided to attack, but then again, they’d used children before, so anything was possible.

Fury swelled in my chest at the idea of kids being thrown in front of the old man just to stop a rampage, or to blackmail him into completing whatever weapon they wanted.

It took a few deep breaths to be able to calm myself down enough to think, and I quickly realized some of my rage had come from Yira. The sword must have been more in tune with my emotions than I realized, because cold wafted off the table behind me, and I turned to see the blue-black glow from the day before, as if the young woman was ready to go to battle that very moment.

“How are you feeling?” Paul asked and brought my attention back to him.

“Fine.” I shrugged and then chugged my coffee. “Better after a night’s sleep.”

“Good,” he said with a sideways glance at Yira. “Just make sure you’re keeping yourself together. The circlet should help.”

“I’ll be fine.” I smiled, finished my breakfast, and then stood. “I’m going to get dressed. We’re supposed to meet your friends soon, right?”

“Yes!” Paul exclaimed and clapped his hands together excitedly. “Before dawn. I just hope Liberty doesn’t find a way to weasel her way in.”

“You said she has what it takes to be a leader one day,” I pointed out.

“Yes, and maybe she’ll run the whole planet, but at the moment she’s just a kid who wants to take revenge on everyone who let her sister get hurt. A great origin story, but one that could easily be cut short if she enters the wrong battlefield. Of course, she is still a teenager, so she might still be asleep. Predawn isn’t exactly their time.”

I glanced out of the windows to see the still-darkened sky. Lights still shone in the skyscrapers across the city as if the offices were occupied every hour of the day, and skiffs darted through the skies like missiles. I didn’t see nearly as many people as I had the night before, but it wouldn’t be long before everyone was off to their morning jobs, or to the nearby restaurants for some food.

We spent the next few minutes getting ready, and I double-checked all my armor to make sure it fit. Paul had made some adjustments since my shoulders were a lot wider than his, and I had to admit it was a lot easier to move around with the extra half inch on either side. The old man had muttered the entire time he took my measurements that I took after my father, and how Paladins were always more brawn than brain, but he did make sure to let me know how impressive it was that I’d managed to adapt to the tighter parts well enough to leap around like a cat.

Apparently, the old man had cameras everywhere and had watched my armor test when he couldn’t sleep. He said some of my movements reminded him of how my father used to move in battle, and the ancient Lich knight had to stop to swipe at tears that threatened to fall. Then he went on to make fun of the Paladin class again like they were just goody-goodies who couldn’t even cross a street without a designated crosswalk.

Paul did concede that my father was actually pretty intelligent, but it looked as if it had taxed him just to say the words out loud. It seemed like this had more to do with him being a Paladin though, rather than who my father had been as a person.

I had to admit it was nice to hear a few stories about him. Paul was more than happy to tell me about how they met, and how my mother, who pretty much every man was terrified of, had finally been won over by “one of those light-bearing, overly optimistic puppies.”

I hadn’t met any Paladins, at least not that I knew of, but the few mentions of them over the years in the academy seemed as if the overly righteous, black-and-white type were the ones drawn to the class. If my father was anything like that, then I could see why my mother and uncle would’ve had trouble with him.

Lich knights were usually considered evil since they dealt so much with the dead, and Paladins were all about healing and saving. They were at odds fundamentally. But it sounded like my father had won over my uncle as well as my mother, and even the little digs Paul made about my old man were tinged with a smile as if he missed him.

“Ready to go?” Paul dragged me out of my thoughts. “How’s the fit? Looks better. Ah. Your father was as big as a brick house. You take after him. Don’t tell your mother, but I always envied how muscular he was. He could bend steel with his bare hands.”

“Bullshit,” I laughed.

“No, no,” he said and waved his hands in the air. “I saw him do it! Only the once. But I bet him he couldn’t, and the bastard did it. Of course, I’d bet my favorite drill that he couldn’t do it. He didn’t take it, but the smug look on his face when he refused it was enough to make me want to punch him straight in the mouth.”

His words were a little harsh, but warmth filled me as Paul thought about the scene. I could almost picture it, and a smile crawled across my own face. The two would’ve been such strange friends, like Neville and me, but I’d trust the noble with my life, and my uncle seemed to have the same feelings toward my father.

“You look like you’re Death incarnate,” I changed the subject as Paul lifted his hood and motioned to the door.

“The Reaper is a monster of shadow and death,” he said in the same dull voice he’d used when he first said it.

“Just for today,” I promised. “And then we’ll get you back to the Stalwart. After that we can find a way to help you get rid of those runes. Or you can just retire somewhere with a nice climate where you never have to invent anything deadly ever again.”

“I want to make household equipment,” he declared and peeked up at me from beneath his hood. “Something to help those who don’t have much. I can make inventions cheap enough for even the poorest to have a working oven and robots who can help around the house.”

“I’m sure the people on Dobuni would love that,” I said and pulled my own hood over my face.

“Dobuni,” he said the word as if it tasted like medicine. “So much dust. But Penelope will be there. I’ll think about it. First, let’s go meet my friends and kill some Dax.”

“Let’s go,” I said and motioned for him to lead the way.

I grabbed the Soul Stealer daggers, clipped them to my new prot-belt, and then stuck Yira to the only remaining magnet. The sword didn’t come with a scabbard, but I couldn’t imagine she’d want to be enclosed in anything. I could already feel the bloodlust and excitement coursing through the glowing blue-black metal, but thankfully my circlet’s latent ability helped to dull it, and my own peace was a little easier to hold onto after a good night’s sleep.

It took a second for me to find the button for my mask again, but soon it lowered to hide my face. The hood covered the back of my head and fell low enough over my eyes that it would be almost impossible for anyone to see the silver irises that marked me as someone from Dobuni. The old man must’ve worked on the mask too, because the breathing mechanism next to my mouth and nose holes seemed to filter the air better than it had the day before, and it didn’t take me long to adjust to having the metal pieces between me and fresh air.

Paul gave the factory one last stare as if it was the last time we would see it, even if the plan was to come back for some extra gear before we left Volkan behind. Of course, if things didn’t go the way we anticipated, then we might have to leave everything behind.

“You set the devices?” I asked as the elevator doors closed behind us.

“Yep,” Paul said and rocked back and forth on his heels. “I can blow the whole place if we have to. But it’s only a last resort. Some of the inventions will cause very big explosions, and it might reach the nearby apartment buildings. We can’t do that. There’s also the chance the sewers will go up in flames with all the trapped methane. It won’t blow up the streets, but the fires will burn for weeks before they go out, and it’ll be very hot to walk on.”

“It’s an absolute last resort,” I promised and braced myself as the elevator started to head to the first floor.

My reflection in the elevator’s scratched-up walls took me back for a few seconds. I thought Paul looked like death in his cloak, but I was right there with him and looking like a villain. The figure staring back at me was a massive Dax soldier with shadows for a face, and the blue-black glow from Yira seemed even more ominous in the reflection.

“I look terrifying,” I said.

“Just like every wraith in the Dax army.” Paul nodded. “Everyone will give you a wide berth. Wraiths are like slayers. Of course, our cloaks will help us to blend into the shadows, so there won’t be too many people who notice us. Most of the runes are latent and will make us seem like moving shadows, but there are a few we can activate to go completely invisible for a minute or so. Those will help when we need to get into the weapons’ depot, but stay close when we use them. I’ve worked it out so the runes share a sort of kinship. As long as we’re near one another when they’re activated, we’ll be able to see one another.”

“What about your guards?” I asked as the elevator doors opened into a darkened factory floor.

“They won’t be paying too much attention at this hour,” Paul said with a satisfied smirk.

My shoulders tensed, and I instinctively reached for Yira while I scanned the room for any guards, but there was nothing but dust and the echoes of our feet. The whole place had been abandoned long ago, and even the equipment had been removed, so there was nowhere for them to hide, but my heart still beat overtime as I checked and checked again.

“But they’re guards,” I whispered as we stepped out into the factory district of the enemy homeworld.

More abandoned factory buildings stared back at us with broken windows that resembled the eyes of the dead. Pre-dawn light covered everything in gray, and cold morning dew seemed to sink straight through my metal armor and all the way to my bones. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as if we were being watched, but there weren’t any cameras or shadows in the shape of Dax warriors.

We were completely alone.

“They’re barely considered guards.” My uncle broke the silence that had fallen on us like a heavy blanket.

I wanted to ask what he meant by that, but then the old man put a finger up to his mouth and motioned for me to follow him around the short wall between the factory district and the rest of the city. That’s when I realized why we wouldn’t have trouble with the guards.

Two Dax Star Spears lounged in chairs a few meters away from us with at least ten empty wine jugs between them. And each man had a beautiful Volkan woman on his lap. The soldiers were so consumed in their women that they didn’t even glance in our direction, though the runes on our cloaks did help us to blend in with the shadows.

“Are they always like that?” I asked as the tension drained from my shoulders.

“Every. Day,” he said each word pointedly and rolled his eyes. “This part of the city is poor, so the women get food and drink out of the relationship. Of course, most of the time I don’t leave my lab, so it’s not considered neglect then. Now, follow after me. Footstep for footstep. We’re meeting my friends at the defense warehouse. It’s clear across the city.”

“Got it,” I said and fell into step behind the old man.

He was right about the guards barely qualifying for the title. The two drunkards didn’t even see us cross the street into the city, though I still walked backward with my hand on Yira’s hilt until we were out of sight.

The city’s maze of streets was even more confusing on the ground level, but Paul knew his way around well enough that we made amazing progress in a little time. Of course, the old man had probably been there when they first built the apartment buildings and skyscrapers looming over us. A hundred and sixty years was a long time, and most of the walkways above our heads looked as if they’d been built within the last few years.

Some of the apartments we passed did have rust on the doors and metal walls as if they’d been there for a long time, and the concrete beneath our boots was cracked. Bright green grass poked out from the breaks in the cement and leaned toward the blue neon lights on the walkways as if they were the sun.

Dax soldiers strolled along the streets with their hands on plasma rifles as if they were expecting a fight, but none of them even noticed us. It was as if they could stare right at us and not see anything but shadows, and my appreciation for Paul’s inventions grew with every step. One of the riflemen even passed within one meter of the alley we were crossing, but the guy just glanced into the darkness, shrugged, and then continued on his way like it was just another day in this dark, twisted paradise.

Only a few Volkans were out and about so early in the morning, but their emotions were harder to distance myself from. A mixture of irritation and exhaustion washed over me every time we passed someone, though it was good practice for me since I had to focus on my own peace rather than the feelings of everyone around me. The circlet also helped me to block most of it, and nothing was as strong as Yira’s bloodlust.

“We’re almost there,” Paul said and snapped me out of my thoughts. “Just a few more blocks. You’ll be able to see it once we turn this corner.”

I nodded in response and picked up my speed a little. The old man really did move quickly for someone who shuffled around the factory like he was two seconds from death. I wondered just how healthy the immortality rune kept him, but that was a conversation for another time.

We turned a corner, and I came to a full stop as we reached the defense warehouse. I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect from a Dax military base, but the place was just so… ordinary. If I didn’t know any better, then I would’ve mistaken it for a ship hangar.

“Are we in the right place?” I asked.

“Of course we are,” Paul huffed and then motioned for me to hug the nearest building. “My friends will be waiting right over here.”

“We’re already here,” a deep voice said from the shadows.

A short man with thin shoulders and a slight frame stepped out into the neon light from a nearby walkway, and my hand immediately moved to the Soul Stealer knives on my prot-belt.

His black eyes snapped to me and narrowed as if I was actually a Dax soldier, and every hair on the back of my neck stood on end. The newcomer was a full head shorter than me, but so was Leith, and the Slayer could kill a man before he realized he was even in danger.

I couldn’t put my finger on it exactly, but there was something about the way the man rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck that put me on edge. Like he was playing a part that didn’t quite fit him. I would definitely be keeping an eye on him, just in case, even if my uncle said our interests aligned for the moment.

Especially since that could change at any second.

“He’s a friend,” Paul said and put a hand on my shoulder. “Oron. It’s good to see you. Where is everyone else?”

“Already inside,” the slight man said with a pointed glare in my direction. “Is this your nephew?”

“Yep,” the old man said and puffed out his chest with pride.

“Does he take after you?” Oron asked.

“He does,” Paul said and bounced on the balls of his feet like the other man wasn’t barely containing his scorn.

“So he’s a crazy fuck?” The Dax spat as he nodded for us to walk inside.

“He’s not crazy.” Paul swayed back and forth, and I had the sudden urge to punch Oron in the face. The old man had enough to handle without his so-called friends shaming him.

I took a deep breath to steady my emotions and then followed after my uncle as he snuck toward a side door.

Oron was on our side. Even if just for the moment. And I’d be ready and willing to cut him down the second he turned on us.

“The Reaper can lead the way to where we need to go,” Oron said when I glanced in his direction. “He helped to build this place. And he already told us where to place the mines.”

“Why did we even need to come here if you knew what to do?” I asked. “We could’ve just gone to the weapons’ depot.”

“The Reaper likes to double-check things.” The slight man shrugged and stared up at me as if he wanted to see beneath my hood.

“You shouldn’t call him The Reaper,” I whispered low enough that Paul wouldn’t hear me.

“It’s what he goes by,” Oron said as we slipped through the side door. “He’s always been The Reaper. Ever since my grandfather’s grandfather knew him.”

There was a mixture of awe and hatred in the shorter man as he talked about Paul. It was understandable given how much Paul had done for the Dax military over the years, not that he’d had a choice, but I could see how the rebels would have conflicting feelings about helping him.

“Does he usually help you with things like this?” I asked.

“No,” the shorter man snorted.

“Shhhh,” Paul hissed over his shoulder and then dramatically tip-toed to a nearby console. “We’ll meet with the others soon. I just need to do a little tinkering here. Oh, and you managed to keep Liberty out of it, didn’t you, Oron?”

“For the moment,” he chuckled, though the mirth didn’t reach his eyes. “But you know how she is. It’s only a matter of time before she finds somewhere to push her way in. She thinks she’s going to be some great leader and take over for Tina and me when we’re too old and need to retire. Even started doing more weapons training lately. And she’s made friends with some of our spies. Little upstart is going to be a problem if she doesn’t follow directions.”

There was something about the way Oron said the last sentence that made my sword thrum with more irritation. Granted, he was discussing Yira’s sister, but it felt like more than that.

“Just keep her out and safe for as long as possible,” my uncle said as he typed. “Almost done.”

“Sounds good.” I nodded.

The old man looked around for a chair as he typed with one hand and then pulled one over with a happy little teeter back and forth. He plopped down with a groan as if his old bones were achy, and his hood almost hid the glance over his shoulder at Oron.

The rebel wasn’t the only one playing a part.

“It’s been years since I’ve even seen him,” Oron continued like we were just having a normal conversation. “I was a child the last time I saw him.”

“It’s been that long?” I asked as I scanned the room for the guards that should’ve been there. “Did your people already take everyone out?”

“Of course.” He sniffed and stuck his chin in the air. “We rebels have been working to bring down the regime for a very long time. Long before The Reaper came to join us and made our lives even harder.”

“Then why haven’t you done anything before?” I asked.

“Because The Reaper would just fix it,” Oron said with a glare at my uncle. “And if he didn’t, then they’d kill our children. Of course, we haven’t been idle. We have teams in every city and spies in every level of the military. We’ve managed to cut supply chains and be a general nuisance in the past, but it’s hard to do anything permanent with The Reaper fixing everything for them. All of us have just been biding our time until we could finally strike.”

A mixture of anger and grief washed over me from the shorter man, and I wondered who he’d lost to the Dax military and their violent way of convincing my uncle to work for them. I also wasn’t sure if he was talking about striking Paul, the Dax army, or both, and the way he glared at the old man didn’t help answer my unasked questions.

“Mostly we gather intel for the other cities,” the rebel continued. “Volkan Mega City One is the primary holding area for The Reaper’s inventions. They get cataloged and sent to the outposts or other cities where our spies find out what is happening. We helped with the Ecomese uprising a few generations ago. I’ve been waiting my entire life to be able to get rid of the army the way my ancestors did on Ecoma. Of course, it’s hard to do anything with your uncle here.”

“You hate him,” I said as more of an observation than a question.

“Yes.” He nodded and then sighed. “But I pity him, too. My grandfather used to tell stories of The Reaper from when he was a boy. He used to be so filled with joy about playing with the kids and making them toys. But then the Dax army realized the children could be leveraged…”

He let the rest of the sentence hang in the air, and sadness washed over me, but it wasn’t from Oron. Paul sat stiffly in the chair as if he’d been listening to our entire conversation, but then the old man just cleared his throat and hopped up.

“All done here,” he said and motioned for Oron to lead the way. “I just want to look over the explosives you set. They’ll need to be detonated as soon as we’re leaving the planet. Or when we get caught. Whichever comes first.”

“What did you do with the computers?” I asked as our guide snuck us through empty hallways.

“I set a timer,” Paul said in an excited tone. “In thirty minutes, the communications will go down. They won’t be able to call for help to any of the other cities, their outposts, or to any of the ships in the atmosphere. I can’t block their inner city communications, but at least they won’t be able to call for backup.”

“Good,” I said and then stopped to stare into what looked like a break room filled with knocked-out Star Spears. “How in the voids?”

“I’m a doctor,” Oron said as if that explained everything.

“Who also specializes in knockout grenades,” my uncle added helpfully. “I gave him the design for the grenades, but he came up with the formula. Those guys will be out for a long, long time. Long enough for us to destroy everything I’ve created here. We don’t have to move it off sight. Too heavy, anyway. Portals aren’t portable.”

Paul threw his head back laughing and leaned against the wall for a second to steady himself. He clearly wasn’t worried about being found, but the old man sobered the second footsteps approached from the darkened hallway in front of us.

“Reaper?” a woman’s voice echoed through the shadows.

“Tina!” he shouted and raced forward to hug an elderly woman in a maid’s outfit like the one mom used to wear on Dobuni. “It’s been so long, young lady. Ah. You look amazing.”

The two started to chat with each other as if they were meeting for tea, and I pinched the bridge of my nose. I knew the defensive warehouse was going to be a cakewalk since my uncle’s friends were supposed to be taking care of most of it, but Paul had insisted we still had work to do. Of course, at this point I was pretty sure he really just wanted to meet with his friends and double-check everything to make sure it was up to his standards.

Control issues were another family trait. My mother had them in spades. And admittedly, so did I. I would feel a lot better if I knew for sure that the portals and shields wouldn’t be working when we made our escape.

It was also good to meet Oron, since the slight man was definitely up to something.

I couldn’t quite pinpoint my reasoning since the guy definitely had the right to be angry with my uncle, but there was something else I picked up from his emotions, just under the surface, that I couldn’t shake.

It wasn’t only nervousness from what we were all currently taking on, which would be completely understandable. No, it was more like the fear I’d felt when I got caught stealing an extra cookie from the pantry as a kid.

Of course, I was still a new empath, so his fear could just be from actually doing something against the Dax army other than spying on them and being a thorn in their side.

I could also just be paranoid because I was on an enemy planet with only my crazy immortal uncle and his dubious allies.

“He wasn’t always like this,” Oron suddenly said.

“What?” I asked and snapped out of my thoughts.

“The Reaper wasn’t always like this,” he responded so softly that I almost didn’t hear him.

“You said that already,” I pointed out. “You heard stories from your grandfather.”

“I did,” he said. “But I also saw him when I was younger. He wasn’t nearly as happy as the stories my grandfather told me, but he wasn’t so… broken.”

“So, his… slight insanity has happened in your lifetime?” I asked.

“No.” He shook his head. “And yes. The Reaper I met when I was a kid could at least hold a conversation without forking off into a thousand conversations. Tina can keep up with him, but most of us can’t. Not that he reaches out to us much anymore. He’s become very reclusive over the last thirty years. The only person he’s actually talked to much is Liberty, and she refuses to tell us anything about their conversations. Teenagers.”

I started to ask what happened thirty years ago, but then Paul called for us to follow him and the elderly cleaning woman. The old man’s hood had fallen back to reveal a huge smile on his face, and he continued to chat with Tina about the bombs, the portals, and her grandkids. I could barely keep up with the conversation, but it was easy to feel the joy from both of them.

“I’m glad he’s leaving,” Oron broke the silence that had fallen between us as Tina showed Paul into a jump room. “We can’t be free until The Reaper is gone.”

There was confidence in his words, like he meant everything he said with everything he had, but it pissed me off that he’d talk about Paul like that when the guy couldn’t help what the Dax army did to blackmail him.

I had to take a few breaths to calm myself down enough to respond without giving away my emotions, or my growing dislike for the guy.

“I get that,” I said and leaned against the wall as the two elders checked the bombs as if they were decorations for a party. “It would be hard to fight a rebellion against an enemy who could easily wipe all of you out. But it’s not like it’s Paul’s fault. Your own army is the one threatening to kill your kids if he doesn’t comply. Would you rather he just let them kill them?”

“He wouldn’t,” the slight man said with confidence and just a hint of sadness. “He’s sacrificed so much to keep us safe. I know that. But it’s time he leaves. For us, and for him. And for the rest of the universe. I’m glad he found you.”

“Me, too,” I said, and I was surprised how deeply I meant this. “But you should learn to forgive him for everything. It’s not like he asked for any of this. And he’s been agonizing over it longer than any of us have been alive.”

Oron grunted in response, and a mixture of sadness and hatred rolled off the man, but my attention was on the flash of fear that crept through him when Tina met his eyes from inside the jump room.

The old woman’s emotions were a lot more guarded than her colleague, but she’d had more time to regulate them. Tina’s easy smile and conversation with Paul kept the old man going and grinning from ear to ear, but that shared look between her and Oron made me think the rebels had another plan we didn’t know about.

But as long as it didn’t get in the way of us destroying Paul’s inventions and getting the voids off Volkan, then I didn’t care. I just wanted to get the old man somewhere safe where he could be free for the first time in a hundred and sixty years.

I may not have been glad when I was first dragged halfway across the galaxy to the Dax homeworld. But the old man was family, and he was the first family I’d met outside of my mother, or the distant stories of my father. He was also a Lich knight who’d gone so far off the deep end, I wasn’t sure how he’d continue this way, but a part of me was growing more and more determined to help him continue.

He was brilliant. And unhinged, but in a charming way, at least.

“Everything is good to go in here,” Paul snapped me back to the moment. “We just have three more rooms to check.”

“Always have to look at everything yourself,” Tina said with a playful roll of her eyes. “You must be Nick. It’s good to know that The Reaper has family to look after him now. He’ll be missed here.”

The old woman held her wrinkled hand out for me to shake, and I returned it as I stared right into her light-gray eyes. There was a flash of fear and hostility as Tina and I touched, but it quickly disappeared when our hands fell.

Definitely up to something.

“I won’t be that missed,” my uncle said, and regret washed over me to replace my growing suspicion for the rebels. “You’ll all be much better off without me. If I could’ve committed suicide, then I would’ve done it years ago.”

“I know,” the elderly woman said as if he were just talking about buying groceries, and she patted my uncle’s shoulder. “Mistakes were made. We all pay for them. But now there’s hope. We’ll destroy this place, you’ll get those weapons, and then you’ll leave so that we can finally be free.”

“Yes.” He nodded in determination, held out his elbow for Tina, and then guided her out into the hallway. “I finally have someone who can help me fight the Dax Empire. Lich knights are so hard to come by.”

“And for good reason,” she said and then swatted my uncle. “You’re all so dangerous. It’s detestable, really.”

I stared after the two of them and wondered if I was the one losing my mind. There was hatred, sadness, and joy washing over me. If I didn’t have my empathic abilities, then I would’ve thought the old woman actually hated my uncle, even if she said everything with a smile. It was like she wanted to punch him and send him off with well wishes all at the same time.

“Confusing.” I frowned.

“Anything to do with The Reaper is confusing,” Oron said. “He’s been waiting for a very long time for someone like you. Not sure why he couldn’t just use us, though.”

“Because if he goes out of control, then a Lich knight will be the one who can help him get it back together,” I said. “And I can actually close the portals if they’re opened.”

“So, you’re the one who closed the portal,” the slight man said with wide eyes. “The soldiers have all been talking about it since yesterday, but I didn’t actually believe it. Of course, I should’ve known since The Reaper finally decided it was time to make a move.”

“Yep,” I said. “And I’m sure I’ll be able to help him with any of the weapons he made, too.”

A flash of something like hunger, or maybe greed, echoed through Oron, but the rebel quickly hid it behind a smile and a laugh the same way Tina did.

Yep. I didn’t like these two.

I doubted Paul had confided in them about my empathic abilities, especially since the old man didn’t seem to trust them completely, but they both still tried to conceal what they were actually thinking and feeling like they knew.

“It makes sense that he would need someone with powers like his to help,” Oron continued as we stopped outside of another jump room. “There aren’t any Lich knights on Volkan.”

“There aren’t many Lich knights anywhere,” I reiterated what my uncle said earlier.

“I still don’t understand why he couldn’t just do it himself,” he mumbled. “I’ve never actually gotten an answer. They all just said his mind is too frayed. But he’s clearly well enough to make weapons. Like the world-ending device you two are going to retrieve from the weapons’ depot. Now that’s a powerful machine. He can’t be fully gone if he can create things like that.”

“There’s a difference between being able to make weapons and using them,” I said and leaned against the wall as Tina and Paul checked the last room. “A Lich knight’s mind is important. Even if my uncle did make a move with the rest of you, if he goes out of control, then none of you could stop him. I can at least counter his abilities with my own. And I can use the Lich gear he made.”

“All done!” Paul said and emerged with a bright smile. “This place is set to explode as soon as Tina gives the go-ahead.”

“And I’ll do that as soon as I see your ship heading to the stars,” the elderly woman said.

“Or if you hear fighting,” my uncle added. “And if any of you hear fighting, then you stay far, far away. You know what will happen if I’m injured.”

“We do,” she said and patted his shoulder. “We won’t let you kill us.”

There was something about the way she said the word ‘us’ that made my skin crawl, and I studied the older woman for a few seconds before Paul dragged my attention away with a sniffle.

“Good,” he said as he blinked back tears. “It’s been so long. We’re finally doing it. Nick and I will get the latest weapon, blow up the vault, and then I’ll leave forever.”

“Good riddance,” Tina and Oron said at the same time.

The three of them threw their heads back laughing, and I just shook my head. Maybe everyone on Volkan was crazy. Though, an entire lifetime of being threatened would do that to anyone.

“Off to the weapons’ depot!” Paul said and punched his fist into the air. “Nick, you’ll be in charge of the killing. Use all the Lich gear if you need to. But remember it’s only one use.”

“I’ll use it sparingly,” I said and then glanced down at Yira as the sword thrummed with excitement.
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Chapter 8

“It’s too quiet,” I muttered as Paul led the way out of the defense depot.

“That’s because I used a very powerful knockout drug,” Oron said from beside me.

“How long will it last?” I asked.

“Another half an hour,” the rebel said.

We passed by another break room with nothing but passed-out jump mages and workers in gray overalls. Some of them had slipped from their chairs onto the floor while others were in the middle of drooling all over the plastic tables. It definitely didn’t look like they’d be waking up anytime soon.

“What’s your plan to deal with them when they realize what’s going on?” I asked.

“By the time they wake up, the comms will be down.” He shrugged. “And we’ll be long gone. We have a few friends who are among the sleepers. They know what to do once they wake up. No one will be able to fix anything with our allies in play.”

Tina threw her head back laughing at something Paul said, and my attention flickered from the rebel beside me to the older woman. Her smile was still in place as she playfully shoved the ancient Lich knight, but a wave of pure hatred washed over me. It was only there for a second before it disappeared like it had never been there in the first place, but it was the same kind of rage that rolled off Yira every few seconds, and it had come straight from Tina.

I ground my teeth together and watched Paul with the older woman a little longer, but there was suddenly nothing in the woman’s emotions for me to read. Not joy, hatred, or even the amusement showing on her face.

I didn’t think she’d have an implant since I could feel her other emotions. It was almost like she was a sociopath who could bury everything deep within her subconscious.

“How do you know Tina?” I changed the subject as the older duo turned a corner down another hallway.

“She’s been an ally for the rebellion forever,” Oron said. “And she quickly became my right hand when I took over the leadership position from my uncle.”

Suspicion echoed through the space between us, and I pulled my attention away to see the rebel had lifted an eyebrow at me.

“Why?” Oron asked.

“She just seems so comfortable with Paul,” I said. “Like they might have dated at some point.”

“Definitely not,” he responded with a ferocious expression as if I’d just insulted his entire lineage. “No one dates The Reaper.”

“He may be old, but he’s not dead,” I chuckled and tried to hide my own irritation behind a playboy grin. “And he’s not bad looking.”

A muscle in Oron’s jaw twitched as the slim man ground his teeth together. He clearly wasn’t as good at hiding his feelings as Tina, but it didn’t take him too long to manage a smile.

“We’re all children to him,” he finally said. “And he’s always planned to leave. It wouldn’t make sense for him to get close to anyone. Especially with the army always looking for a way to control him.”

“Makes sense,” I said and then watched Oron’s shoulders relax from around his ears. “So, Tina and Paul have been friends since she was a kid?”

“We have,” the older woman answered as we caught up to them. “The Reaper is always there in the shadows. Making weapons and helping the military.”

“Not because I wanted to,” Paul said in a distracted tone.

The old man was bent over a control panel next to a heavy metal door. A red light made the lines on his face ominous, especially when a maniacal smile crawled across his face, but then the light turned green, and the door’s lock clicked open. Paul pumped a fist in the air and then turned to look at us with a triumphant smile.

“Very well done,” Tina said and tugged the door open. “Your inventions have always been wonderful. You can make anything, or hijack anything, with just a paperclip.”

Greed rolled off the woman in waves, and it amplified from Oron’s direction as the two made eye contact.

Oh, yeah. They were definitely planning to betray us at some point. It was just a matter of figuring out exactly what they wanted from us.

I doubted they would be stupid enough to try and take the world-ending device once we retrieved it from the Dax military, and the vault where the rest of Paul’s inventions were kept was going to be blown up. If they wanted to capture him and force him to work for them, then they could’ve done that at any time. Although, if Oron was being honest, then the old man hadn’t spent much time with anyone except for Liberty for the last thirty years.

My uncle’s plan could be the perfect opportunity for them to entrap him while the Dax thought he’d escaped. It would be pretty smart to have their own weapon’s maker, but neither of the rebels seemed evil enough to sacrifice their children, and I doubted Paul would keep making weapons for any other reason. He’d sounded pretty set on retiring and making cheap inventions to make people’s lives better.

Then again, if they used me as leverage, the old man might bend to their will.

That would be the easiest solution, but they were severely misguided if they thought I would go down without a fight. I’d kill them all before I became their prisoner, or before I let them force Paul into losing more of himself making weapons.

He’d already lost so much. It was the reason his mind was so frayed. And time. That probably had a lot to do with it, too. Either way, Paul needed somewhere nice to retire to, and a purpose that didn’t involve other people dying from something he made.

“Nick?” Paul’s voice brought me back to the moment, and I blinked as everyone came into focus. “You good?”

“Just thinking of all the Dax Star Spears we’re going to kill,” I said with a forced smile.

The old man narrowed his hazel eyes at me, and suspicion echoed from all three of the people around me, but it slowly started to subside when I put my hand on Yira’s hilt like I was just eager to get into battle.

“You’re definitely a warrior,” Oron said with only a hint of resentment. “The Star Spears are always ready for a fight, too.”

“The difference is that I only fight against those who deserve it,” I said and made eye contact with the rebel. “Like those who would hurt innocent people. Or my family.”

“Something we can all agree on,” Tina said and clapped her hands together.

The older woman gave Oron a pointed look and then motioned to the open door.

“Off we go,” Paul said and bounded through the door.

“Off we go,” Tina repeated, though her eyes were still locked on Oron.

The rebels had an entire conversation with just their eyes, and a dull throb echoed behind my right eye as their emotions swirled chaotically. I pinpointed hatred, eagerness, nervousness, and greed in such varying amounts that it was difficult to grasp one firmly before they disappeared.

“This way, everyone,” Paul called over his shoulder. “We only have twenty-five minutes before the comms go down. And then we’ll be dealing with a whole lot of angry bees.”

“You heard the man.” I grinned and then trotted after the old man.

The parking lot on the side of the defense depot was filled with skiffs like the workers had all just arrived, but not a single attendant was anywhere to be found. Not even a knocked-out body, like the ones in the break room. Oron and Tina did a fantastic job of clearing the way and setting the bombs on the portals before we even arrived, though they probably had help from the spies who let themselves get knocked out by the drug the rebel leader created.

“You don’t have to worry so much,” Paul said as I continued to search for any signs of life around the weapons’ depot. “Oron and Tina have been waiting for this for a long time. They’ve done some small things, like interrupting weapons’ transports and supply lines, but this is what we’ve all been waiting for. A chance to really cripple the Dax military.”

A chain-link fence separated the parking lot from the nearest road, but it didn’t go all the way around. It was as if the soldiers were only worried about wayward skiffs flying into their airspace, but there were so many dents in the pliable metal wall that I could believe there were lots of accidents. And there were three bars right across the street.

They were the only buildings with neon lights on still.

Even the nearby hotels had gone dark as if they didn’t have any vacancies.

It was as if the whole area had closed itself up, and I wondered if the businesses were run by rebel leaders who’d conveniently shut down so there wouldn’t be any random foot traffic.

The gray pre-dawn light started to give way to the mango and pink colors of morning, and lavender clouds stretched toward the skyscrapers in the distance as if they were about to go to work as well. I could smell meat and fried foods from somewhere nearby, and emotions swirled in the buildings we passed on our way into the city as everyone finally woke up.

Volkan Mega City One was just opening its eyes to start the day, and only the rebels knew what kind of day it was about to be.

I glanced over my shoulder to see Oron and Tina in a heated debate about something. They’d fallen back just far enough so we wouldn’t be able to hear their angry whispers, and I couldn’t make out their feelings from those around me as we reached a more populated area, but the rebel leader’s face was twisted in frustration even as the old woman smiled serenely.

I had no doubt they were talking about when they wanted to betray us, and one look at Paul’s stiff shoulders told me he’d figured it out as well.

“They’re going to try and betray us,” I whispered to my uncle.

“Of course,” he said in a lighthearted tone as if we were talking about how beautiful the morning was. “But consider the scope, Nick. You and I are about to do something no one has ever imagined could be possible when it comes to the Dax. Then we’ll keep on doing more in some other fantastic way, if we don’t die first. But them? They’ll do whatever they have planned. Maybe it’ll slow us down, but I doubt it. We’re knights. They are just normal folk who are blinded by greed. We’ll always be much, much scarier than they are. Trick is to pretend that isn’t the case until it’s necessary.”

I snorted in agreement as we carried on down the street.

Dew had settled on the few blades of grass that managed to poke up out of the concrete, and a chill swept over me as a breeze weaved through the apartment buildings. There weren’t nearly as many shadows as there were when we first set out, but no one seemed to notice us as we passed. The latent runes in our cloaks really did make us practically invisible, even as the golden light became more powerful than the neon blue on the walkways above our head.

A portly woman in a stained apron threw open a door to our right and stomped out with a scowl deep enough it would make Olav look like a cheery maiden, but her eyes slid over us as if we weren’t two feet in front of her. She shouted something over her shoulder in such a thick accent that my translator only made out the words “hurry up,” though I was pretty sure the rest were curses or slang that Paul hadn’t updated.

I hurried past with Paul right beside me so she wouldn’t knock into us, but the old man didn’t seem too worried about it. It didn’t take me long to figure out why.

A kid ran by with a lunchbox in hand and dodged around us, but still acted as if we were completely visible.

I heard my uncle chuckle as if he could see the confusion on my face, and I turned to stare at him from beneath my hood.

“They’re going to pretend you don’t exist,” he said. “If they can even see us at all. We do blend in with the shadows, but Volkans know enough about Wraiths to know if they see a random shadowy figure that may or may not be there… no, they didn’t.”

“Do the Wraiths usually patrol the streets?” I asked as we reached what looked like a market.

“No.” He shook his head. “Which is all the more reason for them to ignore us. The only reason Wraiths would be out is if someone was about to be killed. And it’s better that it be someone other than them.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “Do the Dax usually attack the Volkans?”

My answer came in the form of shouts from the stall we’d just passed. I turned around to see a short Dax soldier in full armor flipping over spices in open bowls until the entire cart was as colorful as the morning sky. An old man had his arm out to stop a younger woman from doing anything, though it looked like the lady was only two seconds away from darting around and punching the asshole Dax straight in the mouth.

And I wouldn’t have blamed her.

“What is all this shit?” the short cop snarled and sniffed a bowl of bright yellow powder. “It smells disgusting. How am I supposed to do my job and make sure you rats aren’t hiding anything if all I can smell is this shit?”

My translator had a little bit of trouble with the curse words, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out what it was. Thankfully, the words went right into my ear canal, so the nearby Dax didn’t realize one of the Wraiths he’d completely ignored wasn’t actually an ally.

Still, if he kept it up, I was going to punch him and reveal myself.

Paul gave a slight shake of his head as if the old man could read my mind, even though he didn’t even glance in my direction.

It took me a second to realize the ancient Lich knight was whispering to himself, and while my translator couldn’t quite pick it up, I knew that tone of voice. It was the same one I used when I told myself not to cause more drama than absolutely necessary.

“We’re sorry,” the elderly stall keeper said, and my attention snapped back to the terrified people. “We’ll put covers on them so they don’t bother you anymore.”

“Come on,” a taller Dax soldier said and pulled on his buddy’s arm. “Let’s go get some breakfast from that cute girl. She always puts a smile on your face.”

“Yeah, she does,” the shorter one said.

His full helmet made it impossible to see his face, but I could practically hear the lecherous expression underneath just in his voice.

Yira thrummed at my side as if the sword wanted to slice the man in two right then and there, and a dull throb started behind my right eye.

I agreed that the asshole deserved to be sent to the hereafter, but we still had work to do, and with any luck he’d be one of the casualties later.

If he wasn’t, then maybe we could run into him once all the fighting started. And then I could make him one of the casualties.

“Not yet,” I whispered as the sword’s demands grew louder. “But soon.”

I gritted my teeth against the violent urges threatening to overwhelm me. The latent mind strengthening in the circlet helped me to keep control, but I’d definitely need the extra rune’s help later when we were in battle, because Yira wanted nothing more than to rule my body and kill every Dax bastard she saw.

Which I was totally on board with, but only after we’d retrieved the world-ending device from the weapons’ depot.

“Let me help you with those,” Tina said as the Dax guards walked toward a different stall with a beautiful young woman.

“Thank you,” the elderly man said and then made a strange sign with his hand.

It almost looked like sign language, but then the young woman with him did it, and Tina responded with the same motion. A knowing look passed between all three of them, and I quickly realized it had to be some kind of rebel sign.

The gesture had been little more than a flick of a wrist with a few fingers out and could’ve easily been a strange twitch.

A smile formed underneath my face mask.

Very sneaky.

Of course, the rebels had apparently been working behind the scenes for generations without being rooted out by the Dax military, so the signal had to be subtle enough for the soldiers not to notice it.

“This way,” Paul said and motioned for me to follow after him. “We don’t have time to help them right now. And they wouldn’t want any from me anyway.”

“Because you’re The Reaper?” I asked.

“Exactly,” the old man said.

Tina and Oron hung back a little as they helped the old man with his stall, and the older woman even bought a few spices as she prattled on about recipes she wanted to cook for Oron’s family. If I didn’t know any better, then I would’ve thought they were just nice bystanders who’d come out to do a little shopping in the early morning.

The two Dax assholes were still too preoccupied with the beautiful young woman at the nearby food stall, and I gritted my teeth as the short one ran a hand down the girl’s forearm. She managed to keep a smile on her face, but it was the same one the girls at the Academy used to have when the noble jackasses would try to flirt with them.

These guys were high on my hit list once we finished with the weapons’ depot.

But then the other soldier took a few coins from the tip jar next to the young woman.

“No,” I said with a shake of my head. “Nope. I was going to let it go. I know we have more important things to do. But I just can’t keep going and let those assholes off the hook.”

“They won’t be,” Paul said.

Satisfaction washed over me from the old man’s direction, and he pointed a jagged fingernail at something near the Dax’s feet.

It was a round device barely bigger than a ball bearing, but tiny holes opened in it, and bright flashes of light flickered outward to stab through the soldier’s leather boots.

Paul snickered as the two men dropped to the ground and howled in agony, and the little metal ball dissolved into a molten mess that sank between the cracks in the concrete.

“What did you do?” I asked in awe.

“Just a little poison,” he said. “The rats in my lab aren’t just for their souls. The effects won’t kill them, sadly, but it will make it hard for them to walk around for at least an hour. Guess they’ll just have to sit and think about their life choices in the med bay. And you know which one is closest?”

“The one in the weapons’ depot?” I smirked and then patted the old man on the shoulder. “Very nice.”

“I’ve been a nuisance for a very long time, Nick,” he said.

Irritation flooded my mind as the two soldiers called for backup, and I turned my attention back to them. The young woman had moved on to the next customer, but a small smile graced her face as if she was holding back laughter at the two jerks. They managed to pull themselves to their feet right as two more Dax appeared, and a heated exchange unfolded in front of us.

“You shouldn’t be out here anyway,” one of the newcomers snapped. “You know General Hitra wants an update. And you’re out here flirting. Now you two managed to get yourself stung by one of those rats.”

“We didn’t see any rats,” the taller one huffed and leaned on the newcomer.

“Because you were too busy flirting,” the other Dax said and helped the shorter man up. “Let’s go. We’ll get you to the med bay before we go to see the general. I’m not going to be late just because you wanted some Volkan snatch and were too distracted to avoid being poisoned.”

I tapped my translator to make sure it was working, but the guy had definitely said snatch. It had to be slang from when Paul first created the device, but it wasn’t too hard to figure out what they were talking about.

I wanted to punch the newcomers now, but at least they were all headed to the weapons’ depot.

The current plan was to blow up the weapons vault where they kept most of the devices, grab the world-ending machine, and then head out through a maze of hidden tunnels. Paul warned me that the escape route had one-way doors, so once they were shut, they were shut for good, and some part of me hoped we’d accidentally find ourselves locked in the med bay so I could finish the assholes off.

Of course, the explosions would probably spread throughout the whole facility, so it was in our best interest to hightail it out as soon as the first one went off, but there was always time for a little detour.

“We should keep going,” Oron said as he and Tina joined us.

I’d become so used to the Volkans ignoring us that I almost jumped out of my skin when the rebel leader spoke, and amusement filled Oron’s face. There was satisfaction in his emotions, but also relief, and I was glad that he couldn’t see the smile spreading across my own face.

I may have let my guard down long enough for him to sneak up on me, but it wouldn’t happen again, and the misstep worked in my favor.

Now, he seemed to think he could do it again.

The joke was on him.

I was going to be ready when they betrayed us, not if, but when.

“We officially have twenty minutes,” Paul said in a sing-song tone and practically skipped across the rest of the market.

A group of kids darted after a ball as they ran and played, but they abandoned it the second they saw the strange shadows marking Wraiths in their vicinity. Pure terror filled me all the way to my bones as the children raced past us and into the market where there were plenty of witnesses, and hatred quickly spread from the nearby adults.

The Volkans may have ignored us enough to make it seem as if we were actually invisible, but it was clear they knew we were there even if we were mostly shadows. Paul was right, though, no one wanted to get near us, and no one even dared to make eye contact with the shadowy creatures moving past them.

“Do the Dax always treat civilian Volkans like those two assholes?” I asked as we left the bustling area behind to walk beneath the skyscrapers.

“Always,” Oron sighed. “But they won’t after today. After today, we’ll have a way to defend ourselves.”

“Because Paul will be gone?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said.

Guilt echoed in the rebel leader’s words as he glanced in Paul’s direction. It was hard for even me to see the old man, even though we were using the same runes, but I could still make out the way his shoulders bunched, and how his shadowy figure pulled the hood further down his face like the ancient Lich knight just wanted to disappear forever.

At least Oron felt a little bad about betraying my uncle, but there was still too much determination in the rebel leader, and his guilt only reassured me about my read on him and Tina earlier.

But it didn’t seem like they were in any hurry.

It made sense that they’d want us to destroy everything Paul had already made before they forced him to work for them. That meant less competition from the Dax without as many powerful weapons.

Of course, that was only if the rebels’ actual plan was to kidnap the old man and use me as leverage.

I was almost positive that was the actual plan, but they hadn’t really given anything away, and there were a thousand other scenarios they could have come up with. We’d just have to find out when they finally made their move.

“Lemmings,” Oron muttered as we made our way through the alleys between the skyscrapers.

Volkans in business suits hurried to enter the buildings. All of them had coffees and briefcases in their hands as they rushed to be on time for work, and not a single one looked in our direction. It was like they were just robots on autopilot with no time for anyone else.

Even the two Wraiths making their way to the weapons’ depot.

“The two guards didn’t notice us,” I said as I replayed the scene in the marketplace in my head.

“They did,” Tina said with a wry smile.

“Then why did they not ask us for help when they were injured?” I asked.

“Because Wraiths make everyone nervous,” Paul responded before the old woman could. “It’s one of the reasons I made these cloaks. Wraiths are like Slayers in that they’re usually only seen when there’s going to be a death. Sometimes that death comes for Dax soldiers who’ve betrayed their oaths. Other times, it’s for rebels. No one wants it to be them, so they just pretended we didn’t exist.”

“Especially since those two were doing something they weren’t supposed to be doing,” I finished as I remembered the admonition their reinforcements gave the two jerks. “Makes sense. These really are the best disguises.”

“Of course they are,” the old man said with pride. “I’m insane, not stupid.”

“Sure, sure,” I chuckled and then stopped in my tracks.

The skyscrapers and small restaurants had given way to cookie-cutter block houses made of concrete. An entire housing district spread out in front of us, and several Dax soldiers wandered the streets. The whole place reminded me of the officers’ barracks on Fortress Bratton, and my heartbeat kicked up a few notches.

“This is as far as we go,” Oron said from the alley behind us. “The weapons’ depot is right behind those walls right over there.”

“Thanks for the escort,” Paul said. “I’m glad you were there to help those poor stall owners. They’ll be free from Dax control soon enough.”

“Yes, they will,” the rebel leader said, and determination washed over me again.

I reached for Yira the second the man shifted, but he just shoved his hands in his pockets and smiled at us. Every instinct told me not to trust Oron, or Tina, but neither of them made a move against us. Yet.

I would just have to wait for a little while longer.

“We’ll see you later,” Tina promised and strolled over to hug Paul. “I’m so glad you’re leaving. It’s been too long coming. Good luck in there. And if they kill you, then suck out all of their souls. It’ll make our job easier later.”

“I’ll do my best,” the old man chuckled and returned the hug.

There was a strange emotion coming from the old woman that I couldn’t quite pin down. It was like a mixture of grief and excitement with a little bit of rage. Either way, it fluctuated when she said she was glad Paul was leaving.

“You’ll be at the ship hangar later?” I asked and drew the rebels’ attention back to me.

“Yes,” Oron said. “We’ll meet up with you when you’ve finished with the weapons’ depot. Paul knows where. Be safe in there, I’d hate for you to die when you can still do so much to help the rebellion.”

“By taking my uncle far away from here?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said with a tight smile.

I narrowed my eyes at the rebel leader and was grateful for the face mask and hood that kept him from reading my face. He’d been helpful so far, him and Tina, but it was definitely getting close to the time they betrayed us.

At least I knew it was coming, so I’d be able to adapt and take them down, but it would hurt Paul when it actually happened. Even if the old man knew it was coming.

“Well,” Paul said and clapped his hands together. “We’ll see you later for the rest of your plan. I’ll try not to be injured for our meeting. Wouldn’t want to hurt innocents. Will anyone else be there?”

“Who knows,” Oron said with a soft chuckle. “Things are bound to change. And we both know Liberty will likely try to find her way into things.”

“You did promise to keep her out of all of this,” the old man said in a tight voice. “I expect you to keep that promise, at the very least.”

“I’ll do my best,” the rebel leader said.

“Now, you go do what you have to do,” Tina interrupted the tense moment. “We’ll find you later. Even if you can’t make it to the checkpoint in time.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “I’ll be ready.”

The two rebels shared a look as nervousness bounced between them.

Good. They needed to realize whatever they were planning would go terribly wrong. If they were smart, then they’d just let us leave Volkan behind and take care of the remaining Dax themselves.

Without whatever idiotic plan they had for Paul.

But before any of that could happen, we had a weapons’ depot to infiltrate. We couldn’t let their bullshit interrupt the most important part of this mission.

“The day is already getting on,” Paul said and broke the heavy silence on all of us. “Come on, Nick. Let’s go kill some Dax.”

“Yeah,” I said with a pointed look in Oron’s direction. “My sword is thirsty.”
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Chapter 9

“Thank you again for the escort,” Paul said as if I hadn’t just inadvertently threatened Oron. “Be well.”

“Be well,” Oron said and returned the warrior handshake my uncle offered.

The two men stared at each other for another few seconds before Tina tugged Oron back toward the city. Paul watched them go, nodded to himself, and then motioned for me to follow him across the barracks district.

The Dax soldiers milling around outside the houses didn’t seem to notice us, just like everyone in the market. No one wanted to look at a Wraith, and soon we’d made it all the way to the weapons’ depot.

A twenty-foot-high wall stretched over our heads and forked off in separate directions to make the star design Paul had shown me over dinner the night before. Soldiers made their way along the walkways above our heads, and a large metal gate glinted in the floodlights to our left. There was enough light that it would be impossible to sneak by without being seen.

At least, it would be if we didn’t have the Slayer runes in our cloaks to make us invisible.

“Are you ready?” I asked and turned my attention to Paul.

“Yeah,” he said with a solemn nod. “Just wanted to take a minute to appreciate how far we’ve come.”

“I get it,” I said and then patted him on the shoulder. “But it’s time to activate the invisibility runes and get this party started.”

I activated mine and felt the thrum of magic wash over me as the runes glowed for a fraction of a second before they faded just like the rest of me.

The old man waited a few more heartbeats before he finally did the same. Then he turned on his heel to lead the way along the tall concrete wall, and I hurried to stay close like he’d warned me to, so I wouldn’t lose my ability to see him.

The crude map he’d drawn the night before had shown not only the star-shaped layout of the weapons’ compound, but also the maze of hidden corridors that only he and a few rebels knew about. And I’d memorized every corridor and walkway.

There were a lot of them hidden in the thick walls of the weapons’ depot. The original construction crew had claimed the walls needed to be thick just in case one of The Reaper’s experiments went wrong and blew up a section of the base. It would keep the rest of the building safe since the massive stones would take the brunt of the explosion, and the Dax leaders had all agreed it was for the best.

Each door was only to be used exactly once, that way no one would be able to find the rest of the system, so most of them had never been touched, but at least two would finally be utilized for our mission.

Lights gleamed in every darkened corner of the wall just in case someone tried to use the strange design to infiltrate the weapons’ depot, and guards regularly patrolled the top. I spotted three in the distance, but thankfully they were headed in the opposite direction. If Paul’s timing was right, then the next batch would only be a few minutes away, and those soldiers would be looking right at us as they turned the corner.

Thankfully, the cloaks and invisibility runes would keep us hidden, but they wouldn’t last forever, so we needed to make sure we were inside before the effects wore off. The last thing we needed was to be spotted when we hadn’t even made it to the weapons’ vault yet.

Afterward, it was fine. That just meant I could kill more Dax with Yira instead of bombs.

“Where is this door?” I asked as we reached one of the brightly-lit corners.

“Should be right around here,” he muttered and ran a wrinkled hand over the smooth wall.

I double-checked my hood to make sure it hadn’t fallen and then tucked a little closer to the wall. There were only a few shadows cast by the high-powered floodlights pointed right into the corner, but our cloaks seemed to gather them around us. Still, I wasn’t sure if the guards would be able to spot us, like if we now appeared like two human-sized shadows in an otherwise lit area. If they could, those few seconds it took them to recognize us would be the difference between life and death.

They’d also think we were Wraiths before intruders, but there was no way they’d miss my translator if I tried to talk, and Paul was the most notorious person in all of Volkan.

“We have thirty seconds,” I said with a glance at my prot-belt. “At least, if your timing is right. Those guards just walked around the nearest corner.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Paul said. “I just have to– Aha!”

A palm-sized panel depressed into the wall, and a loud grinding noise filled the air as the concrete slid to the side to let us into a pitch-black corridor.

“Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go,” I said as someone shouted in the distance.

Paul hurried inside with me right behind him, and the door slid shut just as two Dax warriors raced around over the walkway to inspect the noise.

“And why did you put a door right where the lights are shining?” I hissed.

“Because the concrete reflects the light and makes it hard to spot,” he said. “You should always hide the things that are most important right in front of everyone’s faces. They won’t believe it even if it’s staring right at them.”

I took a deep breath, ran a hand over my mask like it was actually my face, and then nodded. He had a point. I’d seen the vendors in the marketplace use that method when gangs bothered them, especially if it came to expensive products, because the men would always think the wantonly displayed pieces were fake.

Besides, I’d been right in front of the door and hadn’t seen it, so none of the soldiers would notice it, either. It probably helped that they were looking for people instead of hidden passages. Their minds would be focused on human-shaped objects, not seams in concrete walls.

“We only have fifteen minutes before the comms go down,” Paul said.

He reached over and pulled a dusty lantern from a hook on the wall like it had been left there a century ago just in case the old man ever wanted to use the corridor. It flickered to life but then quickly sputtered back out, and Paul let out a string of curses in Dax that my translator had trouble with. The light finally came back on after it was slammed into the concrete a few times, and we were back on our way.

“This is going to lead us straight through to where the weapons’ vault is,” he said as I followed behind him. “The guards will be going through a shift change, so we shouldn’t see anyone. And they don’t let too many people over to this side of the compound. Even I can’t go. Can’t let The Reaper tinker.”

He said the words with a smirk as if he’d managed a little chaos over the years. At least enough to get him completely banned from the weapons’ depot.

“What about cameras?” I asked as I brushed away cobwebs from in front of my eyes. “And traps. Your map showed a few. And your handwriting may be terrible, but I know I read something about acid.”

“Ah, yes,” he laughed. “That one was a particularly nasty invention. Those will be active when we enter the hallway since there won’t be any guards around. You’ll have to follow my exact footsteps to avoid triggering any of them.”

“And the cameras?” I asked and tried not to jump out of my skin as a cat-sized rat ran across our path. “I know you said our cloaks are good, but the hallways won’t have a lot of shadows to hide in. And after seeing the lighting outside, something tells me we’re going to be in a spotlight just in time for the invisibility runes to go out.”

“The cameras won’t be a problem,” he said and fondly patted his cloak. “I found one of my old devices while I was rummaging through everything. It blocks all cameras.”

“And why haven’t you used it?” I asked as we turned down another corridor leading deeper into the weapons’ depot. “I mean… before your mind, uh…”

“Went?” he supplied lightly. “Don’t worry, Nick. I know well enough how far gone I am, let’s not dance around the topic. I’m madder than a hare with pins in its paws sometimes. Call it like you see it.”

“Fair enough,” I muttered.

“Regardless, cameras weren’t around then,” he snorted. “I lost my mind very early.”

“I heard you really went, uhhh, crazy thirty years ago,” I said.

“Oron,” the old man said as hatred washed over me. “He should’ve kept his mouth shut. Some things should be left in the past.”

“Are they, though?” I pressed.

“No,” he said and deflated faster than a popped balloon. “No, they aren’t. It’s probably one of the driving forces for why they’ll betray us later. Eager to find out what they do, though. It’s always interesting to see what each generation comes up with.”

“So, the rebels have betrayed you before?” I asked.

“In their own ways,” he said. “It’s not like any of them have had the opportunity Oron and Tina will have. But we’ll see it coming. We shouldn’t kill them, though. They’re just doing what they think is right.”

“They could just let you go,” I pointed out as I ducked under more cobwebs.

“Bah!” the old man shouted and waved a dismissive hand. “I’d be disappointed if they didn’t try to make the situation work for them. At my age, that sort of thing is just too boring to even think of, honestly. Besides, it’s not like they can kill me. And you’re a better fighter than any of them. Let them do whatever they’re planning. It’ll only be a little hiccup.”

“Sure,” I sighed. “As long as the greedy fucks don’t actually stab you.”

“No one is that foolish,” he snorted.

I let the conversation about the rebels and the cameras drop. He’d already given me an answer anyway. The rebels were bound to do what they needed to do, and there was no doubt in my mind that the old man had tried sneaking past the cameras at some point, so that was one thing I didn’t really need to worry about. Him sneaking by the cameras might even be the reason why he wasn’t allowed back in the weapons’ depot in the first place. Either way, I wouldn’t get much else from him with the wall that suddenly went up around Paul’s emotions.

Apparently he could regulate them when he really wanted to.

“We’re here,” he said.

The concrete wall in front of us looked exactly like the rest of the corridor, but I hadn’t seen the exterior door’s seam before it cracked open, so I was willing to believe the old man knew where we were going. If we were on target, then we were right in front of where the weapons’ vault was. At least, as long as the Dax hadn’t changed anything since Paul’s last visit.

“Remember, follow my footsteps exactly,” he warned and then pressed his full palm against the wall.

Blue light ignited from his palm and arched outward in a complicated pattern until it had formed a door. The whole thing glowed so brightly it was hard for me to stare right at it, but then it burst outward, and cold air washed over me as I threw a hand over my face to protect myself like I didn’t have a mask on, though the metal that extended from the circlet was so thin it was hard to remember it was actually there in the first place. When I could see again, the blue lights were scattered across the ground like dying embers.

Paul walked right through the new opening into the hallway as if he owned the place and we hadn’t just blown a hole in the wall. I took a deep breath and followed the old man’s footsteps as he led the way to a plain wooden door at the end of the corridor. He motioned for me to hug the wall and keep an eye out on the open end of the hallway while he fiddled with a copper wire.

A grinding noise echoed through the tile and concrete hallway as a new door slid into place where we’d just come through, and blue flames erupted around it to seal it in place.

There was definitely no going back that way. It was hard to believe the doors really were only one use, in or out, but the proof was right in front of my eyes. Our original plan had always been to find another entryway into the hidden maze within the walls and leave from a different section of the exterior wall so it would be harder to track us, but it seemed more real as the door we’d come through sealed itself behind us.

“You’re sure the cameras can’t see us?” I asked as my hands drifted to the Soul Stealers on my Dax prot-belt.

“Very sure,” Paul muttered and then huffed, pulled a pair of wire-rimmed glasses out of his cloak’s pockets, and then bent over to study the door handle. “I activated the blocking device the second we made it to the barracks’ district. No cameras will be able to tell them how we made it in.”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I’m pretty sure there’s at least one Dax soldier smart enough to realize when the cameras are going down.”

“That’s if they went down.” He smirked up at me and then jolted as the door’s lock clicked. “Aha! It’s open. Now, stay right where you are while I disable the lasers. Remember, if someone sees us, we’re just here to grab something for The Reaper to fix. And we’re Wraiths.”

“I got it.” I nodded.

We’d been over the plan so many times I could recite it in my sleep. The actual goal was to get through the whole place without running into anyone, head back to the lab for the last of the experiments he left behind that would be too heavy to cart around the city on our first mission, and then use the skiff to make it to the ship hangar, where we’d meet another one of his friends and leave Volkan far behind. Of course, neither of us expected it to go that smoothly, and I was already itching for a Dax soldier to come around the corner so I could finally have a fight.

It was definitely more important to cripple their communications, travel, and weapons, but I really wanted to kill some Dax. Just being on their homeworld and breathing the same air as them made me hate them even more. It was like their stench was thick in the air, and it egged my fury on every moment.

Yira felt the same. The blue-black sword practically thrummed in anticipation, and her eagerness for vengeance matched my own. I knew our main plan was to get in and out without detection, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say my own bloodlust was alive and well. We both wanted to make the Dax pay for everything they’d done over the years.

Still, if something went wrong, then my uncle’s Dark Folk runes might be activated, and the old man had made it very clear that would be the absolute worst-case scenario. My bloodlust would just have to be satiated with the explosions.

And any Dax who got in our way while we were escaping.

“What did you mean when you said ‘that’s if the cameras went down?’” I asked as the long minutes dragged by. “Is there a chance they didn’t?”

“Huh?” Paul asked without looking up from the opened panel in the doorway. “Ah, the device just loops the feed, rather than shutting things down altogether.”

“Don’t you have to hack in to do that?” I asked.

“I would if I didn’t have a friend involved when they first wrote the code for the cameras.” He shrugged and then narrowed his eyes at the three wires staring him in the face. “Blue for the deep oceans lost long ago. Red for the misty night sky after a battle. And green for the grass that grows through the cracks. Green. It’s definitely green.”

I turned just enough to watch what the old man was doing while still being able to keep an eye on the other end of the hallways. He plucked the green wire out, held his breath, and then turned his attention into the pitch-black room. I shifted to see better and gasped when an intricate mesh of red lasers blinked in and out of existence.

“All done,” he said proudly. “We did not want to run into those. They slice everything organic.”

“They can tell the difference?” I asked as my gaze slid to the old man. “How can they tell?”

“That explanation will take all day,” he laughed and patted me on the shoulder. “It took me almost forty years to get right. So many experiments just went up in flames because the lasers attacked everything. Not that I minded. I may have dragged it out a bit longer than absolutely necessary.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Hurry and plant the bombs so we can go get your latest invention before the shift change ends. We only have about seven minutes before the comms go down. We’re going to be cutting it very close.”

“Probably, probably,” he said and strolled inside. “Just make sure no one interrupts. And we have five minutes before the comms go down.”

“I got it,” I said. “I’ll just be a bodyguard for the old immortal.”

“Such a good nephew,” he said in an exaggerated version of an old man’s voice. “My ancient bones aren’t what they used to be.”

I laughed and shook my head as Paul pulled a few thin discs from his pocket. They didn’t really look like bombs, but if the old man said they were, then I’d believe him. I watched him stick a few to the walls, on the crates stacked high to the ceiling, and then on the computer mounted to the far wall.

My prot-belt beeped to let me know we were officially at five minutes to the comms going down, and I glanced down in surprise at how accurate Paul was even without looking at his own timer. The old man was still very crazy, but his mind managed to keep track of more than I’d expected.

“And then we just arm these,” he said in a sing-song voice. “And in just about ten minutes we’ll have a nice little boom. Ka-boom? Shaboom? Big, badda boom.”

“You good in there?” I asked as I turned my attention back to the hallway.

“Just fine,” he said. “Juuuust fine. This is the best day ever. Hanging out with my nephew. Killing Dax. Destroying everything I’ve created over the last hundred and sixty years. It doesn’t get much better than this.”

“I’m sure,” I snorted as he bounded into the hallway like a kid playing hopscotch. “Guess you’re done?”

“On to the lab!” he shouted and jabbed a hand into the air. “Mind the acid!”

I blinked a few times as Paul lifted his cloak and started to dramatically sneak across the tiled floor like something out of an old cartoon. It was the most ridiculous thing I’d ever seen, but I couldn’t help but smile, and joy rolled over me in waves as the immortal Lich waved at me.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” I said and then closed the vault door, double-checked it was locked again, and then followed in his exact footsteps.

But with a little less flare.

I was glad my legs were so long, because the tiles he hopped onto seemed to be further and further away from each other the closer we made it to the lab. The glass door was fogged over like the ones back in Salus, but there were heavy-duty magnets on the doorframe to keep anyone from opening it without permission. I half-expected Paul to hack it like he had with the vault door, but he pulled a key card out and swiped it.

“Snatched this when one of the higher-ups came to interrogate me about the portal closing,” he said with a mischievous wink. “I bet he hasn’t even noticed.”

A click sounded behind me, and I turned to see the tiles we stepped on shimmer before they returned to normal.

“What was that?” I asked as Yira thrummed with excitement at my side.

“I’m guessing someone is coming,” Paul said in a flippant tone. “It’s likely whatever higher-up they have patrolling this area. The guy I stole the access card from won’t have noticed it’s missing, but it only takes a few seconds for the computers to let security know someone is down here. The fact that the traps are still active will make security think the key card was a fluke. They’re not the brightest stars in the galaxy.”

“Right,” I said. “But you’re sure someone is coming?”

“Yep,” he said and pushed the door open. “It shouldn’t take me long to find the crate the device is in. Or rather… It is the crate. Anyway, it’ll be on a pressure plate. Just have to find something to replace it with, and then we can be right on our way.”

“Sounds good,” I said even though the old man was talking more to himself than to me.

I turned away from the doorway and back to the hallway. No footsteps echoed on the tile floor, but someone had turned off the traps, and that person was probably on their way. I practically bounced on the balls of my feet in anticipation as excitement raced through my veins.

I’d closed the vault door behind us, so it was back to looking like a normal doorway, but it wouldn’t take a genius to realize there was a panel missing from the frame.

“Remember,” Paul’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts. “We’re just Wraiths on a mission for The Reaper. No killing unless we have to. It’ll alert everyone, and then getting out will be harder. Of course, that’ll mean more of them are coming toward the explosion. Ah… more bodies…”

It took all of my self-control not to roll my eyes as the old man talked to himself. He was right. It would be annoying if we had to fight through a bunch of guards to get to the next secret door into the hidden maze, but I could always portal us out if necessary. But then I’d be using mental power that would be necessary when Yira eventually lost her shit with bloodlust. Nanorunes didn’t take a ton of mental energy to work with, but they did take some, and I had the feeling I was going to need everything in me to fight my sword.

“Who is there?” a woman’s voice called even before she came around the corner. “I can sense you there.”

Yira immediately went dead silent on my hip. No women. That was the deal.

“Fuck,” I whispered and reached for my daggers instead.

The Dax woman slipped around the corner so quietly it was like she floated. Her long black hair was pulled into a tightly braided ponytail at the top of her head, and long spiked beads hung from the end as if the warrior used her own hair as a whip during fights. Light gray eyes hardened into concrete when she spotted me, and her muscular arms tensed beneath her black fatigues.

“Who are you?” she demanded as she reached for a black metal and leather rod on her prot-belt.

“Just picking up something for The Reaper,” I said.

The translator spit the words out from the box in the middle of the leather band, and the woman’s gray eyes narrowed to slits. It should’ve been impossible for her to see my face with the hood firmly pulled down, especially with the full mask from my circlet, but there was no way to disguise the Dax and Caledonian that had come from my translator and my mouth.

“You are not a Wraith,” she said and shook the rod in her hand once.

Two long blades erupted from either end of the rod while the metal extended to become as long as a staff. The wicked weapon gleamed in the light from the hallway, and the Dax warrior rolled her shoulders the same way Olav did right before he attacked.

The movement was familiar enough that I was fully prepared when she raced toward me, though there was no way for me to be ready for just how fast she moved.

I activated the speed runes on my Night Walker Boots and dodged out of the way just as the tip of one of her swords slammed down where my head had been. Close-quarter training had been Leith’s specialty, and my muscle memory kicked into high gear as I slashed outward with one of my Soul Stealers. I sliced through thin air as the Dax warrior squatted down, and her braided hair slammed into my thigh as she jerked her head to the side.

“Damn,” I hissed as the metal beads slammed into my leg.

My pants kept me safe, but it still hurt a little when the sharp edges hit me.

“Who are you?” she growled as she swung a punch at my jaw.

“Does it matter?” I asked and leaped backward before she could break my jaw.

“No,” she snarled.

Her eyes went wide as my hood fell back to reveal my silver eyes staring out from my face mask, and I knew there was no way to talk my way out of the fight now. Not that she’d given me much chance in the first place.

“Dobuni,” she seethed and then glanced over her shoulder as Paul knocked something over in the lab. “The Reaper. You will pay for this betrayal.”

“Sure, sure,” I said.

I activated the anti-gravity rune in my boots, quickly double-checked that the speed rune was still active, and then pushed forward with all my strength. I took off like a rocket and slammed so hard into the woman’s waist that she toppled into the glass door.

Broken shards cascaded all around her, but the Dax warrior still struggled to her feet. Her anger washed over me in waves when she realized her weapon had skittered out of reach, and I quickly brought my Soul Stealer down toward her chest.

But then I just… stopped.

It was like someone had grabbed my hand and held it in place, but it wasn’t the warrior beneath me. Yira thrummed with energy, and the Dax woman’s eyes shot to the glowing blue-black sword.

“Not the time, Yira,” I snarled and tried to yank myself free.

The sword’s soul clearly had more power over my body than I expected. Determination swirled inside my chest as if Yira was using all of her energy just to keep me from killing a woman, and I gritted my teeth.

I could feel the rune in the circlet warming up as if the latent effect was working in overdrive. My mutation must have been upgrading it like the Mindfire rune, but Yira was clearly using every ounce of her strength to keep me in place. I could at least think clearly, so the sword wouldn’t take over completely, but she was being a real pain in the ass at the moment.

“You should have killed me,” the Dax warrior sneered and pulled a small dagger from her thigh.

I jumped back just in time to miss being gutted like a fish, and pride raced through my veins from Yira’s direction.

“Really? You’re taking her side?” I scoffed.

It took all of my self-control to focus my emotions and block Yira out of my mind as her power surged again.

And the Dax warrior used that time to retrieve her weapon and come after me.

“You’re crazier than The Reaper,” she said and aimed one end of her sword-staff right at my heart. “It is a pity. Your eyes were very pretty.”

“Are,” I corrected.

I took a deep breath as time seemed to slow to a crawl. My nanorunes thrummed throughout my body. I only had one chance to get this right, and if I didn’t, then Yira would be able to take over and use me like a puppet.

In an instant, I portaled from right in front of the Dax woman to right behind her. I slammed the hilt of my Soul Stealer dagger right into the base of her skull and watched the warrior crumple to the ground like a sack of potatoes.

Raw rage erupted from Yira.

“She’s not dead,” I huffed and winced as the base of my own skull started to hurt. “Just knocked out. She’ll be fine.”

“Who will be?” Paul asked. “Oh, we had company.”

“How did you not hear that?” I gaped at the old man as he shuffled into the hallway with an intricately decorated metal crate in hand.

“I was distracted.” He shrugged and then looked down at the woman. “Oh. Oh, you’re lucky to be alive.”

“You know her?” I asked and motioned for Paul to lead the way.

“Of course I do,” he sniffed and quickly made his way around the unconscious woman. “She’s one of the commanders. Very skilled. Her father was a Thrasher if I remember correctly. Almost like a Berserker. You’re very lucky she didn’t kill you. I can’t remember what she specialized in. Can’t even remember their surname… it all blends together at some point. Ah! She was a Spiker! Huh… I wonder why you didn’t take damage when she did… that blow to the back of her head should’ve injured you. Ah, maybe it’s the circlet. That would make sense. It’s working better than I expected.”

“She almost did kill me,” I grumbled and followed after the old man as he continued to ramble about the armor he’d made. At least I knew why there was a twinge in the back of my head, even if it wasn’t too unbearable. “Yira stopped my hand before I could finish her off.”

“She did?” he asked as I clipped my daggers back to my prot-belt. “Problematic. You didn’t use your mutation, did you?”

“Just once.” I shrugged. “I’ll be fine. I just have to make sure I don’t fight any more women without having complete control over my emotions. I know you carved the extra rune to help, but I want to use that when we’re actually in a full-blown battle, not one-on-one combat.”

Paul opened his mouth to say something, but our prot-belts both let out a long beep at the same time. The comms were officially down. It would only be a few minutes before the Dax realized it, and we were still deep in the weapons’ depot.

“Come on,” I said and picked up the pace. “We need to get to the doorway before guards start flooding this place. Or before the commander wakes up and tells everyone we’re here.”

“I think we’re too late on that one,” Paul said as the sounds of booted feet raced toward us.

Five Star Spears skidded around the corner in full battle gear with weapons at the ready.

Every single one of them came to a stop when Paul pulled back his hood, and I could feel the terror that washed over them at the sight of The Reaper. They’d clearly heard the stories about what my uncle could do, but it didn’t take long for their resolve to solidify.

And that was fine by me.

“What are you doing here?” the leader demanded as he stepped forward. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Yes, yes,” Paul said. “But I couldn’t very well let you have this, now could I?”

He knelt down to put the crate on the floor, and the Star Spears all shifted and eyed each other nervously.

“W-we won’t let you leave,” the leader stuttered and gripped his sword a little tighter.

“Of course not,” my uncle snorted.

I pulled Yira from my prot-belt, and the sword practically hummed with bloodlust. Five Dax men? That was like her birthday, and I was more than willing to feed their blood to my thirsty sword.

“Remember not to kill him,” one of the other men whispered so loudly it echoed in the otherwise silent hallway. “Or injure him too much.”

“Those are all just stories they make up in training to scare us,” a giant Star Spear said as he stepped forward. “The Reaper is nothing but an old inventor. He’s not a warrior.”

“I’ll be glad to prove you wrong, boy,” Paul said.

“I’ll take care of it,” I said as alarms started to blare everywhere all at once.

“You!” the female Dax commander shouted from behind us.

“No time,” the ancient Lich knight said and clapped his hands together.

Pure white light burst outward from a device in his hand, and the men’s souls started to pull away from their bodies. I spun around as my uncle slowly walked toward the now screaming Dax Star Spears, but the commander had already ducked behind a corner where she was safe from the attack.

Fear raced through me as Yira’s blue-black glow started to pull out from her blade, and I hopped back before she could be yanked free.

“Paul!” I shouted as the Dax soldiers all collapsed to the ground with blood coming out of their mouths, ears, and noses. “Paul!”

“I’m… fine,” he said.

Then he collapsed onto the ground.

A small round device fell from my uncle’s hand and skittered against the crate at my feet. It still glowed a little, but the blinding white light had subsided, and it shimmered blue with the souls it had sucked into it.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I huffed and ran a hand through my hair.

There was no way I could carry both my uncle and the crate to the hidden doorway, especially not with reinforcements on their way. I had no choice but to use my portal mutation to take us back to the lab. I just hoped it wouldn’t take so much energy that Yira would have a foothold in my mind.

“Stop!” the Dax woman shouted as I squatted down to grab the crate’s handle in one hand and my uncle in the other. “Stop in the name of the Dax empire.”

“No,” I said without looking over my shoulder.

I could hear her racing closer to me as I closed my eyes, but my nanorunes were already activated. Every atom in my body tore apart at the same time.

“What are you doing?” Yira’s voice echoed in my mind. “Kill them…”

The hallway faded and swirled together before everything went black. I could still feel my uncle and the crate in my hands even though I didn’t technically have any hands at the moment, but then my body was slammed back together all at once.

“What the fuck?” I asked as I looked around.

We hadn’t made it all the way back to the lab. In fact, we were just outside the wall where we’d entered the weapons’ depot.

“Shit!” I growled.

The alarms blared so loudly that I couldn’t even hear myself think, but at least my uncle and the crate were with me. A few of the runes carved into the metal glowed that eerie black as if they were about to be activated, and I wondered if I’d somehow managed to trigger them with the portal, but then they faded as if it had only been my imagination.

If there were any portal runes, then that might explain why our trip had been cut short, but the intricate designs were impossible for me to read at the moment, and it wasn’t like I knew enough about Dark Folk Runes to figure out which ones might be interfering. If they had at all.

On the other hand, Yira was pissed as she demanded we go back for the blood of Dax warriors, and something told me that my sword was the real reason my portal abilities had been cut short, especially since my circlet was warm again.

I was going to need to pay a lot more attention to my emotional barriers than I thought, because Paul was right, my sword was trying to take over so she could satiate her bloodlust, and if it wasn’t for my mutation, then my circlet wouldn’t be able to block her out.

“You!” someone shouted, and I looked up to see an entire battalion of soldiers on top of the wall.

Well, Yira was about to get her wish.

Dax blood would be spilled. And soon.
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Chapter 10

“Stop right there!” the soldier shouted as he jabbed a finger in my direction.

“Well… shit,” I groaned as I looked down at my uncle.

Paul was officially down for the count after using the device, and I suddenly understood with perfect clarity why he hadn’t tried to do this on his own. The old man had only used one Lich item and was out like a light, though he was muttering to himself in his sleep.

The words were barely above a whisper, so I couldn’t quite make them out, but it could’ve been anything from a warning to a recipe for mashed potatoes. Either way, I was on my own against the entire Dax weapons’ depot.

With a sword that wanted to take over my body and mind.

And my portal mutation wasn’t working.

Time to reinforce my mind.

I activated the extra rune Paul had carved into the circlet and sighed with relief as Yira’s bloodlust subsided enough for me to think clearly.

I turned my attention inward and dug deep for my nanorunes, but it was as if the well was completely dry. There was nothing to do but either make a stand or make a run for it. And I wasn’t going to get far with my uncle and the device in tow. Not even my Night Walker Boots were that good.

The extra strength boosts from my armor helped me to drag the crate and my uncle over to the wall as the soldiers on the top released the first round of plasma rifle blasts. Heat washed over me as the shots barely missed, and I tucked the old man behind the crate so that nothing could hit him. I wasn’t sure which was more deadly at this point, but I really didn’t want to test the Dark Folk runes protecting him.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I said and rolled to the right as the soldiers ran around the side of the wall so they could aim right at me instead of downward.

“Don’t hit The Reaper or the device!” one of the Star Spears shouted. “Just kill his accomplice. We’ll deal with The Reaper later.”

“Yes, sir!” everyone shouted at the same time.

I snatched Yira from my belt as the sword vibrated with excitement. My circlet felt like it was two seconds away from bursting into flame, but my mutation must’ve kicked the extra rune into overdrive, because calm washed over me. I was surprised how easy it was to block my blade’s evil intentions, but it couldn’t have come at a better time because the nearest gate opened to release an entire battalion of soldiers.

“Remember, don’t hit The Reaper,” a massive Star Spear said as he led the charge.

There were too many of them for Yira and I to fight alone, and my only backup with Paul knocked out would be the Fenrir I summoned with Wolf’s Hour. Unless I could split Fenrir’s portal and summon two of the beasts at the same time. I hadn’t done it in a little while, and my nanorunes were pretty much tapped out, but it was at least worth a shot, especially while the extra mind-strengthening rune was still activated on my circlet.

I summoned every ounce of strength I had left, activated Wolf’s Hour, and then sighed with relief when the Fenrir void portal split to let out two humanoid wolves. Their teeth and claws glistened in the spotlights as deafening howls erupted from their long snouts. The soldiers on the wall started to freak out at the sight of the seven-foot-tall monsters with hair so thick and wiry it almost looked like armor, and in seconds the beasts had torn through the first round of Dax riflemen like they were tissue paper.

When the wolves eventually died, my Pendent of Lesser Vengeance would make sure I reaped all the rewards of the stat boosts, and I grinned at the thought before I turned toward the few Star Spears who’d managed to make it past my friends.

“You’ll regret coming here,” a thin man in heavy armor sneered as he turned his entire head toward the wall so I would know where he was looking. “You’ll die today. But don’t worry. I’ll save you from plasma gunfire.”

“You’re just going to have to wait.” I smirked and then activated the anti-gravity runes on my Night Walker Boots. “I have more important opponents to take care of first.”

I leaped into the air toward the top of the wall and sliced upward in a wide arc. Yira’s blue-black blade glittered with ice as the spirit practically guided the blade to my enemies’ necks. I could feel her excitement mix with my own as heads separated from shoulders.

Blood poured over the top of the walkway like a waterfall as the soldiers’ bodies toppled over to the ground below them.

I landed lightly and then bounded into the air again, all the while hacking and slashing at the terrified Dax. In seconds I’d already reached the number of kicks I needed for the toxic secretions in my Night Walker Boots to be released, and the next two soldiers I slammed my heel into started to scream as the hallucinogens took over.

“Kill him!” the thin man shouted from the ground, but there was no one left alive on the wall to attack me.

Heavily-armored Star Spears had surrounded my uncle while I was fighting the soldiers with plasma rifles, and one of them had hauled the unconscious Lich knight to his feet. The big man shook Paul a few times and even slapped him in the face, but the only thing that accomplished was to knock the old man’s head to the other side. Blood dripped from his nose as if the blow had broken it, and the Dax soldier’s eyes went wide with fear.

He dropped Paul at the same time that I leaped from the wall, and every Star Spear in the area backed up as if my uncle was a bomb about to explode. Fear washed over me in waves so powerful that it overcame the extra mental fortification in my circlet as the men scrambled to be further away from the unconscious Lich knight than their friends, and I used the opportunity to race through them.

My Fenrir had already been taken down by the other Dax, but their deaths boosted my strength, speed, and agility, thanks to my Pendant of Lesser Vengeance. I was in the midst of the next wave of soldiers in the blink of an eye.

Yira and I sliced through them together as if we were one, and the sword even redirected herself to stab a Star Spear in the stomach when he tried to sneak up on me.

“Fuck yeah,” I said and reached for the Soul Stealers on my belt.

I let Yira take control of herself where my left hand was concerned, and I tossed one of my daggers toward a nearby soldier with my right. The spirit-possessed blade still needed help to stay steady, but she had enough willpower of her own to guide most of the attack while I focused on kicking the shit out of anyone who dared get too close.

The hallucinogenic toxin in my boots made a few more soldiers go crazy, and I quickly slipped my brass knuckles on to add a little Mindfire to the mix.

A massive Star Spear tried to sneak up behind me, but his emotions gave him away, and I turned to uppercut him right in the jaw with the brass knuckles. His head snapped backward, and by the time he looked forward again, the madness had already taken over.

Satisfaction washed over me from Yira as the giant warrior tore into his own people, and I took a moment to look around for more enemies, but there was no one left alive.

We’d killed them all. Corpses and severed limbs surrounded me in every direction.

Even the giant Star Spear fell to the ground from a gut wound inflicted by the man whose neck he’d just snapped.

The morning sun rose high above the horizon to shine on the gruesome scene. Bloody rivulets still dripped down the wall and glistened in the light from midmorning. Silence collapsed around me like a fallen star as the emotions from the soldiers and Yira all faded into nothingness, and for a few long seconds everything seemed peaceful.

But then reality crashed in around me again.

Sound returned in full force as the sirens blared all over the city. I could hear someone screeching orders like a banshee from inside the wall, and boots pounded on the walkway above me as reinforcements raced to join the fray. The cacophony pounded against my eardrums as a headache formed behind my right eye, and it took me a second to realize the emotions from the dying soldiers had mixed with Yira’s bloodlust to make me deaf to anything but the sound of anguished screams during the battle.

Helpful. But also dangerous if I let it happen too many times.

“The Reaper cannot be allowed to leave with the device!” a woman’s voice shouted from just inside the gate. “Kill his apprentice and capture The Reaper. But do not hurt him. We cannot allow his powers to activate.”

Clarity cascaded over me as I took a deep breath and forced everyone else’s emotions away. The rune on my circlet was still activated, so it wasn’t too hard once I actually focused, but Yira still fought me as if she wanted to take over. I had to admit, letting her bloodlust consume me for a few minutes had been helpful, but the first two waves were over, and even the stat boosts from my armor wouldn’t get me through another one.

If I hadn’t spent so much time in the training rooms, then I wouldn’t have been able to cut through so many Dax on my own. I counted at least thirty soldiers and ten Star Spears littered on the ground at my feet. My entire body had been on autopilot as I sliced, kicked, and punched through my enemies as if they were nothing but holograms in the simulator on Salus, and some part of me still felt as if everything was just an illusion.

“Get it together, Nick,” I whispered as I rolled my shoulders. “You’re not on Salus. And you need to get the fuck out of here before those assholes suck it up and come out here.”

Yira thrummed with excitement from my hand as if another battle was exactly what we needed, and some part of me wanted to agree with her, but I could feel the exhaustion already starting to weigh on my muscles.

No. I needed to figure out a way to get my uncle out of there and to the skiff.

“Wait until the reinforcements are in place,” the woman ordered as I turned with Yira in my hand. “I’d bet money he’s a fucking Lich knight. Just like The Reaper. Don’t let him touch you with his weapons, or he’ll suck your soul out.”

“Thanks for reminding me.” I grinned and strolled over to the two corpses with my Soul Stealers lodged in their chests.

I tugged the blades out, and blue souls came with them like strings being pulled free. One hard yank, and they came free of the bodies they used to be attached to, floated up, and embedded themselves into the soul batteries in my chestplate.

I flashed a wicked smile at the terrified soldiers a few feet away and reveled in the fear I instilled in them.

“Stop it, Yira,” I huffed and took a deep breath.

The sword’s bloodlust had almost convinced me to attack the soldiers where they stood, but that would only end in disaster. They were still inside the gate, and the reinforcements had finally arrived on the wall. I was officially surrounded, exhausted, and out of enough nanorunes to actually teleport us to the lab.

Not that Yira would let me leave anyway. I was almost positive the damned sword had managed to cut our last jump short so we would have to fight, and the fury thrumming through the glowing blade told me she wasn’t ready to call it a day just yet.

I needed a better plan because it was only a matter of time before the Dax grew some balls and came after me.

Their friends’ corpses did seem to stop most of the soldiers, and even the woman giving the orders paled as the late morning light showed just how many of her people had been killed by just one lone Lich knight.

“Aren’t you going to come out and play?” I asked as I put on a show of clipping the Soul Stealers back to my belt. “My sword still calls for blood. And I don’t have nearly enough souls yet.”

“Don’t let him get to you, men,” the female Star Spear said, though her voice shook, and I could feel the fear making her quake all the way to her bones. “He’s just one man.”

“You saw what he did,” one of the others hissed. “He’s just like The Reaper. What if he kills us when he’s injured, too?”

“It doesn’t matter,” another man answered as I turned and started toward my uncle.

Every alarm bell went off in the back of my mind as I put my back to the enemy, but it was as if I could tell exactly where they stood thanks to their emotions.

If this really was how Treyin fought, then it would make sense that the Ecomese woman had become a Slayer. She’d mentioned as much when we first talked about me having empathic abilities. I felt like I could predict every single movement, even for the soldiers with plasma rifles on the walkway.

“The voids it doesn’t matter,” someone said from the top of the wall. “We need to capture them. Alive and uninjured.”

I let the soldiers bicker as my mind raced with every possibility. As long as Yira was still in my hands glowing like Death itself had taken residence in the blue-black metal, then the Dax would be too terrified to attack me again. I still wouldn’t be able to just leave with my uncle and the world-ending device, but maybe I could stall them long enough for my nanorunes to be ready again.

Bloodlust coursed through my veins as my sword fought against the idea of just waiting, and I gritted my teeth against her not-so-gentle urging.

The Lich runes in my Dax armor were only supposed to be good for one or two activations, but my mutation had managed to keep the mind-clarifying rune active a lot longer than the thirty minutes Paul said it would last. Still, it was only a matter of time before I was on my own with Yira, and while she’d been helpful in the last battle, something told me the vengeful spirit would be thrilled to run me into the ground fighting as many warriors as she could before the blade shattered.

Which, honestly, I completely understood, and might’ve even done myself if there weren’t more important things to worry about.

“Paul,” I said as I clipped Yira to my belt. “Paul, you really need to wake up. I’m going to need help getting out of here alive.”

Dried blood had crusted underneath the old man’s nose from where the giant Star Spear had smacked him, and suddenly, dying from a stomach wound wasn’t nearly good enough, even if the guy had been driven crazy by Mindfire so he had to die knowing how many of his friends he’d killed.

“Where are those damned containment units?” someone above me roared.

“On their way, sir,” another soldier responded.

Time was running out, and I was still no closer to getting us to the lab. At least the soldiers were too scared to come after me, but if they brought out containment fields, then there would be no escape, and the vault would go off any minute.

Suddenly, Paul whispered to himself in a strange voice, and a shudder ran down my spine.

I bent down as something glowed inside the old man’s mouth, and my stomach dropped to my feet as I realized one of his Dark Folk runes had activated. The hit to his nose must have activated it, and I quickly shook my uncle to try and wake him up.

“Come on,” I said. “I promised you wouldn’t hurt innocent people.”

I didn’t know how long it took the rune to work, but he’d made it sound awful. At least he wasn’t in enough danger to start sucking the lives out of whoever was nearest, especially since that would be me, but I really didn’t want to see the monsters the second rune was supposed to create.

“What the fuck is that?” an older man’s voice screeched.

“Who injured The Reaper?” the female Star Spear gasped loud enough for me to hear. “Everyone get back! Get back right now!”

Panic cascaded over me in waves as everyone scrambled to put as much space between them and The Reaper as they could. They clearly didn’t know there was a difference between the two runes, but then again, Paul wouldn’t have told them. And the old man had made it sound as if neither rune had been activated in so long that he’d become nothing but myth and legend.

Then, as if on cue, the ground rumbled beneath my feet as smoke rose from deeper in the compound, and the screeching sirens blinked in and out as the speaker towers collapsed in on themselves. Hungry flames licked so high into the sky that I could see them peeking over the walls. Chaos and screams filled the air as the soldiers all began to race around like chickens with their heads cut off.

“Guess the bombs went off okay,” I muttered and pulled my attention back to my uncle.

His whispers still sent shivers down my spine, but the old man refused to wake up even when I shook him.

“Get them now!” the woman ordered in a panicked shriek. “Don’t let them get away!”

The fear from the soldiers solidified into determination as the Star Spear shouted directions. She had to be a Screecher, the Dax equivalent of a Herald, because their emotions were immediately changed at the sound of her voice.

“Time to get out of here,” I said and reached for the crate’s handle.

It had taken a little damage during the battle, but thankfully none of the runes glowed the eerie black that they had when I’d first portaled us out of the weapons’ depot. The last thing I needed at the moment was for a world-ending machine to go off while Paul was knocked out and muttering some spell that raised every hair on the back of my neck.

Something groaned behind me as I shifted to pick my uncle up. I turned to see one of the dead soldiers start to move. The Dax corpse twitched violently as his head snapped back and forth, and the man’s jaw started to snap with so much force that he bit off part of his tongue.

But the risen warrior didn’t seem to be too concerned.

I scooted backward as the undead minion climbed to his feet, hissed, and then started to look around for a target.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I said and dropped both my uncle and the case in favor of Yira.

But the undead soldier barely even spared a glance in my direction. He snapped his teeth at me once, tilted his head to the side, and then ran inside the weapons’ depot as if the Dax inside were better meals.

To be fair, I was covered in enough blood and viscera to be mistaken as one of the undead myself, so maybe the smell had thrown him off. Either way, I was glad he didn’t want anything to do with me.

Screams erupted inside the walled weapons’ depot as the zombie bit into the nearest Star Spear, and in seconds, more of the corpses had risen to join the fray.

“Okay,” I said and took a deep breath to steady my nerves. “Okay. You make zombies when you’re knocked out. That’s fine. It’s totally fine. At least they didn’t attack me.”

Terrified shrieks filled the air as Dax tried to escape from the zombies inside the weapons’ depot only to run straight into their undead friends who were still struggling to stand on broken or missing legs. One of the creatures started to stumble toward me as if there weren’t enough enemies to come after, but then I realized it wasn’t even looking at me as it gnashed its teeth hungrily.

“We need to leave,” a woman’s voice said from behind me.

I whipped around to see the commander I knocked out earlier had snuck up on me. Yira went silent in my hand, and I quickly clipped the sword to my belt in favor of my daggers.

“I’m not here to fight you.” She held up her hands and then wobbled on her feet as if she was dizzy. “You bested me in battle. You have bested all of my comrades.”

“So?” I asked with narrowed eyes.

“So, I will help you leave this place,” she said. “Come.”

The commander didn’t wait for me to give an answer. Instead she maneuvered around to lift Paul into the air like a sack of potatoes. She threw the old man over her shoulder as he continued to whisper and grimaced as if the words rolling over her neck gave her the creeps.

Another rumble shook the ground beneath my feet as a secondary explosion went off, but this one was closer to the wall as if the fire from the weapons’ vault had spread to the rest of the depot. It wouldn’t be long before the whole place was engulfed in flames, and there was no way to know everything the Dax had stored inside. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were bombs, and I definitely didn’t want to be there when those went off.

A groan brought my attention back to the undead battlefield in front of me, and the zombie who was still staring straight at the Dax commander. He’d stopped to tilt his head to the side as if he was a dog awaiting orders, and I remembered the Dark Folk rune was only supposed to make monsters who attacked my uncle’s enemies. If she was helping, then the creature had no reason to attack.

That explained why the other one hadn’t attacked me either, though I still thought the blood and guts soaking through my cloak made me at least smell like one of the undead.

The zombie seemed to come to the conclusion that the woman wasn’t a threat and hobbled after one of the soldiers who tried to run away from the massacre inside. The Dax had managed to close the gate about halfway, but the zombies just pushed and gnashed their teeth as if their one and only goal would be accomplished no matter what obstacle they ran into. Some of them had already overcome missing limbs, so I wasn’t surprised that a doorway wouldn’t deter them, and a glance inside the courtyard showed the monsters crouched over their fallen comrades as they ripped out intestines and gnawed on them like savory treats right off the grill.

“Yeah, let’s go.” I shuddered.

I clipped the daggers to my belt, hefted the crate into my arms, and then nodded for the commander to lead the way. She wasn’t stupid enough to do anything to Paul and risk even more chaos, so I didn’t have to worry about my uncle for the moment, and if the Dax woman tried to hurt me, then I’d just throw the crate at her and go for the Soul Stealers.

“Stick to the shadows, Dobuni,” she said in a thick Daxian accent.

“You know Caledonian…” I gaped and followed her to the shadows near the wall.

She didn’t bother to answer, but then again it hadn’t really been a question.

We stepped over fallen corpses as we snuck along the wall toward the nearby neighborhood. None of the soldiers who’d tried to escape had made it that far, and soon even the screams from inside the weapons’ depot started to fade.

That left the sirens that were still screeching into the air like death cries.

“Stop,” she said and held up a hand.

I immediately went on high alert as the commander slipped my uncle from her shoulder. She laid him against the wall as she reached for her weapon, but only one sword blade erupted from the rod instead of two.

I shifted the crate in my arms so I could reach my daggers, held my breath, and waited to see if the Dax woman would attack me or someone else.

“We need to help everyone inside!” a young man’s voice broke through the sirens ringing in my ears. “You hear the screams. We can’t just leave them to die!”

“And what will you do against The Reaper?” another man demanded. “Can you defeat him?”

“None of us can,” a third man said. “It’s best for us to go to the defense hangar and find out why the communications are down.”

“Eyrin is right,” the second man said as the first started to protest. “The commanders are likely dead at this point. And you’ve heard those explosions. They’re only going to get bigger. I don’t know what The Reaper has done, but I’m not eager to find out.”

The younger soldier didn’t answer, but I heard their footsteps receding and saw the commander’s shoulders relax a fraction of an inch. Her sword-staff glistened in the light from a nearby streetlamp, and I wondered if the Dax woman would have actually killed her subordinates.

If she’d turn on them that quickly, then there was nothing to stop her from turning on us the second Paul was no longer in danger.

And I’d be ready the second she did. But for the moment, I needed her help to get to the lab.

“What happened to him?” the commander asked over her shoulder as she scanned the streets.

“Someone knocked him out.” I frowned.

“Wake him up,” she said. “The Reaper cannot be unconscious for long. Those monsters will make more of their kind, and the city will be overrun. They can only be stopped when he awakens.”

“You make it sound like you’ve been through this before,” I said as I squatted down to check on Paul.

The old man should’ve woken up already. His nose wasn’t even broken, and the bleeding had stopped so long ago that the remnants had dried into dark brown flakes. There was no reason for him to stay unconscious.

Unless the Dark Folk rune kept him knocked out to feed the evil god Paul had rambled on about.

I hadn’t actually believed the old man, but it was starting to make sense, especially with the glowing rune inside the ancient Lich knight’s mouth. If the commander was right, then he really needed to wake up sooner rather than later, because the last thing we needed were zombies and an evil god bent on destroying the galaxy.

Especially with the world-ending device right next to us.

“Alright, old man,” I said and patted his cheek. “It’s time to wake up.”

The spell glowed brighter as if it was fighting Paul’s attempt to regain consciousness, and shivers erupted all over me as the whispers slithered across my skin like wet slugs.

More screams erupted from the weapons’ depot behind us, and the siren changed its timbre as a zombie leaped over the wall to land in the street in front of us.

“They’ve grown in numbers,” the commander said and prepared herself for a fight. “We must get him to safety and wake him.”

Preferably before the spell decided we were enemies instead of friends.
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Chapter 11

Two more zombie soldiers plummeted over the wall to land a few feet away from us, but the creatures were quickly beheaded by the commander’s sword-staff. Their jaws still clacked together, and inky-black smoke clouded their eyes the same way enemies struck with Night Blindness looked. If the spells were similar, then there would be no stopping the monsters until they were completely rendered useless.

Thankfully, headless corpses couldn’t do much damage.

“We need to move,” the Dax woman said as she bent down to pick Paul up again. “Follow me.”

“Sure,” I said with a glance around.

No more undead Dax jumped over the high walls, but I could hear scratches and groans from the other side of the concrete as if they were trying to burrow through. I wasn’t sure if they could actually achieve it, but if the commander was right, then there were likely only zombies left in the weapons’ depot.

If they got out into the city proper it would be terrible. Like one of the campfire stories I’d heard as a kid where hunger had driven the people mad until they consumed each other.

A shudder ran down my spine as I adjusted the crate in one arm. That was one tale I never wanted to live out.

“Can you hold that?” the Dax woman asked with a dubious look at the world-ending device. “It is heavy.”

“Yeah.” I shrugged and nodded toward the street. “Let’s go. I have to get him back to the lab.”

“We’ll never make it.” She frowned and peeked her head around the corner. “Reinforcements are arriving. I must take you to my home. It is closer.”

“I’m not hanging out in a Dax Star Spear’s ho—” I started to say, but the woman had already taken off with Paul flung over her shoulder. “Son of a bitch.”

I clipped the dagger back to my prot-belt as a wave of satisfaction rolled over me from Yira’s direction. The sword clearly liked the commander, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that she could have been leading us into a trap. Then again, she’d had plenty of time to call out to the soldiers who’d almost found us, so maybe she was defecting.

Either way, I’d be ready for a fight.

The screams from inside the weapons’ depot had faded and were replaced with the guttural groans of undead soldiers. It wouldn’t be long before they made it over the wall and into the city, and Paul would be distraught if he found out innocent lives had been lost because of him.

If we wanted to stop the spread of the zombie outbreak, then we needed to wake him up.

I wasn’t sure if that would actually stop the spell like the commander claimed, or if once it was released we were just fucked, but I’d at least be able to ask the old man if he wasn’t comatose and muttering to himself.

“This is the best plan for the moment,” I told myself as I took off after the commander.

At least she wouldn’t be able to catch me off guard since I didn’t trust the woman. And any soldiers she managed to lead us to would already be terrified of The Reaper. Any momentary pause they had would give me precious seconds to activate my speed sequence again, and Yira would be more than ready to kill any male Dax we came across.

The pounding of boots on the street seemed to echo from every direction as the commander weaved through narrow alleys and led me further away from the weapons’ depot. And the lab. Doors opened in the houses we passed as soldiers ran out with only half their uniforms on like they’d been woken from a dead sleep.

“It’s just up ahead,” the commander said as we turned down another alley.

She came to a stop so fast that I almost ran into her, but it didn’t take long for me to realize why the Dax woman had paused our run. We’d managed to avoid being spotted by the frantic soldiers, especially since their focus was on the weapons’ depot rather than their immediate surroundings, but there was a large group milling around in the street we’d just reached.

“Here,” she whispered as she gave my uncle to me. “I will distract them and come back for you. My house is that one right there.”

I quickly shifted the crate in my arms so that I could carry Paul as well. The extra weight almost knocked me over, but there was still a little power left from my Pendant of Lesser Vengeance, and it kicked into overdrive just in time for me to catch us before we fell to the ground.

I took a deep breath, threw my uncle over my shoulder like the commander had done, and then adjusted so I wouldn’t drop the world-ending device.

“You’ll need this,” the commander said and handed me a thin silver bracelet inlaid with runes. “It will open the barriers around my home. Remember. It’s that one right there. If you go into the wrong one, then you will be caught, and there’s nothing I can do for you.”

“Got it,” I grunted and let her slip the bracelet onto my wrist. “What are you going to do?”

“Distract them,” she said in her thick Daxian accent. “Remember, Dobuni. That one right there.”

“I got it, I got it,” I said as I followed her pointed finger to a house that looked identical to every other one.

The commander raced toward the soldiers milling around and started to bark orders. I watched as their eyes went wide as if they were shocked to see her alive, and in seconds the Dax were all racing toward the weapons’ depot. She glanced over at the alley, nodded, and then followed after them with her long braided ponytail swinging behind her like a whip.

I waited for a few more heartbeats just to make sure no one else would come out of the nearby houses, but it seemed as if the entire street was now vacant. If the commander had set a trap, then it was a good one, and at the moment my best choice was to just follow her lead.

I shifted Paul and the crate, took a deep breath, and then activated my speed sequence to dart toward the Dax woman’s house.

Protective runes covered the front stoop and door frame in a thin barrier. It wouldn’t be strong enough to keep anyone in armor out if they really wanted in, but vandals would have to work a little harder. The markings grew brighter as I held my wrist up to the door, and in a few seconds the shields started to peel back.

There were more than I’d originally expected, and after three layers I wondered just what the voids the commander had inside. If this were a trap, then it was way too hard to get into. I even had to set Paul and the crate down as I waited for the last barrier to disappear.

“Finally,” I muttered as the last shield faded.

I turned the handle, reached for Yira, and then shoved the door inward. A darkened hall greeted me, but light spluttered to life as if the whole place was rigged with motion sensors. I blinked as my eyes adjusted, and then I was kind of surprised to see a completely normal home.

The hallway gave way to an open-concept single-level house with a kitchen tucked into one corner and couches arranged around a coffee table. The window facing the street let a little bit of light through the slightly opened curtains. A bathroom and a bedroom took up most of the left side of the home, and what looked like an office peeked through a half-closed door.

“So, not an obvious trap,” I said as I reached down for the crate.

All my extra strength boosts were officially worn out, and exhaustion started to weigh down on my shoulders like Olav was sitting on them. I needed something to eat, water, and time to rest before the next battle. But at least I was safe for the moment, all I had to do was get the crate and Paul through the door.

The world-ending device felt heavier than ever as I yanked up on one handle, but I mustered every ounce of willpower left in my body to shove and kick the damned thing inside the house. My heart raced as it scraped across the tile floor, and for just a second I was almost positive that it was damaged, but the crate had been hit with plasma fire and hadn’t gone off, so a little shoving wouldn’t break it apart.

“Almost done,” I told myself when the machine didn’t whir to life.

“Wh-what are you doing?” a young man’s voice stuttered from behind me.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I sighed and turned to see a Dax soldier standing on the sidewalk before the house.

The kid must have just graduated from the Dax academy, because he looked like he was just barely old enough to start shaving. A short sword was clutched in his shaking hand, but the soldier’s attention was fully on Paul rather than me.

“You should get out of here, kid,” I said and slowly reached for Yira. Even though I knew I couldn’t let him go. He’d tell the Star Spears, and they’d swarm the house in a few minutes.

His eyebrows crashed together in confusion as the translator took a few seconds to kick in, but then my Caledonian was turned into Daxian, and hatred swelled in the young man’s eyes.

“You’re the Dobuni!” he shouted and pointed the tip of his sword at me. “I’ll kill you for what you’ve done. My friends are all dead because of you.”

“Your friends are dead because they fucked around with a Lich knight,” I sighed as I glanced down the street. I still didn’t see anyone, which was good for me and bad for the kid I was about to end.

“I’m going to kill you and take that ancient freak back to the containment fields where he belongs,” he said and rolled his shoulders. “They should’ve kept him caged like my father suggested. And now they’ll know he was right. As soon as I bring him back.”

Yira thrummed in my palm as I yanked the sword off my prot-belt. Energy coursed through my veins as the spirit filled me with her own rage. Thankfully, the mind-strengthening runes on my circlet kept her from taking over completely, so I could still keep my head as the kid raced forward.

I dodged beneath the wide arc of the Dax’s blade and then sliced backward with Yira, but the kid managed to jump out of the way just in time. He was clearly a better fighter than he seemed, and determination rolled off of him in spades as he ran toward me again. I hopped into the air, somersaulted over his head, and then landed on the front stoop right next to Paul.

Exhaustion still tugged on the corners of my mind, but the thrill of battle helped to push it back. I raced toward the Dax soldier as he tossed a dagger in my direction, but the kid’s aim went wide, and the blade embedded itself into the wall next to Paul. But not before it sliced through my uncle’s neck.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I said and quickly sliced into the back of the soldier’s knee.

“No!” he screamed as I spun around him so he was the closest one to Paul.

I wasn’t sure what to expect when the old man’s life was in danger. He’d just told me that the rune took the life of whoever was closest to him. I damned sure wasn’t going to let that be me when there was a perfectly awful Dax warrior who wanted to kill me and put Paul in a cage.

The Dax glowered over his shoulder as he tried to stand back up, but Yira had sliced clean through the tendons. Blood gushed over the soldier’s right pant leg, and a wet popping sound filled the air as his muscles strained and tore under his frantic movements. He screamed in pain and toppled over as his legs refused to carry his weight anymore.

“I can’t wait until we kill every last one of you bastards,” he swore at me. “Your women, your children, everyone will die at the hands of the—”

The soldier’s threat was cut short as Paul’s eyes flew open, and a breathy screech filled the air. We both turned to stare at the old man as inky-black shadows filled his irises and spilled into black veins that crawled toward the bleeding wound on his neck. The Dax scrambled backward and screamed in agony as the lower half of his leg pulled away from the top.

“What the fuck?” I whispered and took a few steps backward myself.

Paul’s mouth had turned as black as night and had fallen open like a snake unhinging its jaw. The tight, pale skin of his face stretched until I could see every black vein throbbing beneath the surface, and my stomach churned as his lips just continued to pull further and further apart until it reached all the way to his belly button.

Midnight-black mist flew out of the old man’s open maw like hands reaching into the soldier’s body, and soon a bright blue string was yanked out. The corpse fell to the ground and stared with vacant eyes at the monstrosity that used to be my uncle while the Dax’s soul was sucked up like spaghetti.

The wound on Paul’s neck knitted itself back together as the soul’s blue energy pulsed across the black veins and slowly replaced the evil spell until only the soldier’s soul filled the lines on my uncle’s face. His jaw slowly started to crack and jerk as it returned to normal, and finally the whites of his eyes returned.

“Please don’t need another soul,” I said.

Every muscle in my body was tense as I watched and waited to see what would happen next. It was like I was glued to the spot and couldn’t look away, though it wouldn’t help me to run since there was no one else on the street. All I could do was hope that the Dax soldier’s soul had been enough to keep my uncle alive.

Screams and sirens still filled the air all around me, but everything faded until there was only my uncle and the glowing blue veins in his face and neck. They’d even spread to the old man’s nose, and I stared in a mix of horror and awe as the soul worked to fill in Paul’s cheeks and the deep wrinkles around his face. The gray hair turned sky blue for a few seconds before it changed to match the brown, and by the time the last of the light faded the ancient Lich knight looked no older than thirty or forty.

“Nick?” Paul asked as he blinked awake. “Where am I? What happened?”

“I’ll explain when we’re inside,” I said and jumped back into action.

I gave the Dax soldier a wide berth as I scooted around to help the old man up. The corpse didn’t twitch and start to come back to life like the others had, but then again Paul was finally conscious again. I wasn’t sure what that meant for the zombies in the weapons’ depot, but at least I didn’t have to fight the little shit a second time.

“Oh,” the old man said with a forlorn look at the kid’s body. “He was so young.”

“Don’t feel bad for him,” I said as I grabbed the corpse under the armpits. “I’m gonna drag him back behind the house. Can you stand?”

“I think so…” my uncle said.

I dragged the body back around the small home, and I saw several trash barrels neatly arranged there. I opened up the one nearest to me, found it was empty, and then lifted the body up and in it. Then I closed the lid and moved back to the front of the house to find Paul leaning against the hallway wall.

“I got you,” I said as I slung my uncle’s arm over my shoulder. “Don’t worry about that guy. He wanted all of our women and children to be enslaved or killed. Clearly he believed the Dax propaganda.”

“Most do, or they wouldn’t have an army.” Paul closed the door with his free hand. “How are we in the barracks’ district? You have to have a key to get inside any of the houses here.”

“I made a new friend,” I said as we hobbled over to one of the couches. “I think. I don’t exactly trust her, but we’re inside for the moment.”

I set the old man down on the plush gray couch and then rushed over to lower the blinds and close the curtains. There may not have been any more soldiers in the area, but it was only a matter of time before someone walked by, and I didn’t want them peeking in to see us lounging around. I did double-check that the commander wasn’t on her way with a battalion of soldiers, but the entire street was deserted.

“This is the commander’s house,” Paul said as soon as I walked back through the front door. “The one you fought outside the lab.”

“It is.” I nodded and followed his line of sight straight to a photo of the woman with an older man who had to be her dad. “She helped us get away.”

“Interesting,” he snickered.

“What?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Wonder why she did that?” He smirked.

“Seems like you already think you know the reason.”

“Well…” He grunted as he stood. “I wonder if she has any tea.”

“Is right now the time for tea?” I asked with a motion to the closed windows. “We’re nowhere near the lab, and there’s a whole horde of undead Dax warriors between us and it. Well, you’re awake now, so maybe not. But there is a horde of pissed-off Dax.”

“It’s a good thing we had help to get away, then,” Paul said.

The old man grunted as he opened a cabinet and had to reach for a tea canister on the top shelf. Blood darkened the edges of his already black cloak, but other than that, it was impossible to tell he’d been in a fight. The ancient Lich knight looked healthier than I’d seen him over the last few days, and a shudder ran down my spine as I thought of why.

“I didn’t kill any innocents, did I?” he asked as he started to fill a kettle with water.

“No,” I said. “Just Dax.”

Tension drained from Paul’s shoulders as they dropped from around his ears. A swirl of emotions washed over me as the old man nodded to himself and put the kettle on the stove to boil. It was hard to pinpoint what each one meant, but I was pretty sure the self-loathing and fear were winning over the relief at the moment as if he was still upset he’d been knocked out in the first place.

“The last thing I remember is activating the soul battery,” he said and patted his cloak for the device.

“I’m pretty sure it fell in the hallway.” I frowned and walked over to lean on the counter. “It wasn’t really a priority when I was trying to teleport us out.”

“Ah, understandable,” he said as he dangled a small silk bag in my direction. “Tea? I recognize this particular one. It’s a delicious black tea with vanilla. One of my favorites.”

“Sure.” I threw my hands in the air and rolled my eyes. “Let’s have tea and chat about the fucking zombies you made. The commander said those things will create more of themselves as they tear apart their friends until you wake up. Is that true?”

“Oh, yes.” Paul nodded and started to search the cabinets. “Ah. She does have tea biscuits. It’s a rarity on Dax. Probably on Dobuni too, huh? But these Star Spears make a lot more than the average soldier, especially if she is a commander. Oh, yes, these will pair nicely with the tea. I wonder if she has any cream.”

“Paul,” I said as the old man shuffled toward the fridge. “Forget the damned tea. What about the zombies running around?”

“There’s nothing to worry about.” He smiled and then clapped happily when he found cream in the fridge. “It’ll work itself out before we have to worry about the civilians. They don’t die right after I wake up, but it doesn’t take too long. The Dax will keep it contained in the weapons’ depot. Oh, how were the explosions?”

“Fine, they were fine, Paul,” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose.

“Good, good,” he said as he fixed both of us a cup of tea. “I haven’t set charges like that in… well… it’s been quite some time, hasn’t it? I was a little nervous it wouldn’t work at all.”

“Thanks,” I muttered and sipped on the tea to calm my mind.

Yira’s bloodlust still wasn’t satiated, but thankfully the sword had calmed down enough for the moment that I didn’t have to constantly fight her. The activated rune in my circlet and face mask was officially done with for the moment, but there was still some latent mind-strengthening from the other rune. I just had to focus on my own calm so she couldn’t overtake me at any given moment, and that also helped me to keep Paul’s erratic emotions from overwhelming me.

“All in all it seems like we’re doing pretty well,” he said and then chomped down on a biscuit. “And the world-ending device didn’t go off, so that’s good.”

“It is.” I nodded and then took a deep breath. “Now, back to the zombies. How do you know the soldiers will be able to keep them contained in the weapons’ depot?”

“Oh, that’s simple,” he said with a dismissive wave. “They have procedures in place for moments like this. It’s been forever since they’ve needed them, but they’re still around. And like I said, now that I’m awake, they’ll die again. Usually in ten minutes.”

I blinked a few times and waited for him to continue, but Paul just danced happily while he drank his tea and ate the biscuits. It was as if the old man didn’t care at all about how far we were from the lab, or about the undead soldiers running around literally eating people. I guessed the zombie spell wouldn’t spread to any corpses since he was awake, but if the monsters spread the disease when they attacked each other, then stopping the spell was only half the problem.

Unless the zombies created by zombies also dropped dead, but he hadn’t really specified that. Of course, he would probably be more worried if all of them didn’t die. Again.

“We should wait here until everything dies down,” he said and glanced at the closed blinds. “It’ll be a little while before they recover, and no one will look for us in a Star Spear commander’s house. The communications will take at least a day, maybe a week, to fix. And you look awful.”

“Says the man whose face literally opened like some void portal,” I huffed and then ran a hand over my mask like it was my face.

Sweat, dirt, and blood covered my gauntleted fingers, and a shudder ran through me as I caught my reflection in the kitchen’s chrome backsplash. I really did look one second away from death. I looked just like a Dax warrior after a battle, and it took all of my self-control not to start taking off the hated armor.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Paul said so quietly I almost didn’t hear him. “No one should ever have to see me like that.”

“It’s fine.” I shrugged. “It kept you alive, and that asshole really deserved to die. But back to the zombies.”

“Ah, yes,” he said and took a deep breath. “Their bite no longer spreads the disease once I’m awake. Only when I’m still unconscious. No more can be made after I’m back to myself. Convenient, but only if they haven’t overrun the area.”

A dark expression crossed the old man’s face as if he’d experienced that exact scenario before, and I had to fight the urge to ask just how many innocent people he’d killed before he figured out that even getting knocked out was a death sentence for everyone around him.

“Okay,” I said and then chugged the rest of my tea. “What about how they pick their targets? One of them was about to attack the commander until she helped you, but then it just fucked off to bite someone else.”

“Only my enemies will be attacked,” he said. “The undead spell that stops people from hurting me only works on enemies, so you really only have to worry about the undead coming after innocents once they wake up, but the soul spell doesn’t care and will take life from everyone. Both are bad, but the latter is much, much worse. And I’ll need to feed on more people the more injured I am. You can’t let me eat the innocent.”

“Well, I’ll definitely do my best to avoid you being seriously injured,” I said. “That way you don’t accidentally suck innocent souls out. But let’s get back to the zombies. Why would innocents be considered enemies?”

“If they’re not helping me, then they’re hurting me,” Paul said and reached for another icing-covered tea biscuit. “The commander was helping me. So were you. That’s why you were fine. But the people in the city wouldn’t even know what was happening. And the Dax in the weapons’ depot wouldn’t try to help, either, so they all die.”

I nodded as a million other questions raced through my head. If that was how the spell worked, then it made sense why the old man was terrified of the zombies getting out. I made a mental note to find some smelling salts and bring those with me every time we had an outing in the future, but first we needed to get off Volkan before the Dax managed to call for off-planet reinforcements.

“We can rest here for a little while,” I said as exhaustion started to make my thoughts sluggish. “But then we have to move ahead as planned. They all know you helped to blow up the weapons’ depot, and that you took the world-ending device, so we need to get out of here sooner rather than later. We should just forget about going back to your lab and blow everything up now.”

“Not yet,” he said and held up a hand. “We can at least rest and then go see if they’ve surrounded it. They’ll all be at the ship hangars by now, anyway. Also, I realized I forgot something important in my lab.”

“Something we can’t just blow up and leave behind?” I groaned.

“Yes.” He nodded. “We need to find a way back into my lab for it before we leave Volkan behind. I do have an idea, but it’s rather smelly.”

“Fine,” I sighed and fought the urge to grind my teeth together. “We did plan to go back, though that was before the entire Dax army knew what we were doing.”

“Ah, we’ll be fine,” he said with a mischievous grin. “There’s nothing we can’t do together. And when we survive, we’ll have another story to tell Penelope. Maybe we can leave out the parts where I almost got you killed, but other than that it should be a fun adventure.”

I stared at the crazy old man as he smiled like we were just on a camping trip, but then the door opened, and I immediately reached for Yira.

“It’s me,” the commander said in Caledonian.

She closed the door behind her, looked over at the two of us in the kitchen, and then collapsed onto the tile floor.
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Chapter 12

“Oh, shit,” I said and rushed over to check on the commander.

Blood stained every inch of the Dax woman’s lightweight armor, and her prot-belt was completely missing. Her long braided ponytail was frayed in some places, and even a few of her metal beads were missing. A scab had already started to form on her head from where I’d knocked her out earlier, and a bite mark peeked out from above her collar.

“Is she dead?” Paul asked as he shuffled over.

“No,” I sighed with relief when she took a shallow breath. “But she’s injured. And look at this… One of the zombies managed to bite her.”

“Let me take a look at it,” he muttered and squatted down next to us. “Ah. It’s not too bad. Must’ve happened right before I woke up. Look, the veins are all red. No black. She’ll be fine.”

“She fought with this head wound,” I said and gently ran my fingers over the scab. “She must’ve been dizzy.”

“Spikers share the pain,” Paul said with a one-shoulder shrug. “They can take plenty of hits and just keep coming. Their enemies are usually the ones really feeling the damage. How’s your head?”

I blinked a few times as his brief, and confusing, explanation of the classes from the night before came rushing back to the surface.

Spikers used runes to rebound pain on others, that’s what he said, but I’d just kind of nodded and agreed when he first rambled on about the class being a pain in the ass to fight with his Dark Folk runes, especially because it ended in more innocent lives being taken. Now that I’d met one, it made a little more sense, but I’d definitely need to circle back to it at some point.

“Not too bad, but then again, I’m still running on adrenaline, and the circlet protected my brain,” I said as I picked her up. “I also didn’t hit her hard enough to do permanent damage since Yira would refuse to work for the rest of the day. Still, she shouldn’t have gone back out there. Of course, we didn’t really have a choice at the time since there were soldiers everywhere. If it weren’t for her, then they would’ve found us, and then innocent people really would’ve died.”

“It’s a good thing you bested her in battle, then,” he said as he headed into the kitchen.

“What does that have to do with anything?” I asked.

“I’m sure she’ll explain when she wakes up,” he answered as he wet a dishcloth. “Now, we’ll need to clean up some of these wounds before they get infected. Don’t want her getting sick. We might need her help later to access the ship hangar. Commanders all have clearance. Even in an emergency. Especially in an emergency.”

I set her down on the couch and carefully moved her head so I could wash the wound with the rag Paul handed me. There was more blood than there seemed to be at first, and soon we’d gone through two more washcloths we found in a drawer by the sink. I finally managed to clear away the last of the bright red from her hairline and turned my attention to the bite mark.

It wasn’t so deep that it had torn muscle, so she was lucky in that regard. Paul must’ve been right about it happening right before he woke up, because the other zombies had ripped people apart in seconds. The commander’s bite mark looked like it had come from a little rough sex and only needed a little light cleaning and a bandage.

“What are you doing?” she asked as I pulled her armor back to clean the bite mark.

“What does it look like?” I lifted an eyebrow.

She said something in Dax that the translator had trouble understanding, but it was clear the commander didn’t want me to clean her wounds anymore. She sat up with a groan, glared down at the washcloths next to the couch, and then shrugged her shoulders with a wince.

“I need a shower,” she said and stood on wobbly feet.

“Yeah. We all do.” I shot to my own feet just in time to catch her, and the commander narrowed her eyes as if she was debating whether or not she should’ve saved us in the first place. One more glare later, and the tough woman strolled toward the bathroom.

I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to leave her alone, especially since she’d fallen just trying to stand up, but I didn’t feel like fighting just to help her get cleaned up.

If she collapsed, then that was her own problem.

“There is another bed in the office,” she said as she paused at the bathroom door and looked at me like she was deciding whether or not to jump my bones or stab me before she continued talking. “And the closet has clothes that will fit you. They were my father’s but are still in good condition. They should fit The Reaper as well. Maybe loose, but they’ll stay on.”

“Is there another bathroom?” I asked with a glance around the relatively simple house and tried to ignore the strange shift in the tough woman.

“Yes,” she said. “There is one in the office.”

The woman ducked into the bathroom without another word, and soon I could hear the water running from the shower. There were no loud bangs as if the tough woman had fallen over, but I still sat on the arm of the couch for a few minutes just in case that changed.

“She’ll be fine,” Paul said as he opened the refrigerator. “Spikers can handle a lot more damage than what she took today.”

“She fell standing up.” I frowned and crossed my arms over my chest.

“A little blood loss.” He shrugged. “Nothing that can’t be fixed with a hot shower and some food. I’ll get to cooking while you go take a shower as well.”

My attention shifted between the closed bathroom door and the kitchen a few times before I finally sighed and stood up. Every muscle in my body ached with exhaustion, and the stench of dried blood and gore wafting up from my armor and cloak were enough to make me gag. If I didn’t have the thin face mask from my circlet, I probably would’ve noticed sooner, though the adrenaline from battle was still going strong.

“I’ll be quick so you can get a shower in, too,” I said.

“I’m fine.” Paul waved a dismissive hand and started to pull ingredients out of the refrigerator. “I barely have any blood on me. It can wait until after dinner when I’m ready to go to bed. Now, what am I going to make with these ingredients? The commander clearly doesn’t go to the store nearly enough. She probably eats at one of the nearby stalls. I could go there… but then someone might see me. No. I’ll just wing it. Been years since I did that. Fun, fun, fun.”

I shook my head as the old man started to talk to himself. The mismatched ingredients that he spread out on the counter would definitely make for an interesting meal, but so far everything Paul cooked for me had turned out well enough. I hadn’t gotten food poisoning, and honestly that was about as high of a bar as I could set at the moment.

He continued to chatter happily about the times he experimented with cooking in his youth, and I heard a reference to my parents and Vanessa. I needed to pry myself away from the story to shower but wanted to stay, and I was rewarded with hearing about how the entire dinner had gone up in flames.

Paul had completely forgotten about me as he put water on the stove to boil and talked to himself, but seeing him so cheerful only made me want to bring him back to the Stalwart more.

Two hundred years was a long time to be without any real friends or family, and the rebels made it clear that The Reaper couldn’t really be a friend to them since he was the reason for half of their struggle.

Mom and Commander Reynolds were definitely going to try and beat him to death when they saw him, especially for kidnapping me and putting me in harm’s way, but I could hold them off long enough to explain.

I hoped.

“Shower,” I said and pulled myself out of the old man’s ramblings.

The shower was still running in the bathroom the commander was using, and I heard soft humming as if she was singing to herself. It seemed like she really was fine for the moment, and I made a mental note to ask more about Spikers once I was clean and in clothing that didn’t feel as if someone had starched it so much it became a solid object.

“How the voids am I still upright?” I asked myself as I walked into the office.

The room was bigger than the bedroom I’d spotted earlier and had its own bathroom like it was supposed to be the master bedroom. A small desk with an opened laptop sat facing the street, and I rushed over to close the blinds and curtains. I had to push the small office chair out of the way, but at least there still weren’t too many people on the street.

A long, twin-sized bed stretched between the wall and the closet doors, and a thick, plush gray rug covered the floor to dampen any footsteps. The bathroom was directly across from the closet and sported a full-sized tub and shower combo. A single photo of an older man with gray hair and plenty of scars sat on the desk, but there were no other decorations anywhere, and even the soap I found in the bathtub was covered with dust as if it’d been left there for ages.

I double-checked for any hidden cameras or entry points, made sure the door was actually locked, and then went to test the window.

Everything was secure. I could shower in peace without worrying about anyone trying to kill me, though I still planned to bring one of my daggers into the shower with me.

Just in case. I was in a Dax commander’s house. Paul may have accepted that she was on our side, but the old man was crazy, and I would rather be safe than sorry.

It took forever to pull off my armor as the exhaustion started to wear me down, but a huge weight lifted from my shoulders the second I took my prot-belt off and laid Yira on the bed. It was as if the young woman’s spirit had been sitting there clutching my neck, and I could finally breathe now that there was some distance between us. I went a little further and wrapped the blade in a blanket, and warmth washed over me as if just covering the blue-black metal had separated me from the angry ghost.

“Good to know,” I muttered and then reached up to take my circlet off.

The metal mask slid back into the thin braided band as if it had never existed at all, and I took a deep breath of fresh air. There were small filters around the mouthpiece, but some part of my brain always expected to suffocate in a helmet that covered my entire face. I was happy it managed to keep my identity a secret from the soldiers, right up until they could see my silver eyes, but it would be nice to have it off for a little while.

Fury, joy, and determination cascaded over me in waves as the extra protection from the circlet faded, and I took a step back, shook my head, and had to regain my composure. I didn’t realize how much my armor had actually blocked, but now I could feel everyone in the house as if they were in the room with me, though Yira actually was. The hatred and desire for vengeance in my sword sent shivers down my spine, and I put all my extra focus into separating my emotions from hers.

“You’ve had plenty of blood for the moment,” I told the sword-shaped lump in the blankets. “It’s time for us to rest. Besides, you only have one, maybe two, more battles in you before you break completely. Don’t be so eager.”

I ignored the influx of rage from my sword’s direction and continued to peel off the rest of my armor. I had bruises in places that I didn’t even know existed, but at least the Dax metal had held up to the slices and blunt damage from the soldiers. Even the runes looked as if they could go another round, which was looking like a real possibility since the old man insisted on going back to the lab.

“I’m going to shower for days,” I muttered to myself as I walked into the bathroom.

It didn’t take long for steam to fill the small room, and I carefully sniffed each bottle to make sure there weren’t any hidden poisons or toxins. Not that I was particularly good at identifying them, especially with the heavy eucalyptus smell in everything from the shampoo to the body wash, but nothing jumped out at me.

I made a mental note to talk to Natali about studying more once we were back on the Stalwart, but for the moment, it was worth the risk.

I stayed in the hot water until my fingers had wrinkled into prunes and the water finally ran clear instead of pink with blood. There were more crusted dried flakes under my short fingernails than ever, but at least it wasn’t sticky green Grendel blood. I would take what I could get, and the gauntlets had served their purpose in keeping my hands safe even if they didn’t keep the dirt out.

“Clothes, clothes, clothes,” I said as I finally emerged from the steam-filled bathroom like a specter rising from the swamp.

The commander had been spot-on about the clothes in the closet. I even managed to button the overcoat over my broad chest. Her father was supposed to be the Dax equivalent of a Berserker, so it made sense that he was kind of barrel-chested like Olav.

I thought back to the man in the picture on the desk.

He looked old enough to be her father, and the commander hadn’t worn a wedding ring on her hand, though there were plenty of knights who didn’t. The man had also been beefy enough to be a Berserker, and I walked over to double-check the photo.

Definitely a Berserker, or a Thrasher since he was Dax.

I took a deep breath, grabbed my prot-belt, and then retrieved the dagger from the bathroom.

My shoulders were tense as I opened the door and stepped out into the house, but Paul’s laughter greeted me. The old man was in the kitchen plating up what looked like another hash of some sort, and the commander had hopped onto the counter to listen intently to his rambling. I blinked a few times to make sure I hadn’t started to hallucinate, but the scene in front of me didn’t change.

“Nick!” Paul exclaimed and waved a hand in my direction. “Come, come. Commander Andreiv was just telling me about how she once fought one of the rats I use with her bare hands. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. Well, maybe a few people. And she even managed to avoid their poisonous barbs.”

“Those you wish to harm would deserve it,” she said in accented Caledonian.

The Star Spear turned in my direction, and I sucked in a breath when our eyes met. Her gray eyes practically sparkled with amusement, and her bow-shaped lips were pulled into a fanged smile like she had wolf blood in her ancestry. The commander’s long ponytail had been released from its braid, and gentle black waves mixed with the sharpened beads still woven through her hair.

She was equal parts beautiful, exotic, and dangerous looking.

“Those fatigues look good on you,” she said as her smile turned hungry.

It was the same hunger I’d seen in Treyin’s eyes right before the Ecomese woman pounced, but I had no intention of letting a Dax woman seduce me. Especially not a Star Spear commander who might betray us the second we let our guard down. Not that I had done so yet, or would any time soon.

“Come, come,” Paul said and waved me over to the counter. “It’s time to eat. I’ve forgotten your first name, Commander.”

“Kira,” she said as the smile slowly faded from her face. “It is Kira Andreiv. My father told me stories of you over the years. And my grandfather. You are truly one of the most brilliant minds the Dax have ever seen.”

“Bah!” the old man shouted and shook his head. “I lost my mind years ago.”

“And yet, I’ve heard what your latest invention can do,” she said with a pointed glance at the crate. “A man truly without his faculties could not create such a thing.”

Their conversation was half in Caledonian and half in Dax, but thankfully the translator kept up well enough.

The commander’s shoulders were stiff as I walked over to join them, but she didn’t shy away when she handed me a plate. In fact, she pointedly ran a finger over my hand when she passed my dinner to me. I couldn’t detect any treacherous emotions from her, but it was a little hard to focus with Paul so close. Still, if the Dax woman had plans to betray us, then she was keeping it tighter to the vest than my new empathic abilities could read.

“Eat,” she said with a long look all the way from my shoulders to my forearms. “You will need your strength.”

“You should eat, too,” I said and tried to hand the plate back to her.

“I will eat this,” she said and picked up another plate.

One with a much bigger portion than the one she’d handed me.

“I see how it is,” I teased to try and lighten the heavy mood that had fallen on us. “You get all the food, and I get scraps. Even though I’m the one who did most of the fighting today.”

“She still has to go back to work,” Paul pointed out. “She leaves in a few hours.”

“What?” I gaped at the tough woman. “But you just came back. And you were injured. They really expect you to just nap and jump into the fray again? I mean, granted, we do the same thing on my ship, but we’re trained warriors meant to go into battle over and over.”

“It is my duty as a commander. And we Star Spears are also ready for a battle at a moment’s notice. There is no complaining. Just work and the inevitable death that will one day come for us.” She shrugged and then shoveled food into her mouth. “This is very good.”

“Homemade is always better,” my uncle said.

I leaned against the counter opposite from the Dax woman and watched her every movement for signs that she was about to betray us.

It still didn’t make any sense for a commander to bring us to her house. I knew the soldiers were all terrified of what my uncle would do once he completely lost it, but that was just the old man, and there was no reason for her to include me in the rescue mission.

She’d also been ready to attack her own people. And she’d led the soldiers away so we could get into the house.

“Ask your questions,” she said around a mouthful of food. “I can see them on your face. You Dobuni hide nothing.”

“You’ve met a lot of Dobuni?” I asked and forced myself to eat despite the knot forming in my stomach.

“A few,” she said. “Not many. For reasons you can probably guess.”

I narrowed my eyes at the Dax woman and tried to read her emotions, but it almost felt as if there was a wall around her.

“You have an implant,” I realized.

Kira’s head tilted to the side, and for a moment I could actually see the thoughts racing through her mind. I’d only picked up a few emotions from her, but if she had an implant, then her feelings must have been very strong if I could read them without permission.

The commander nodded in approval, set her now empty plate on the counter next to her, and then glanced between Paul and me.

“I have made my decision,” she said with an air of finality.

“Oh?” I asked.

“Yes, I will come with you,” she said and slowly licked the sauce from her lips as she made direct eye contact with me.

My mouth fell open at the statement, and the obvious attempt at seduction, but I turned my eyes toward Paul as if the old man would be able to explain everything.

He just focused on eating his dinner.

“No, thanks,” I said and put my half-finished plate on the counter. “We don’t need a Dax Star Spear helping us escape.”

“We won’t make it without help,” Paul said without looking up. “I’d planned on asking my friends, and they’ll still be useful, but she’d be better. And she won’t betray us. Not like my friends will. They might even resist moving against us if they know she’s with us.”

“Paul…” I glowered at the man. “Let’s not tell a potential enemy about our plans.”

“I am no enemy,” Kira said. “I said I will come with you.”

“We can find a ship big enough,” my uncle added.

I took a deep breath, ran a hand over my face, and then stared between the two of them. Maybe it was something in the Volkan air that made them just a little crazy. Either way, I was having a hard time believing a commander in the Dax army would just leave everything behind to help my uncle and I escape.

Especially since her own people had done so much to keep him there in the first place. Kira had even mentioned that her father and grandfather knew Paul. It was practically in her genes to serve the Dax and further the empire.

Whatever game she was playing wasn’t going to get far, because I wasn’t going to take the bait. No matter how good she looked.

“We’re not taking you with us,” I said. “I appreciate the shower, the clothes, and the help getting away from the weapons’ depot, but that’s where we’re going to part ways.”

“But she can help us get back to the lab.” Paul frowned and then gave my unfinished dinner a pointed look as if telling me to eat.

“I can,” she said. “I will be coming with you.”

“And you’ll just… what? Betray everything you’ve ever believed in?” I asked and threw my hands into the air in exasperation. “How could I possibly trust you not to turn us over the second you had the chance?”

“The Dax leadership is weak,” she said as if that explained everything.

“It has to be the Volkan air,” I muttered and pinched the bridge of my nose. “They’re all crazy.”

“Says the man talking to himself.” The commander smirked, and I shot her a glare.

“What the fuck do you mean the Dax leadership is weak?” I asked.

“They rely too much on The Reaper,” she said with a gesture to the crate. “For generations, they have relied on him more and more. They need his technology to fight the other kingdoms. And today they were bested by a single warrior. It was disgraceful.”

“You were bested by that warrior,” I said and grabbed my plate, stuffed a bite of food into my mouth, and angrily chewed as if that would get rid of my frustration.

“All the more reason to follow you.” She shrugged and then fought back a yawn like the day was finally getting to her. “It is rare for females to be Star Spears, yet I am a commander and one of the strongest Spikers. Not easy to defeat. Yet you managed to do so.”

“And his sword was fighting against him,” Paul supplied helpfully. “Then again, Nick isn’t exactly a ‘normal’ knight, are you?”

“Paul,” I said through gritted teeth. “Do not tell this woman anything else. We cannot trust someone who would so easily turn on her own people.”

“It is not easy!” she growled at me. “I love my people, but the Andreiv line must produce only the strongest warriors. It is my duty to provide heirs who will fill this requirement. I must only mate with someone worthy of joining our family line. You bested me in battle when no others could, so you will be that mate.”

I stared at the commander like she’d grown a second head.

“I’m sorry, but what the fuck did you just say?” I scoffed. “You want me to be your mate?”

“Yes,” she said as if she’d just ordered a coffee from a local cafe. “You will help me continue the Andreiv line. There is no one suitable here. The Dax men are all idiots, and I have beaten most of them in combat. Yet you managed to defeat me in mere minutes when the others could not accomplish the task given an entire hour. I will be a good wife to you. I will honor you, give you strong children, and pleasure you in the bedroom every single night.”

“Yeeeaaah…” I shook my head and then turned toward Paul. “Are you believing this?”

“Oh, of course!” Paul clapped his hands excitedly and then looked at me with sparkling eyes. “I remember now. How could I ever have forgotten? Her grandfather held a competition for his hand. He was quite the looker, so there were plenty of women who wanted to bed him. Wed him? Both. Either way, the competition lasted days and the last woman standing became his bride.”

“My mother was also a fierce competitor,” she said. “Worthy of birthing me. I must find a man who is worthy of contributing to the Andreiv line. This is more important than anything else. Even loyalty to my empire.”

“And you think I’m going to give you heirs?” I asked as I realized she was actually serious, even if it was the craziest thing I’d heard since arriving on Volkan. And that included Paul’s rants. “Just like that?”

“Of course,” she said as if the answer was obvious. “I am a beautiful woman. A fierce warrior. Any man would be honored to have me as their bride. I will help you escape, and then you will take me back to your home, marry me, bed me, and then raise children with me. It is a simple concept.”

“He has five girlfriends back home,” my uncle chuckled and then cleared his throat when I shot a glare in his direction. “What? It’s true, isn’t it?”

“Pffft. I do not care how many other women you bed.” Kira nodded as if that was my sole issue with her proposal. “Your vitality only proves I have made the right decision in my mate.”

“I haven’t agreed to be your mate,” I huffed and set my plate back down again. “I barely even trust you enough to stay here right now. You really think I’m going to take you with me? And to sleep with you? I’m not that stupid.”

“I do not understand.” She frowned. “I am a qualified partner. I will be able to aid you in leaving this world, and the Dax empire.”

“And turn us over the second it’s convenient.” I crossed my arms firmly over my chest.

“I would never betray my mate,” she said with a cold stare. “I understand. I must prove myself to be worthy of you. I thought I had done enough by helping you and The Reaper find safety.”

“It’s going to take a lot more than temporary shelter and a hot shower to make me trust you,” I said.

“A challenge,” she said with a surprisingly happy grin. “Good! I enjoy these. I will prove myself worthy. First, I must continue to act as if nothing is wrong. It should not be difficult to add myself to the team that goes to The Reaper’s lab. I can aid you there.”

“You told her we’re going back to the lab?” I snapped at Paul.

The old man’s eyebrows popped up in mock innocence, and I drew a deep, deep breath to keep from losing my shit.

“I must sleep before returning to duty,” Kira said and hopped down from the counter. “Rest here. None will dare to enter my home.”

I watched the Dax woman saunter toward her bedroom with a little more hip movement than was entirely necessary. She was definitely gorgeous, but it was hard for me to believe she’d betray everything she’d ever known just because she thought I’d be the perfect mate.

“She’s being very serious, Nick,” Paul said and poked my plate to inch it closer to me. “She’s picked you as a mate. There’s nothing more serious for the Andreiv family than producing strong heirs.”

“You barely even remembered her family a few minutes ago,” I huffed.

“Ah, but I remember now,” he said and wagged a finger at me like the old man he was. “Her great-grandmother once thought of making me her mate. Ah, but I was already in love with Vanessa. And I lost the fight to her great-grandfather. Now that was a man who could take Olav in a fight. Maybe Leith at the same time, too.”

“Don’t let them hear you say that,” I snorted and then tucked into my food to give myself time to process.

I still didn’t trust the Star Spear, but Paul was sure, and the old man had been right about pretty much everything else. Besides, having a Dax commander on our side would make leaving Volkan a whole lot easier.

As long as she didn’t betray us.
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Chapter 13

“Get some sleep,” Paul said as I yawned so wide my jaw cracked. “We’ll still be here in the evening when you wake up.”

“I only need a few hours,” I said. “I’ll be back up this afternoon.”

“Sure, sure.” The old man waved a dismissive hand at me and then started to clean the kitchen.

I stared at Kira’s front door like it might burst open at any moment and release a whole squadron of Dax Star Spears into the house, but the wooden slab stayed shut. I tiptoed over to press my ear to the door and listen for radio chatter, whispers, or any other signs the commander might be betraying us, and the only thing that greeted me was the soft snores from an exhausted warrior.

And she wasn’t the only one.

It felt like I’d glued sandpaper to the insides of my eyelids, and every time I blinked, it scraped across my eyes. I needed rest if we were going to make it all the way to the lab.

But then again, so did Paul.

“I’ll only sleep for a couple of hours, and then you can get some sleep while I take over the watch,” I said as I returned to the kitchen.

“I’ll be fine, Nick,” he snorted. “Nothing like a soul to rejuvenate me.”

A mixture of his sadness, regret, and shame washed over me. I studied the old man for a few seconds, but his back was to me, and it was impossible to make out which emotion was winning at the moment. There was no doubt in my mind grief would take over the moment he was alone, especially since it seemed to be his dominant emotion most of the time, but I also knew it was important to let people work out their shit on their own sometimes.

“Take a shower,” I said and jabbed a thumb toward the bathroom door. “You smell. And it’ll help you to not be covered in blood.”

“This isn’t my first zombie outbreak,” Paul said and threw a smile over his shoulder like I’d believe he was absolutely fine. “Get some rest. The commander won’t betray us. I told you, there’s nothing–”

“Nothing the Andreiv family values more than strong heirs,” I finished with a roll of my eyes. “Yeah. I heard you both. But it’s still going to take some time to actually believe that. Besides, everyone has that one family member who goes against the grain.”

“In our family that’s me,” he chuckled without any mirth. “Penelope is going to try and murder me the second she sees me. Ah. But you’ll be there to keep everyone safe. I cannot be responsible for killing my older sister. I just can’t.”

“You won’t,” I promised and walked over to pat him on the shoulder. “Try not to dwell too much on the weapons’ depot. Those guys deserved the deaths they got. And maybe write down the plan for going to the lab.”

“The commander probably has something around here somewhere,” he said and started to quietly rifle through Kira’s house.

I watched him for a few more seconds, nodded to myself, and then headed into the bedroom-turned-office. Paul snuck in while I was using the bathroom, and the old man practically cooed when he saw the battle fatigues. I waited to come out until he’d dressed, found some paper and a pen, and then headed back into the living room.

He’d had a rough couple of days. We both had. But within twenty-four hours, we’d be off Volkan, he’d be free, and the Dax army would be crippled.

“Just going to set an alarm,” I mumbled to myself.

It took me a second to unearth my Dax prot-belt from under the armor I’d thrown to the floor. It was still covered in blood and viscera, and the stench from the rest of my gear was starting to fill the whole room. There was no way I’d be able to sleep without washing it all, and with a heavy sigh I grabbed it all and brought it into the bathroom.

The only soap I had access to was the bodywash, and soon everything smelled like eucalyptus as I washed the gore down the drain. It surprised me how easy everything was to wash, especially the cloak since it had sucked up most of the blood. I really needed to ask Paul how he made the stuff, because the yeomen back on the Stalwart always muttered about our gear when we came back from a battlefield.

And they weren’t quiet about it.

“Okay.” I nodded in satisfaction as the water finally ran clear. “Now I’m going to set an alarm and go to sleep.”

Exhaustion swept over me like a Dobuni sandstorm the second I stood up, and I had to hold onto the wall and wait for the dizziness to subside. At least the food had helped me regain some strength, but nothing like a few hours in bed would. I teetered into the bedroom, double-checked the alarm was set on my prot-belt, and then collapsed right on top of the blankets.

I vaguely remembered that Yira was beneath the blankets as my eyelids slid shut, and cold washed over me as the sword started to thrum with energy. I maneuvered just enough to tug the blankets over me, and the blade slid up against my fatigues like we were cuddling as I finally allowed sleep to drag me under.

“I like her,” Yira’s voice drifted all around me.

I’d barely shut my eyes before the vengeful spirit dragged me into her world like the Overlord’s Heart did when it had a dream memory to show me.

Everything was still cold, as if the dead woman in the blue-black blade could spread her icy tendrils out, but I was vaguely aware of the blanket on top of me. It didn’t last long, and soon I was completely immersed in the strange world.

The same fog as before roiled over my head as if a storm was about to break loose at any moment, but then it lifted into the air until I was looking up at the same apartment building we’d been on before. Gray, misty tendrils receded from the doorway in front of me as it opened, and I took that as an invitation to head up to the roof.

Black water splashed around my ankles like the first time I entered the dreamworld as I made my way into the apartment building. A stairwell hugged the wall to the left, and I stood in the middle of the foyer to stare all the way up the five stories to where a grimy glass pyramid marked the roof. An elevator to the right dinged as the doors opened, and buttery light poured out in invitation.

“Alright, Yira,” I said and took a steadying breath. “I’ll trust you.”

I wasn’t particularly excited to give the sword full reign over my life and death since she’d pushed me off the roof the last time we’d met, but the adrenaline spike had forced me to wake up, so if she decided to drop the elevator, then I’d be right back in my room.

Another ding sounded as the elevator lifted off the ground, and the black water around my feet cascaded into the lobby like miniature waterfalls. I pressed the button for the door to shut, but nothing happened, and soon I realized why.

The elevator slowly slid up the five stories but stopped on each level to show the former residents running around or chatting outside their apartments with huge smiles on their faces.

Everyone was created from the same fog that still drifted throughout the building, but it was easy enough to tell them apart. They were like the sandmen we used to create out in the deserts as kids, with soft edges that always seemed to be frayed and falling apart. Each level dissolved back into fog as the elevator continued to rise toward the roof, but the laughter and chatter still echoed like long-lost memories that refused to die.

A little boy with a ball ran across the fourth-floor lobby, and a little girl with braided pigtails followed. Her face was lit with the brightest smile I’d ever seen as she laughed and chased the boy, and for a second I was almost positive it was Yira, but then a preteen girl opened the door to 4B and started to scold them for making too much noise.

I knew that frustrated expression anywhere.

The little girl and boy both stuck out their tongues at the preteen before they chased the ball down the stairs, and the soft thumping noise echoed through the whole building as the elevator made its way to the fifth floor.

I expected another cute scene like the ones from below with neighbors and friends all chatting with each other. It almost reminded me of growing up on Dobuni, even though I now knew everyone was a plant and actually worked for my mother. I sincerely doubted it was the same for Yira.

Instead, a foggy young woman with long wavy hair sat with her back against the wall between 5B and 5C. No one else wandered the hallway, and the only noise came from the girl’s frustrated huffs as she closed her eyes, repeated something, and then double-checked to see if she’d been right.

There was no way to mistake Yira, especially when the foggy depiction looked so much like the woman I’d met before. I found myself smiling along with the memory when she managed to memorize something correctly.

The elevator stayed a little longer than it had on the other four floors, like Yira wanted to remember what it had felt like to study and be carefree. But grief washed over me as the black water swirled around my feet, and I pulled my attention away to see the young woman dancing and holding up a paper with an A on it. The elevator jolted as we started back up to the roof, and the memory faded along with the foggy scene from the fifth floor.

“You were a very good student,” I said.

My voice echoed back at me with a hundred different voices. Some of them were mocking while others sounded like they were on the verge of tears. One shouted like the Screecher from the weapons’ depot, as if Yira wanted to remind herself of the truth and reinforce it with a little extra oomph.

Then I broke through the glass pyramid at the top of the building.

It shattered into a million gray, glittering pieces that rained down like falling stars from the roof all the way to the gray fog lingering around the first-floor lobby. I held onto the sides of the elevator doors as I leaned over and watched them disappear. Then I craned my neck up to watch as we emerged from the building and settled on the roof.

The shattered opening closed beneath the metal box until I had something solid to step out onto, but a few glittering glass pieces still littered the ground as if not all of the stars had fallen.

String lights now hung everywhere as if we were about to have a party, and the soft golden light poured over the black water that covered the roof’s surface. But it didn’t reach through the water to the tarred roof beneath my feet, and I kept an eye on the reflection just in case another phantom sword attacked me. Of course, the only thing I’d seen on this trip were memories, but the vengeful spirit might decide to test me again at any moment, and I wanted to be ready.

“Yira?” I asked as I carefully stepped out of the elevator and looked around.

“I’m over here,” she said from somewhere to my right. “Feel free to help yourself to the food. I can’t bring myself to eat it. And I don’t want it to go to waste.”

The same couches were arranged beneath the new string lights, and the coffee table was once again laden with food. I hadn’t paid much attention to it before, but at least a few dishes were the same oranges and apples that grieving families left at temples for their loved ones. The rest of the food looked like comfort dishes that a mother would’ve brought her daughter, and my heart ached as I wondered if this was a depiction of what was actually at Yira’s grave.

Yira sat on the roof’s ledge with her feet dangling over into the nothingness below. Her blonde hair blew in a breeze that didn’t reach me, and the ghostly woman had a healthy glow all over her, as if she was about to come back to life. She threw a smile over her shoulder as I strolled over to join her and then bumped into me when I sat on the ledge.

“I really like her,” she repeated the first thing she’d said when I came into the dreamworld.

“You like who? Kira?” I asked.

“Yes.” She nodded.

“Did you know her?” I asked.

“No.” Yira shook her head and then turned her attention to the city that erupted into life as if it had always been there.

“Soon I will be gone,” she whispered. “As a sword, that is… I’m already long gone as a woman.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“It is not your fault. I do miss things, though. I enjoyed living. Look below.”

Skiffs zipped back and forth with foggy drivers barely visible through the windshields, and a band played from somewhere nearby. I leaned forward to try and find them and smiled as I saw more string lights below, over what looked like a festival. The band consisted of a man using a trash bucket like a drum, a woman singing without a microphone, and a man with what almost looked like a ukulele had a baby with a violin.

More fog people danced and laughed as makeshift stalls served food. It was clearly a celebration, but the words on the banners were all in Dax. I spotted the little girl and boy from the fourth floor as they chased after the ball, and Yira leaned forward to watch with me.

Her pain and hatred still echoed in the back of my mind like a constant drum, but for the moment, happiness took the front seat. The ghost beside me sighed contentedly as we watched the festival, and I even spotted her younger self as she nodded and smiled with everyone else. The studious fog-Yira still had a book in her hand, but an older woman who looked just like her took it away and pointed at a crowd of teens dancing and having fun.

“What’s the celebration for?” I asked.

“Graduation,” Yira said with a remorseful smile. “We’d all just graduated from secondary school. Some of them went to work in the offices right away, but I’d officially been given entrance into the Dax Academy to study to be a jump mage. I was the most promising Volkan to come out of my district in almost a hundred years. Of course, I figured out why pretty quickly.”

“Oh?” I glanced at her from the corner of my eye. “Why?”

“Because most of them became rebels,” the young woman said as she pulled her hair around and started to braid it. “They hid what they could do from the military and went to work trying to free our people. I was young. I thought I could change the system from the inside out. Work with people who wanted to make everything better using the legal route. Prove that Volkans could do more than just rebel. Getting to meet Kira would’ve been amazing.”

Regret and sudden rage washed over me, and I gripped the roof’s edge to keep myself steady. I’d already learned the vengeful spirit could hurt me if she really wanted to, but Yira didn’t seem like she wanted to lash out at me. At least, not at the moment, but there was always the chance I could fall off the apartment building and wake up before our conversation was over.

And I really wanted to get to know more about my sword before she got to go to the afterlife. Everything I’d seen so far had been amazing. From the young woman struggling to get into the academy all the way to the blade with enough vengeance and purpose to practically guide herself.

“But I heard about her,” she said and brought my attention back to the rooftop. “She’s always been pretty amazing. The kind of woman I wanted to be when I grew up. I heard stories about how she would help the female soldiers who were being harassed. She definitely wouldn’t have left me alone with those men. She would have killed them all and talked her way out of being disciplined or court-martialed.”

I expected the screams to echo everywhere the way they had during my first visit, but only silence filled the air. Heavy silence.

Even the background noises from the city that had been a constant hum in the back of our conversation were strangely quiet. I could feel a mixture of peace and anxiety coming from Yira, but the underlying need for vengeance and a fury that wouldn’t be satiated easily still roiled beneath the surface, and I glanced over my shoulder to see her attack playing out like a silent movie in the inky-black water.

The inky figures fought to hold down the fog version of the young woman while another man stood in the background. I couldn’t see their faces, but the solitary Dax shifted from foot to foot and anxiously looked over his shoulder. It was hard to tell if it was exactly how the attack happened, or if the silent movie was just how Yira remembered it, but either way, I couldn’t look at it for long without being consumed by my own rage.

No one had the right to do that to someone. No one.

I gritted my teeth and blinked away the tears forming in my eyes as the fog Yira opened her mouth to scream.

It was still completely silent in the dreamworld, even the band below us had cut off like someone had hit the mute button, but the memory of her shouts from our first encounter were still as fresh as ever in my memory. I turned my attention to the blonde woman next to me to see her knuckles were white as she held onto the roof’s ledge like it was a lifeline.

“We killed a lot of Dax today,” I said to distract her. “I’m not sure how much longer you’ll hold up, but at least some of them paid.”

“Not enough,” she said as hatred flashed in her eyes. “But we’ll kill more. You still have to go to the lab and then get to the hangar. There are bound to be more enemies.”

“There will be,” I said.

“I will enjoy that.” Pure, unadulterated hatred filled the quiet louder than any scream or war cry ever could.

I glanced back over my shoulder to see the movie had stopped, and the inky-black water had gone back to reflecting the string lights stretching across the roof.

Yira’s rage threatened to overwhelm me, especially since I agreed with her, but a few deep breaths helped me to keep her feelings at bay.

I’d expected the crash course in how to be an empath to come mostly from my interactions with the Dax, and maybe with the few Volkans we passed, but it turned out that my sword was the one helping me to learn the most. It made sense since the young woman had seemingly been very studious when she was alive, and I wondered if maybe she would’ve made the transition to being a teacher after her career as a jump mage. I was very sure she would’ve been essential wherever she ended up, and my own hatred for the corrupt soldiers grew as I turned back to the young woman next to me.

Yira really had been beautiful, with her long, wavy blonde hair and green eyes. The hourglass curves underneath her white dress would’ve been perfect for both hugging and bearing children. But all of that had been stolen from the young woman by a few men who’d been so greedy and lecherous that they’d let evil consume them.

Whatever Paul did to them wasn’t enough.

I wanted them to be dipped slowly in acid for the rest of eternity. I wanted them to be slowly torn apart by those rats, healed, and then have the whole process started all over again.

It took all of my self-control to force calming breaths into my lungs when all I wanted to do was scream, shout, and cry. Some of the emotions were definitely coming from Yira, but the picture of Alicia Jones’ vacant dead eyes staring up at me came unbidden to my mind. She was another young woman whose life had been cut short, and though it had been an accident, I still blamed myself every time I thought about it.

“Who is Alicia Jones?” Yira asked as her gaze turned from the city to me with a mixture of intrigue and fury. “You killed her?”

“I killed a lot of my classmates,” I said and balled my hands into fists. “My first mission. I didn’t realize I had a mutation… It upgrades portals. What was supposed to be an easy mission with nothing but Grendel grunts ended up having Grendel elites who tore through our battalion like tissue paper.”

“But you tried to save her,” the young woman said with an approving nod. “You are not like them. I’m sure she has forgiven you. I will find her in the afterlife and let her know that her death has been used to forge a great man. I will tell all of your classmates how you strive to make up for the accident. And I can tell it was an accident. No one is harder on themselves than those who hurt others without intention.”

She turned her attention back to the festival below us, and the young girl playing with the boy. There was no doubt in my mind she was Liberty, though apparently Yira still saw her little sister as the kid playing with a ball with their neighbors.

“Paul made friends with her,” I said as regret echoed in the space between us. “They’ve had a lot of long talks. He says she’s bound to take over the rebels one day. Maybe soon, if she has anything to say about it. I don’t think I’ll get to meet her, but I’ve heard nothing but good things. Well, Oron doesn’t seem too pleased with her, but he’s going to betray us at some point, so his disapproval is in her favor.”

“Liberty always had the ability to get under my skin,” Yira snorted.

“I’ve heard little sisters are like that.” I shrugged. “Or younger siblings in general. Pretty sure Paul drove my mother crazy back in the day. At least, from the way he talks about her.”

“She didn’t tell you about him?” she asked without looking up from the scene below.

“I think it’s too hard for her to talk about the past,” I admitted. “She didn’t even tell me who she really was until recently.”

“I hid a lot from Liberty,” the blonde woman said.

Yira twisted around so she could see the reflection in the black water that covered the rooftop, and I followed her example. I half-expected to see her death again but was happily surprised to see the two girls playing with each other. Or rather, Liberty was jumping around what looked like a living room while her older sister frowned over a textbook.

“I spent so much time studying,” Yira whispered like if she said it too loudly, the memory would disappear. “I should’ve spent more time with her. I should’ve told her why I did what I did. That I wanted to help our people just as much as the rebels, but legally. To make a lasting difference. But all I did was let her down.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I said a little more ferociously than I originally intended. I cleared my throat, took a deep breath, and then repeated the words a little softer. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I know,” the vengeful young woman said as anger flashed through the dreamworld with a loud thunderclap. “They did. And they’ve paid. And we’ve made more of the bastards pay.”

“We have.” I nodded.

“But no matter what I do, I can’t go back,” she continued. “I can’t release all this hatred. It’s just become a part of me. I’m not the same woman my sister knew. If she’s hanging out with The Reaper, and the rebels, then she isn’t, either. I let her down. She was supposed to stay carefree and happy. She wasn’t supposed to be a part of any of this.”

“We don’t get to choose what happens to us,” I said as I watched the little girl in the memories swing between the clotheslines like they were vines. “But we do get to choose how we respond. I decided to become the best knight in the entire galaxy to make up for what happened on Tyranus. I still have a long way to go, but I’m on my way. You decided to be bound to this sword and kill as many Dax bastards as possible. And Liberty has chosen to become a rebel.”

“She’ll lead them one day,” Yira said with complete certainty. “I never wanted to admit it, but Liberty was stronger than me. And so much smarter. I had to work hard and study to get into the Academy. I never understood why she didn’t do well in school, especially when she could easily read over my shoulder and understand the physics equations I was struggling with.”

“I’m guessing she was already leaning toward the rebellion,” I said.

“She must have been,” she said and reached up to tug on her braid. “We both wanted to change Volkan for the better. But she didn’t have faith in the system like I did. I really thought I could make a difference. Guess the joke is on me.”

“You are making a difference,” I pointed out. “We’ve managed to kill a lot of Dax. It may not have been the way you wanted, but your people will be free.”

Yira’s gaze shifted from her childhood memories to me, and I saw the tears she refused to shed welling up in her eyes. She may not have given herself much credit about being strong, but I’d rarely met someone as tough as her. The young woman bound to my sword had overcome the pain and terror of her death to demand vengeance, and we’d accomplish that vengeance together before she broke apart and went to the afterlife.

I’d make sure of it.

“Thank you,” she said and blinked back the unshed emotions. “Really. I know I have a tendency to try and take control.”

“You do,” I snorted and then bumped her shoulder with mine. “But thankfully, my circlet helps me to stay in charge of my body.”

“I’m grateful,” she said. “I just get so angry. And I want more blood. But I do feel better after our last battle. Like I’m finally going to be able to have some peace when I go to the afterlife. I can feel myself having trouble holding it together, so I don’t think I’ll be able to fight too much longer.”

“You’ve done an amazing job,” I said with a reassuring smile. “We kicked ass during the battle. It was just us against all those Dax, and they didn’t stand a chance. And I promise I’ll feed you more of their blood before you break apart. You can go to the afterlife without any regrets.”

“Except for leaving Liberty and my mother behind,” she said with a sad smile. “I know they’ll be okay. Like I said, Liberty has always been stronger than me. She’ll take over the rebels one day and make sure they keep our people safe. Maybe she’ll even overthrow the entire government and root out all the evil that’s taken a foothold in our empire. Honestly, there’s not much she can’t do when she puts her mind to it.”

I nodded in agreement and wondered if I’d be able to meet the young woman after all. It sounded like she was a force of nature, and after being in battle with her sister, it wouldn’t surprise me if Liberty walked in like she owned the place and started giving Oron orders. I just hoped she was as loyal to Paul as he seemed to think, especially since the current rebel leader was lacking, to say the least.

“You know,” I said and broke the comfortable silence between us. “You’re a much better fighter than any jump mage I’ve ever met. Granted, you’re in a sword now, but honestly I didn’t expect you to be able to wield yourself the way you did. You still needed my help sometimes, but you have definitely been the best weapon I’ve ever had in my arsenal.”

“Even if I tried to take over too much?” she asked.

“Even then.” I winked.

She threw her head back to release a full-body laugh. “I’m glad you’re so strong. If you weren’t, then I would’ve worn you to the bone.”

“It did feel like you tried to.” I gave her a brief glare, but then bumped her with my shoulder again. “But I enjoyed getting lost in the battle. And I’m happy to help you get your vengeance, as long as I’m the one actually in control of my body.”

“Sorry about that,” she said as a blush crawled up her cheeks. “I always had a tendency to take over when it came to group projects. I really am glad that you were able to hold me back. It’s been a little while since Paul bound me to the blade, and The Reaper is a great inventor, but he wasn’t strong enough to wield me. I was starting to think I might have to wait an eternity before I could have my revenge.”

“It definitely hasn’t been easy,” I snorted. “You know, you actually cut the work overalls in the real world during our last fight?”

“Bullshit!” Yira gasped and then put her hand over her mouth as if she was shocked she’d cursed. “Maybe I’m more amazing than I give myself credit for.”

“You are.” I grinned. “I meant it when I said you’ve been the best weapon I’ve ever wielded. It would be great if we could stay together. I know the Lich magic and Dax metal doesn’t last very long, but we really make a fantastic team. No one in the galaxy would be able to stand against us.”

“I’d stay with you until the entire Dax empire was wiped from existence,” she promised and then bit the inside of her lip. “Or at least until the evil bastards running around in our army had been eradicated. But I have to admit, I’m getting tired. I do want more blood. And I’ll be very, very happy to kill as many of those jerks as we can before I break apart, but the idea of going to the afterlife is becoming more appealing.”

“I get it,” I said. “Every warrior has to retire at some point. And your vengeance is almost complete.”

“Not until they’re all dead,” she said with a sudden ferociousness that quickly gave way to sadness. “But I will accept being able to kill as many as possible. The rebels will take over after that.”

“And it’ll be easier once Paul and I leave Volkan,” I said. “We’ve already put a huge dent in the Dax army, but you and I will do even more damage before you break apart. And I guarantee, I will keep taking them out even after you’re gone. Right up until we leave Volkan.”

“Good.” She nodded and then flashed another bright smile. “You and I will be legends in the afterlife. Of course, I will just be a footnote in your story, but I’ll be watching eagerly to see everything you do.”

I nodded and studied the young woman for a little while. She really had been absolutely gorgeous. I’d noticed it during our first visit, but there was so much righteous fury that she’d been like a war goddess to me, instead of a person. Now, she looked like the twenty-something she actually was, with soft curves and an easy smile that could make any man forget their name.

“I hope you have a good afterlife,” I said. “I don’t know what’s waiting for you on the other side, but you deserve peace.”

“I think I’ll get it,” she said and then shot a worried glance over her shoulder. “As long as the old man doesn’t start using that spell again.”

The noise from the festival suddenly cut off again. Every hair on the back of my neck stood on end as if there was something evil lurking behind us.

I looked at the city, but the fog had moved in to cover everything right up to the roofline.

Even the lights and people below us had been swallowed whole.

Yira was staring into the roiling gray clouds now, but there was nothing there.

Still, I squinted and strained to find out what was making every warning bell go off in the back of my head. I stared longer into the fog for any signs of movement, and then something started to splash in the water behind us.

I spun around so fast, I almost fell off the rooftop’s ledge.

Inky tendrils just a few shades darker than the water whipped around right below the surface like some giant sea creature was about to leap out and devour us.

I could feel the cold fog behind me as it inched closer to the building, like Yira just wanted to make everything go away, and dread settled in my stomach so heavily that I couldn’t tell if it was coming from Yira, the tendrils, or me.

Either way, every instinct in my body told me we needed to put as much distance as we could between the monster writhing beneath the black water and us.

“What the fuck?” I breathed.

Yira grabbed my shoulders and turned my entire body back toward the fog that was now just inches away from our faces. The young woman’s spirit flickered in and out as if she was about to disappear, and it took me a second to realize the fear speeding up my pulse mostly came from her.

I had a healthy dose of terror in my own body as well after seeing the monster trying to surface, but hers was acutely stronger.

“What is that thing?” I whispered as if speaking too loud would help the monster break through and devour us.

“Shhhhh,” she hissed and shook her head. “Don’t talk about it. It only makes it stronger. Just ignore it. As long as Paul isn’t injured again, it won’t be able to grow stronger. You have to make sure that doesn’t happen. All of his inventions, those of us with Lich magic, we’re all connected to that thing.”

“What?” I asked. “How is that possible?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “The others can’t tell me, but I felt it when he was using the spell earlier. It made us stronger, but it made that thing stronger, too.”

A million questions ran through my head as I realized what that meant.

Did all Lich items connect to that thing? Or just the ones Paul made?

No. She said it only happened when he used the spell. So it had to be specific to my uncle.

I started to look over my shoulder to make sure it hadn’t moved closer, but Yira shoved me hard.

Then I was plummeting to the street below.
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Chapter 14

This time, I knew my eyes would open before I slammed face-first into the ground, but it felt like it was a lot closer than the first time with all the fog that flew past me, and cold sweat had plastered my hair to my forehead by the time I woke up.

“What the fuck?” I gasped as I shot up and looked around.

Cold air wafted off the sword tucked under the blanket beneath me, and I reached down to pull the weapon out. A long, thin crack ran down the center of the blade, and for just a second, it looked like there were black tendrils trying to poke through, but then I blinked and they were gone.

“Okay,” I said.

My prot-belt started to chime as I processed what just happened. I rolled over, unearthed the damned alarm, and quickly shut it off before it could make any more of the grating noise.

I sat up, put Yira on the bed next to me, and then leaned forward to put my head in my hands. A headache pulsed behind my right eye as emotions swirled around in my chest, and not all of them my own. I took a few deep breaths until I could separate myself from the intrusive feelings, though the sword’s fear still echoed in the back of my mind.

A million questions still tumbled over each other as I ran through the last of our conversation one more time. If Yira was right, and whatever the voids that monster was could gain strength when Paul used the Dark Folk runes on his body, then I definitely needed to make sure he didn’t get hurt again.

I doubted the rest of my Lich gear had enough consciousness to really feed him the way the vengeful spirit in my sword did, but it was better to be safe than sorry when it came to something so obviously evil.

And maybe, just maybe, Paul was right about there being an evil Dark Folk god waiting to take over the universe.

I could hardly believe I was considering the words.

It took me a few seconds to gather myself enough to go to the bathroom, but the cold water I splashed on my face helped to wake me up the rest of the way.

“Time to ask Paul some questions,” I told my reflection and then splashed my face one more time, just to be sure I was awake for the conversation I was about to have with the ancient Lich knight.

The house was so quiet when I opened the office door that I could hear a pin drop, and it helped me to focus on keeping my feelings in check, even as Yira continued to be freaked out on the bed behind me.

We still had to make it to the lab for the equipment Paul apparently needed to take with us, and that for whatever reason couldn’t burn to ashes with the rest of the crap we’d left behind. And once we actually made it safely away, we needed to get back across the city to the shipyard, so I needed to have all my emotions under my control.

I also needed some answers about what the fuck those tendrils were, because if Paul knew about them and just didn’t tell me, we were about to have a very long, probably heated conversation.

It was already late afternoon judging by the light filtering through the closed blinds.

I glanced around the living room as I came back out, yawned, and stretched. Kira would still be on patrol for another few hours and had locked the door behind her when she left, so no one would be able to find us unless they broke in, and Paul had passed out on the couch.

He clearly wasn’t much for guard duty, but then again, if I’d been immortal for two hundred years, then I’d probably sleep without worrying about anything, too.

At least Kira hadn’t betrayed us.

Yet.

I had slept harder than expected, especially since Yira had pulled me into another dream, but I’d learned at the academy how to wake up from a dead sleep with just the sound of a boot scuffing on the floor. Of course, that had been before I had such a strong connection with my Lich items, so I probably needed to be more careful in the future. Definitely something to note, since my gear was quickly becoming stronger and stronger.

“Wait,” I said as the exhaustion still hovering over me evaporated like morning mist in bright sunlight. “Where’s the device?”

Panic coursed through my veins as I turned to the hallway I’d left the world-ending device in. The crate had been right next to the wall, but now it was nowhere to be seen.

The worst-case scenario flew through my mind as I worried that the dream with Yira had actually kept me asleep enough for Kira to steal the world-ending device. The spirit said she liked the Dax woman, so maybe she kept me distracted enough for the commander to take away the device.

I did not want to go back to the weapons’ depot for it, especially since security would be even tighter. But if Kira had taken it without even waking me up, then she definitely would have sent soldiers who could’ve easily killed me while I was still sleeping.

No. It didn’t make sense for her to take the device and not kill me. Or at the very least, take Paul with her.

“Paul,” I snarled and stomped over to the couch.

“What’s wrong?” he asked as his eyes flew open. “Did I hurt someone?”

“No,” I said and gestured to the hallway. “The device is gone.”

“No, it isn’t,” he said around a yawn.

The old man sat up, stretched, and then motioned to the other end of the couch.

I darted over and sighed with relief when I spotted the device. Paul had hidden it beneath a blanket on the far side of the couch.

Like any Dax soldier was dumb enough to see The Reaper and not realize the device would be nearby. Actually, I could believe it.

“How did you sleep?” the old man groaned as he stood up. “I can’t sleep on couches like I used to. That soul may have taken a few years off, but damn if I’m not still ancient.”

“I had a dream,” I said as the inky tendrils came rushing back to the surface. “With Yira. And some very terrifying tendril things that felt like they wanted to devour me whole.”

“What?” he asked in a strangled tone. “You saw those?”

“You know what they are?” I threw my hands into the air and then pinched the bridge of my nose. “And you didn’t warn me that your Lich items could bring out some evil monster when your Dark Folk runes are activated.”

Confusion crossed Paul’s face, and the ancient Lich knight quickly walked over to the kitchen for a glass of water. I followed after him. He wasn’t going to be let off the hook that easily, especially when the tendrils felt like they wanted to take my body over more than Yira did.

“Paul?” I asked when he didn’t say anything.

“I didn’t know.” He frowned and then refilled his water glass. “I mean, I felt Him around sometimes, but I didn’t know he could use the Lich items I made. It’s not like there’s ever been another Lich knight around when the Dark Folk runes have been activated. And there aren’t usually a lot of people alive to ask questions when I come back. I know He’s always trying to take over my body. I didn’t realize he’d try to take over yours, too. This complicates things. Ah, but maybe it was only strong with Yira because she’s so strong.”

Paul started to pace around the kitchen as if that would help him process the new information, and then he darted into the office. I followed after him as he retrieved a pen and paper and started to take notes. The old man wrote so fast it was impossible for me to tell if he was writing in Dax or Caledonian, but it didn’t really matter as long as he could read it later.

He’d talked about the tentacles like they belonged to the Dark Folk god, which wasn’t much of a surprise to me.

I’d felt how evil they were.

But it was getting harder and harder to ignore the possibility that there might actually be some kind of deity out there. With a capital “H” to his name.

“Paul,” I said when he finally set the pen down. “Do you think He can reach through every Lich item, or just the ones you make?”

“Just mine, just mine,” he said and nodded more to himself than to me. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. Or other Lich knights would’ve been taken over by Him. Your mother would have been a better target. No. He must have contact with whoever He’s trying to possess. Like the prince. And like me. Ah, but he’s come after you because you have items that I’ve made. My magic is in them. You’ll have to be very careful. At least, you will with Yira. But don’t ignore the rest of your armor. The souls aren’t as powerful, but He might slither in.”

“Okay,” I said and ran a hand through my hair. “The simplest solution is for you to not be injured again.”

“Always the best option,” he said and then turned to the armor I’d hung up to dry. “I’ll see if she has a drill somewhere. And some arcane dust. Soldiers always have some lying around. I’ll go over the runes again. You need all the protection you can get. We’ll need to leave soon. Preferably by the time the sun goes down.”

I glanced at the window behind him and nodded. It would be best to head out at dusk when there would be more shadows for our cloaks to blend into. I’d also have a little more time to meditate and get my emotions under control before we went into another battle.

Paul had already hopped up and was going through the closet for a drill by the time I went into the living room. I sat on the couch, closed my eyes, and then pictured the serene mountain lake with all my girls around me. The old man shuffled by at one point, but I focused all my attention on the peace that finally flowed through my veins as I meditated.

When I finally opened my eyes, I immediately checked on the world-ending device only to find it had gone missing.

Again.

I took a deep breath and tried to hold on to the peace I’d just managed to achieve, and then made my way to the office.

The computer and picture had been relocated to the perfectly made bed as if I’d never slept in it at all, and metal shavings dusted the desk’s surface from where the old man had engraved into my armor and the world-ending device. The Lich knight still had a utility drill in one hand as he smiled like it was any other day, and I had to close my eyes and take a few more deep breaths to keep myself from losing the hard-earned peace I’d just managed to manifest.

“What are you doing?” I asked in the calmest voice I could muster.

“Just adding some anti-gravity runes.” He shrugged, set the drill down, leaned over to inspect his work, and then nodded in approval. “We’re going to have to haul this thing all over the city, so we need to be able to lift it and make it portable. Even added some straps so I can wear it like a backpack. We’ll leave this here for the moment so the metal can cool down. Don’t want to try it out while it’s hot. I do want to test it out, though. But it can wait. I made it heavy in the first place so that the Dax wouldn’t be able to move it easily, though you did amazing yesterday.”

“The armor helped,” I said as I forced my shoulders down from around my ears.

“Of course, of course.” He nodded as he stood to stretch. “Oh, I feel old today.”

“You don’t look it,” I said with a lifted eyebrow. “You actually look younger after eating that guy yesterday.”

A dark expression crossed my uncle’s face as he stared at me through slitted eyes, but then he threw his head back and laughed until he collapsed back into the chair.

“The benefits of immortality,” the old man said and wiped a tear from his face. “It’s not as if that kid was innocent. Anyone brave enough to come after me would’ve been single-minded in their devotion to the Dax army and the goals of the higher-ups. It’s sad to think they’re so easily brainwashed. But it happens. And usually their soul is already corrupted.”

Paul smacked his lips together as if he was remembering the taste of the Dax soldier’s soul.

“His was very bitter,” he said.

“I honestly have no idea how to respond to that,” I said and ran a hand over my face.

The idea that the old man could actually remember the taste of the souls he consumed was a different level of disturbing that I just was not ready to deal with at the moment.

Right up there with an ancient evil god who wanted to take over my uncle, and possibly me. It was just too much. And there wasn’t much I could do about it at the moment, so it was going to be shelved until it actually became a real problem. Which was hopefully never. Although, if Paul was knocked out again while Yira was still my sword, then I’d have to reconsider that.

“Ah.” He clapped his hands together and brought my attention back to the office instead of a battle with a possibly mythical god. “I ran the drill over the runes in your armor like I said I would. Specifically, the ones in your circlet. I also fixed the mask. It was a little gummy after all the blood yesterday. The thin metal helmets are always great since they’re lightweight, but they do need a little more work. And your prot-belt is in good condition. All of your armor should be able to handle whatever we face today. Except maybe Yira. There’s not much I can do for her now that she’s started to crack. She’s only going to be good for maybe one more fight.”

“I know.” I frowned and stared hard at the old man in his faded fatigues. “How the voids did you make it past me and do all of this without pulling me out of my meditation. I heard you go by once, and I didn’t even hear the drill turn on.”

“I’m very sneaky,” he said with a conspiratorial wink. “Very, very sneaky. And you meditate the way Penelope sleeps. Which is to say, like the dead unless there’s a threat. Ah, I had to learn at a very young age how to tiptoe and have no mischievous thoughts, or she’d wake right up. Talk about being an empath… not that she is one, but you’d think she was if you saw her wake up. One time I was just trying to sneak a chocolate from the kitchen, two rooms away, mind you, and she woke up from a dead sleep to tell me to put it back.”

“I believe you,” I laughed and shook my head. “She used to do that to me when I was a kid.”

I was still a little bothered that the old man had managed to sneak by me more than once, but at least he wasn’t an enemy. I’d have to be more careful in the future, though hopefully by the end of the day, we’d be on a ship headed back to Salus, so I could sleep and meditate peacefully without being worried about any attacks.

“Dinner!” Paul shouted and slammed his hands on the desk.

“What the fuck?” I snapped as my heart threatened to jump out of my chest. “Was that absolutely necessary?”

“It was.” He nodded, hopped up, and came around the desk. “We need to eat. Kira should be back soon with all the information we need about the patrols.”

I glanced at the closed blinds and the evening light pouring through them. The commander had been given just enough time to recuperate before she was expected to return to the weapons’ depot, though it wasn’t so much rest that she’d be able to stay up for another day, or night, without at least some sleep. I wasn’t sure if she’d be able to make it to the labs and then to the shipyard, but then again, it would be easier to leave her behind if she passed out for too long.

The Dax commander had been very adamant about coming with us before she took her nap, but even with Paul’s approval, it was hard to get my head around the idea of letting an enemy leader come with us. No matter how much she told me about her own people not being strong enough to be her mate, or how I’d already proven myself more than capable of giving her strong heirs.

Granted, my girls all said the same thing, but none of them were literal Dax commanders who were ready and willing to just leave everything they knew behind and betray their own people.

At the time, I could feel the sincerity she’d let me sense even through her implant, but there were other emotions she could easily hide, and I wasn’t a strong enough empath yet to notice.

Treyin would have to teach me how to figure out when someone was hiding something behind an implant later. There was no way the former Ecomese Prime Minister couldn’t tell if someone was keeping a secret, even if their implant kept her from finding out exactly what it was, or manipulating her target into telling her.

“Are you coming?” Paul asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed.

“Thinking about your girls?” the old man asked with a mischievous grin.

“Uhhh…” I tilted my head to the side and then shook it. “Guess I’m easier to read than I thought.”

“Not really.” He shrugged and led the way to the kitchen. “I’m just much, much older, and I’ve seen plenty of men lose themselves in thoughts about their lovers. It’s an easy thing to do. Ah, I used to lose myself for hours just thinking about Vanessa.”

I smothered a smile as he twirled around like a lovesick schoolgirl. He definitely had an uphill battle to fight if he wanted to win Commander Reynolds’ icy heart. I’d be lucky just to keep him uninjured when we arrived back on the Stalwart, especially if the entire senior crew went after him on sight, which at this point was very likely since Paul had literally kidnapped me from right underneath their noses.

Olav especially liked to hold grudges.

“Now, what should we have for dinner?” He brought my attention back again. “Maybe breakfast? A bit of a rebellion from the norm. There’s some eggs. It’s been a long time since I had fresh eggs. Usually it’s easier to buy them dried and rehydrate them. Most of my food is like that. Don’t want to deliver to The Reaper. I might suck their soul out.”

Paul talked in a flippant tone as if it didn’t bother him, but a deep sadness washed over me, and it didn’t originate from my own emotions. No. The Reaper may have a tough exterior, but the old man was probably very ready to leave the memories from Volkan behind and go somewhere where not every single person was terrified of him, even if they were allies.

My attention snapped to the front door as it opened. Kira walked through with a bag of what smelled like breakfast burritos clutched tightly in her hand. Guess she had the same idea as Paul, and I wondered who the voids was selling breakfast food at dinnertime. She shut the door, reactivated the runes, and then slowly made her way to the kitchen with the kind of exhausted expression I usually had after a day of mental training with Commander Reynolds.

“That bad out there?” I asked as she plopped the bag on the counter.

“Yes,” she mumbled around a yawn. “I need coffee, but it was hard enough just getting someone to sell me these. Thankfully, the vendors had a ton of breakfast burritos left since no one was out much this morning. They’re easier to transport and store for later if we don’t eat them all. One of my underlings asked why I needed so many. It was an easy enough lie to tell, and he believed me willingly when I told him I planned on reheating them for a week.”

“Judging by your cabinets, it’s something you do on a regular basis,” Paul pointed out and quickly returned the eggs to the refrigerator.

“It is,” she said around another yawn. “I need coffee.”

“I can make that,” the old man said with a bright smile. “I make coffee strong enough to wake the dead.”

The ancient Lich knight chuckled to himself like he’d told the best joke ever, and I decided he and Commander Reynolds were definitely made for each other when it came to the dark dad jokes they both told. I did crack a smile though, and Kira pressed her lips together as if she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of laughing.

“There is coffee in the cabinet,” she said. “It comes from my friend’s farm. She grows the strongest beans in the entirety of the Dax empire.”

“Ah, I think I know who you’re talking about,” Paul said as he started to make the coffee. “She’s very loyal to the Dax empire. I’m sure your friendship will end when she realizes what you’ve done.”

“Friendships are not as important as continuing the Andreiv family line,” Kira said with a one-shoulder shrug. “And I do not like her that much.”

“And why is that?” I asked in hopes of having more insight into the strange woman.

“She once started a rumor that I was infatuated with a weak man.” The commander rolled her gray eyes as if that was the biggest insult. “A man who could not even finish his training. As if I would debase myself so much for a pretty face. She does not realize I know. I kept the friendship purely to allow my men to continue receiving a discount on her coffee.”

“That’s a good way to get petty revenge,” Paul said with an approving nod. “Have her lose money and see how far you’ve risen in the ranks. I’m sure her business will take a hit when everyone finds out about your desertion. They’ll associate her with you.”

“Yes,” Kira said with a vindictive smile. “It’s what she deserves for betraying our friendship.”

“Manipulative.” I shook my head. “But I get it. You’re still determined to come with us?”

“Of course,” the commander said and started to pull the breakfast burritos out for us. “As I said, the Dax army has become weak. I cannot find a suitable mate among their ranks. You, however, are more than capable of helping me to produce strong heirs. You will be my mate.”

“You’ll have to share him,” my uncle reminded her.

“That is of no consequence.” She waved a hand dismissively.

“I still haven’t agreed to be your mate,” I pointed out. “I’m barely on board with you joining us.”

“You expect me to betray you,” she said with a knowing nod. “You would be a fool not to wonder. And my mate will not be a fool. It’s no matter if you’ve realized my sincerity. I will prove it to you.”

“Sure,” I said. “You can start with telling us what’s going on outside.”

“All of the creatures The Reaper created have been destroyed,” she said around a mouthful of burrito. “It took most of the day, but we were able to capture those who did not wish to return to death. It’s rare, but sometimes happens. No civilians were bitten.”

“I thought people stopped changing once you woke up,” I said with a hard stare at my uncle.

“They do,” he said as he poured us each a cup of delicious-smelling coffee. “But that doesn’t turn them back. They usually do go back to being dead within ten minutes. But I’ve heard of a few staying alive for longer. Usually when I’ve been seriously injured, though. I wonder if them staying alive has anything to do with the dream you had. And Him. We’ll have to be more careful of that. If they do stay alive… undead? Mobile? Then they’ll be ravenous beasts until they’re put down. And they can be very hard to put down. I once had an entire town to send to the afterlife. Took me three days. Almost died. Ah. But that was when I was newly immortal. He must’ve had more power then. And I didn’t realize death was still lingering around me so much.”

“But you can’t actually die,” I pointed out.

“I can if there aren’t any more souls around for me to consume,” he said thoughtfully. “You know, I should try that. But I’d have to find somewhere without any animals with souls. And absolutely no people. Not even sure how far the reach is. I can’t tell you where I got the souls to keep going when I was clearing out that village, but they came from somewhere.”

“Could a portal have opened?” I asked. “Like the one in the temple when the runes were first carved on you?”

“That’s a possibility,” he said. “I was a little too delirious to actually know. Took everything just to stay conscious. You know, it’s really no wonder I’m insane.”

“You’re not that crazy,” I said. “You’re definitely not sane, but you’re doing okay.”

“It’s getting easier,” he said with a bright smile. “The more time I spend around you, the easier it is to organize my thoughts.”

“You have been isolated for a very long time,” Kira said and then polished off her breakfast burrito, chugged her coffee, and then reached for more food. “I have often used that technique to convince prisoners to give me information. Humans are not meant to be alone for too long. No matter which empire you serve.”

“I thought you just worked at the weapons’ depot.” I narrowed my eyes at the commander. “What exactly do you do for the Dax?”

“Whatever I must.” She shrugged. “I had to search very far for my mate, though in the end, you came to me. Convenient. But it did lead me to learn your language. Interrogations work best in the subject’s native language.”

“And what kind of interrogations did you do?” I asked as rage bubbled in my chest.

“Sleep deprivation, isolation, noise pollution.” She listed each torture technique as if she was just writing a grocery list. “These are the most effective. I find inflicting pain will get you the answers you seek, but they may not necessarily be true. Only when the mind is at its wits’ end can the truth be revealed.”

“She’s right,” Paul said. “Those are the best ways. I helped make some of those noise pollution devices. Tested it on myself. I would’ve told anyone anything they wanted to know just to make it stop. Not that I have much to tell. At least, nothing that they don’t know already. Okay, I wouldn’t have told them everything. But it was very annoying.”

I stared between the two of them as if they’d both lost their minds. It was like torture was an everyday occurrence in the Dax empire. I wasn’t exactly surprised given the other techniques the soldiers used, like threatening to kill kids, and we were at war, but I was having a hard time reconciling the fact that both of them were so unaffected.

“Why are you staring at me?” Kira asked. “Have I done something wrong?”

“Torturing people is wrong,” I said. “So, yeah.”

“A warrior must do what has to be done,” she said in her thick Dax accent. “How many Dax have you killed? Did you ask them questions while they bled out?”

“She makes a valid point, Nick,” Paul said. “War is war. I’m sure she’ll do the same thing to Dax soldiers now that she’s on our side.”

“Until she decides to go back to them.” I narrowed my eyes at the commander.

“I have made my decision,” she said and jutted her chin in the air. “I will align myself with my mate and his empire.”

“And what happens if I never agree to be your mate?” I asked. “How long will it take before you go back to your people?”

“Your people are my people.” She shrugged and then polished off her second breakfast burrito. “And you will accept me. I am beautiful, strong, talented, and a brilliant warrior. Most men would have fallen over themselves just to receive a smile from me. Those men could never earn my loyalty. They are weak. You are not. You will be my mate.”

My eyes twitched at how certain she was, and I opened my mouth to protest, but there were other things to worry about than Kira’s determination to get me in bed.

Like getting to the lab and then getting off Volkan.

“Okay,” I said and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Let’s move on for right now. We need to talk about what else is going on outside.”

“Of course,” she said and then motioned for me to eat. “You will need your strength. There are three burritos for you. My mate should have a strong appetite.”

“Sure,” I said as my stomach growled. “I’ll eat. You tell us about the city and where the soldiers are looking for us.”

I took a giant bite of the breakfast burrito and fought a groan as a mixture of sweet and spicy eggs, potato, and sausage washed over my tongue. I hadn’t realized how hungry I really was, and it only took me three bites to eat the whole thing.

“As I said.” Kira smiled in approval as I moved on to my second breakfast burrito. For the briefest moment, her eyes roved over my body like she was ready to jump me right then and there, but then she cleared her throat and continued. “The zombies have all been killed. The weapons’ depot has been completely destroyed. As have the communications and defense systems. I suspect you had something to do with that.”

“Yep,” Paul said with a proud smile.

“The generals have ordered our best minds to put the portals and communications back together,” she continued. “And ships have been sent to the other cities as well as the troops surrounding the planet. They will take some time to arm themselves, but we have no more than four hours before reinforcements arrive.”

“So, we need to get moving,” I said and then washed down the rest of my breakfast with coffee. “How many guards have been sent to the lab?”

“Two garrisons of our strongest soldiers,” the commander said and then scowled so hard it looked like she was seconds away from spitting. “My men and I were sent to kill the monsters. Another commander and General Hitra are in charge of the lab.”

“No,” Paul gasped and put his coffee cup on the counter. “Not Hitra.”

“Yes.” Kira pressed her lips together and balled her hands into fists. “I will gladly help you disembowel that man, the commander working with him, and all of the scum who call themselves soldiers. They are nothing but monsters in human skin. They do not deserve to be considered warriors.”

“Okay, okay,” I said before the two of them could start frothing at the mouth. “Who is this General Hitra? And what makes him and his people so bad?”

“His men were the ones who killed Yira,” Paul said with a pointed look toward the office. “I wanted to kill them all the second I found out, but had to settle with just the assholes who actually committed the atrocities. And this current Hitra’s grandfather was the one who came up with the idea of using civilians to keep me in check.”

“I’ve heard of your revenge for a young woman who was murdered,” the commander said. “You did well. My own hands have been tied for too long. It will be my pleasure to help you annihilate them. The Dax have become so weak that they are reliant on men who love evil more than their kingdom. Villains such as these should be purged. No matter which empire they are from.”

“Agreed,” I said as I eyed the woman more carefully. I was surprised how wholly we were on the same page about something, but I shook it off. “Thankfully, my queen doesn’t tolerate people like that, so you won’t have to worry too much. If she actually accepts your joining us. But back to the two garrisons. You said they are great fighters?”

“The best,” she said. “Next to my men, of course, but they have a level of evil in them that I do not allow in my ranks. This makes them skilled killers. Ones willing to do even the most vile things in order to win.”

“The children,” Paul gasped.

“Yes.” Kira nodded. “I believe they plan to make a human shield wall to keep you from getting into your lab.”
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Chapter 15

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I groaned.

I searched their faces for any sign they might be exaggerating, even if every instinct told me I’d just heard the truth.

“If it’s General Hitra, then it’s possible,” Paul said and gripped his coffee mug so hard it started to crack. “His grandfather was a manipulative monster, and the apple didn’t fall far from the tree with his son– and apparently his grandson, especially given how the men under his command behave.”

He glanced toward the office, and a wave of pure rage washed over me from Yira’s direction, like my sword was listening from the other room. The old man didn’t have to be an empath to figure out my sword was angry again, because the entire house grew colder in an instant, and a shiver ran down my spine as bloodlust fought to take control of me.

I took a deep breath to calm down, and soon the fury subsided, though not before Kira gave the office a strange look. If I hadn’t been across the house, then my sword might’ve had more luck taking over, but then again, I still had plenty of peace from my meditation.

Either way, the commander recognized something was different the same way that Paul did.

“The Reaper is correct,” Kira said and pulled her attention back from the office where my sword was resting. “The entire family line is dishonorable. To think he actually tried to become my mate.”

“He did?” I asked. “But he wasn’t strong enough to beat you?”

“Of course not,” the commander sniffed and lifted her chin in the air. “I would never allow him to win.”

Kira pressed her lips together and scowled at the counter.

“He almost won,” she continued. “But I managed to defeat him at the last moment. Do not underestimate him. Or his men. They will kill the children if they think it will bring The Reaper out of hiding.”

“And they’re right,” my uncle said and turned to clean out his coffee mug like he needed a distraction. “I’m not going to let them kill those children. I’ll just turn myself back in. We have the world-ending device. You two leave and get back to everyone. Bring back reinforcements.”

“No,” I said and held up a hand when he started to protest. “We’re not leaving you here with them.”

“They will not risk hurting him,” Kira said. “Although, there are rumors about a secret squadron who are learning how to keep you awake and alive enough not to initiate your curses. The Volkan civilians grow more restless and angry about being used as bargaining chips.”

“Obviously,” I said. “I’m surprised they haven’t rebelled more over the years.”

“They’ve tried.” Paul’s gaze fixated on the windows as if he was seeing a memory replayed on the curtains. “Thirty years ago. I was foolish enough to try and help them.”

“I heard of this,” the commander said. “It was a terrible day for Dax and Volkan alike.”

I waited for them to elaborate, but no one said anything, and it didn’t look like either of them wanted to talk about it. Kira wouldn’t have been alive back then, but they probably talked about it in the Dax academy. I had the feeling there were a lot of people who died terribly since Paul’s emotions fluctuated between hatred and grief.

“All the more reason we can’t leave you here,” I broke the silence that had fallen on the house. “We have to figure out a way to help the children without sacrificing you.”

“We can’t blow up the lab with them so near,” Paul said with a stern expression.

“Obviously.” I shook my head and chewed on the inside of my cheek as I processed. “We were going back anyway to get whatever the voids you left back there. Now we just need to find a way to get in, grab the stuff, and head back out while freeing children from a bunch of psychopathic soldiers. Just another day in paradise.”

“We should reach out to my friends,” the old man said with a nervous glance at Kira.

“I will not turn them in,” she said in an annoyed tone. “I will prove to both of you that I have chosen my side, if only because it is rather annoying how untrusting you are when I have told you the truth. I do not lie.”

“Your uncle used to hunt rebels,” Paul pointed out, and the woman narrowed her eyes ever so slightly.

“He did,” she said. “It was for the good of everyone involved. The rebels have often killed themselves with their plans.”

“Because the soldiers killed them,” he snapped back. “They were just trying to be free from being drafted or having their children used as human shields! Almost anything they do to achieve that end is acceptable. Even betraying me. As long as innocent people are not harmed in the cross-fire.”

Paul’s voice grew louder with every word until the old Lich knight was waving his hands in the air and practically frothing at the mouth. A hundred and sixty years was a long time to hold a grudge, and there were no doubt plenty of grievances for him to vent, but now wasn’t the time.

Besides, if he kept it up, then someone outside would realize the commander had guests, and the last thing we needed was to be trapped in the house with an army outside. But I also knew telling him to calm down wouldn’t help, because if he was anything like my mother, then he’d only be louder out of spite.

“I will not apologize for my family serving our empire,” Kira said in a calm tone despite the stubborn set of her shoulders. “We did what was right for our people. The rebels would have anarchy take over, and more would die.”

“Then why are you going to help us take down the Dax army?” I asked. “If we accomplish our task here, then the rebels will overwhelm the government.”

“Because it is what my mate wishes,” she said as if the answer was obvious.

“That’s not a good enough reason,” I said with narrowed eyes. “I get you wanting to continue the family line, and I can even go along with you defecting, but being okay with complete rebellion is a stretch. And it’s one of the reasons I can’t trust you, because it’s clear that you’re hiding something. So, what is your real reason?”

“Answer his question,” Paul said in a tight tone as if the old man was seconds from losing his shit. “What are you planning?”

“I am planning to help my mate with his wishes,” she said but wouldn’t meet our eyes.

“And?” I asked. “What is it you’re not saying? Something other than not finding a strong enough mate has to be driving you. You even said that the Dax army is weaker now since they let Paul do most of the hard work of inventing weapons.”

“They are weak,” she snarled and slammed a hand on the counter. “They only care about conquest and defeating the other empires! They would kill their own children in pursuit of it, and they have no wish to better their own. They even let their men indulge in their darker desires to the detriment of their ranks. The rebels may plunge our home into anarchy, and many may die, but it is a sacrifice which must be made. Like burning the fields before a brushfire can destroy everything.”

Kira stomped her foot angrily and then covered her mouth in shock.

The commander must have been stewing on her resentment for a long time, and she probably had that exact argument with herself several times since it came out so easily, but at least everything finally made more sense.

It was one thing for the tough woman to want me as a mate and to continue the family line, but I knew that someone who’d risen through the military ranks at such a young age couldn’t possibly be driven just by her family’s wishes, and especially not if she was willing to betray everything she and her ancestors ever fought for.

“So, there it is,” I said.

“Good.” Paul nodded and reached a hand over to pat her on the shoulder. “You’re not the first high-ranking official to see the corruption and want to make a change. You aren’t betraying your ancestors, the Dax empire has lost its way, and I’m afraid there’s just no coming back. I’m not even sure I can, but at least I admit what I’ve been doing is wrong.”

Kira’s eyebrows crashed together, and the commander chewed on her bottom lip for a second as if she wasn’t sure whether to believe Paul or not. It had to be difficult to come to terms with really betraying the empire the Andreiv family had served for generations, even if the tough woman had already been on board.

There was a difference between saying it and actually doing it.

“I was truthful,” she finally spoke. “The Dax empire has become too weak. The rebels will kill themselves and each other when they take over, my uncle was right to try and stop them, but the military is infected with injustice. I will side with my mate. We will cripple the army here, and hopefully it will serve as a wake-up call to those in power.”

“And if it doesn’t?” I asked. “Will you really be okay fighting against your own people in the future? And telling my superiors everything you know about the Dax military? Because they’re going to have as many questions and concerns as I do.”

“Of course,” she said with a proud sniff. “I do not waiver from my decisions. You are my mate. I will follow your lead. As long as you do not become weak.”

“Sure.” I shrugged and let it go for the moment. The commander had at least revealed why she really didn’t mind killing her own people, or betraying the Dax empire, and it was a whole lot better than wanting to carry on the family lineage. Though, after meeting my girls, I could definitely understand wanting to keep my bloodline going, and theirs, but it wasn’t a good enough reason to betray everything Kira had ever known.

By the way she talked, it seemed like she thought they betrayed her and the Volkan people first.

“Back to the children,” I said and clapped my hands together. “You were out for a long time killing zombies. Was General Hitra at the lab the entire time?”

“No,” Kira said with a relieved sigh as if she was happy to move on from the deep talk about her recent choices. “They had to gather together first. Most of the general’s men were not in the weapons’ depot when it exploded. Their primary mission is to keep the rebels in line, and to make sure The Reaper can be controlled. Most do this by intimidation tactics.”

“You’d think they’d be Slayers,” I said.

“Wraiths,” Paul corrected. “There are probably a few, but most of the men I’ve met are showy and prefer just to cause chaos and violence.”

“Like the guy who showed up at your lab?” I asked.

“Just like that.” He rolled his eyes. “They’re all big and bad until they’re faced with my powers. Most have grown used to being the most feared men in the city, and they are quite deadly, but fear still haunts their dreams and waking visions like specters from their past.”

The old man drifted off as if we’d lost him to his memories, and I quickly snapped my fingers in front of Paul’s face before he wandered too far.

“Focus,” I said and then turned back to Kira. “How long would it take them to gather together?”

“I heard rumors that they, and the other commander’s men, were searching a nearby village for rebels.” She frowned and tapped her fingers on the counter. “They headed back the second the communications were interrupted. It took them eight hours for them to return, find out what happened, and be given their new orders to go to the lab and locate The Reaper.”

“And it’s been about, what? Twelve?” I asked and glanced outside. “Actually, probably ten. It’s not that late.”

Golden hour had already arrived while we talked, and the shadows cast through the blinds grew longer with every passing minute. We might still be spotted even with our cloaks, but I didn’t want to wait much longer. There would be enough shadows between the setting sun and the skyscrapers for us to be almost invisible.

“It’s been a little over ten hours,” she said. “They were told to go to the lab the second they made it back to the city. I believe they’ve been there for a few hours. It will take time for them to gather the children together. I only just heard about their plan before I left to come here. They likely spent the first hour or so combing the city for The Reaper.”

“The rebels would’ve gone to work evacuating everyone in danger the second they realized I didn’t make it to the shipyard.” Paul nodded as if agreeing with his inner monologue. “They work faster than the troops. Hitra and his men wouldn’t have run into anyone between the weapons’ depot and the factory district. That’ll make it harder for them to kidnap the children.”

“We cannot underestimate the general and his men,” Kira said. “They will torture whoever they need to in order to accomplish their task. And if they cannot find children, then I guarantee they will find someone, or drag people from their homes. The Reaper’s soft spot for those weaker than him will be exploited.”

“First,” I said and held up a hand to stop Paul when his face turned bright red. “You’re saying it like it’s a weakness. It’s not. It can be exploited, but him wanting to keep the weak safe is not a weakness.”

“It is a weakness,” she said. “If it can be used against a person, then it is a weakness. That does not mean it is wrong. It is simply something that can be exploited.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a deep breath. Technically, she wasn’t wrong, but the calm way she talked about using innocent people still pissed me off. I’d seen her rage earlier about Hitra’s methods, so I knew she didn’t agree with them, but it was as if the Dax army had really hammered it in during her training that her emotions as an individual shouldn’t come into play. Not when following orders as a unit, at all costs, was most important.

I was relieved our military took a different approach. Sure, I’d been trained to know when I needed to detach and complete a mission. It was a crucial skill in our line or work. But I’d also been trained to recognize when compassion and understanding could go a long, long way.

I wasn’t sure Kira could wrap her brain around this…

“It is a weakness,” Paul agreed and deflated like a popped balloon. “And Hitra’s men will use it. The few I’ve met certainly have. Even if I’m behaving well. They bring the children up like it’s a school trip with treats and candy. Come visit The Reaper. Like a haunted house. Most are scared, some intrigued, but all of them knew what was really going on. I tried to be kind and entertaining, but my mind has not been solid over the last few years.”

“I’m sure they understand that,” I said with a sympathetic smile at the old man. “Okay. So they’ve had a few hours to find kids for the human shield wall. They’ll be cocky because they know you won’t hurt children. But you haven’t gone back to the lab. If they’re smart, then they’ll realize you abandoned it and aren’t coming back.”

“They will draw me there,” he said with certainty.

“How?” I asked and waved a hand around the empty house. “They don’t even know where–”

“Reaper,” a voice boomed as if on cue.

The sound seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once, and I immediately raced over to the window to make sure we weren’t surrounded. A few soldiers milled around outside, but it was the skiffs hovering above the houses that caught most of my attention. They had to be broadcasting from the speakers in the ships, and I could see more in the distance, like they’d blanketed every street just to make sure Paul could hear them loud and clear.

“That’s Hitra,” Kira said as she joined me at the window.

The commander put a hand on my hip and pulled me closer as she opened one of the blinds like she wanted me to see what she was seeing, or to just be closer to her, but admittedly her window did have the better view, so I didn’t resist.

“You’re sure?” I asked.

“I’ve only met him a few times, but I know his voice well enough from hearing him yell at his subordinates,” she said.

“Awesome,” I said as I continued to watch the streets.

No one paid too much attention to Kira’s house. In fact, most of the soldiers barely looked in our direction.

The benefits of having a high-ranking ally. Not a single Dax on the street seemed to think the great Commander Andreiv would betray them.

Convenient.

“I think we can get out of here without anyone seeing us,” I said as Hitra called out for The Reaper again.

“We need to get in touch with my friends,” Paul said. “I know the frequency they use for emergencies. I know they plan to betray us at some point, Nick, but they will not make a move until their children and people are safe. For the moment, we are still aligned. Kira, do you have a two-way radio I can borrow?”

“Of course,” she said and headed straight for her bedroom while Paul went to the spare room.

“Hopefully they’ll be able to help us,” I said and resisted the urge to argue with Paul.

He did make a valid point about the rebels wanting the same thing that we did, and I highly doubted they’d want Paul to be back in the Dax military’s hands. Oron and Tina would just have to hold off for the moment, and with any luck, maybe whatever idiotic plan they had would be abandoned in favor of letting us leave Volkan without any trouble.

“Reaper,” Hitra’s voice boomed from the speakers so loudly that they rattled the glass in front of my face. “You will return to your lab. Immediately. You have twenty minutes.”

“Twenty minutes?” I gaped. “Can we even make it in time?”

“There’s a way we can do it,” the old man said as he emerged from the office with the world-ending device in hand. “But it’s not glamorous.”

“We don’t need glamorous, we need efficient,” I said.

“Then my plan’ll do,” he snorted.

Paul slipped his arms through the straps he’d attached to the world-ending device and then bounced a few times to make sure it was secure. It definitely seemed lighter with the new runes added, because the old man grinned from ear to ear and did a little twirl to show off.

“I’ve still got it!” he exclaimed and then sobered. “You should hurry and put your armor on.”

“On it,” I said as I pulled away from the window.

“Here’s the radio,” Kira said as she came out of her bedroom.

The bags under the commander’s eyes had disappeared in an instant as if she was newly energized. But then again, it seemed as if she had a long-standing grudge against Hitra and his men, and I knew from experience how thrilling it was to finally take some asshole who deserved it down.

I rushed through putting on my armor and was suddenly very grateful that I’d washed it the night before. It didn’t take me long to put the circlet in place and lower the face mask, and the chest piece went on as if it was just as ready for battle as Yira. I still couldn’t connect with the souls in the rest of my Lich armor, but it felt as if they were all giddy and thirsty for more blood as I strapped everything on.

“You have fifteen minutes,” Hitra’s voice echoed through the walls as a skiff passed right overhead. “I hope you don’t disappoint. It would be a shame for the Volkans to lose their children because you decided to abandon them.”

“What a fuckface,” I snarled as I ran over to grab Yira from the bed.

“I will gladly run him through,” Kira said with one hand on the closed staff on her prot-belt. “Several times if need be.”

“I’d love to see it,” Paul said with an apologetic smile. “But I’m afraid I’ll need your help causing a distraction.”

The old man slipped the two-way radio into one of the many pockets in his cloak.

“But we’ll try to save him for you,” he continued when the commander looked like she’d just chugged sour lemonade.

“Acceptable,” she said and then rolled her shoulders. “How would you like me to distract them?”

“Just draw them away from this house so we can get into the city,” he said. “We’ll take it from there. And then you can meet us at the shipyard.”

“I will prepare the way,” she said with a solemn nod. “Do not die, Reaper. And if you do, then aim your curse at Hitra’s men. There are no innocents within his ranks.”

“Gladly,” he said with an evil glint in his eyes.

“Be safe,” I said as Kira started toward the door.

“I will.” She smiled and then tilted her head to the side as she studied me. The same hunger she’d pinned me with spread across her face as she licked her lips. “You are already worried about my safety. I am making progress. You will accept me as your mate. And I will prove that I am worthy by having a ship ready for you when you arrive.”

“Sounds great,” I said.

I didn’t have the energy to fight the commander about whether or not she would be my mate or not. Besides, if she really did manage to get us a ship and help us to leave Volkan, then I might actually consider dating her. I wouldn’t immediately jump into bed like she wanted, but I’d at least start considering Kira seriously.

But only if we made it off Volkan.

“See you at the shipyard.” Paul waved.

Kira nodded once, opened the door, and then slipped out into the street. It didn’t take long before I could hear her voice over the constant threats from General Hitra. The commander managed to pull the Dax soldiers further down the street in only a few minutes, but we were running shorter and shorter on time.

“Ten minutes,” Hitra reminded us as we activated the stealth runes on our cloaks.

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered and then motioned for Paul to lead the way. “Let’s go kick his ass, shall we?”

“Oh, we shall,” the old man said and practically skipped down the steps like we were going on a day trip. “My friends are already en route. They have their orders. And we have ours. You’ll have to follow my lead, but we make a good team.”

“Not so loud,” I hissed.

My heart pounded in my chest as I rushed after the Lich knight. Golden light poured through the skyscrapers as we darted into a nearby alley. I barely caught up to the spry old man before he slipped beneath a manhole cover and right into a noxious-smelling sewer.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I gagged as I followed him in. “Oh, yeah. This-this definitely isn’t glamorous.”

I’d been more than willing to let the old man take the lead since he knew the city best, but the stench was enough for me to start questioning whether or not this was the best idea, or if we should just risk not making it in time.

No. That wasn’t even an option. I’d just have to hold my breath.

“Just make sure you don’t get your cloak wet,” Paul snickered and pointed to the brown river flowing beneath us. “That smell does not come off. Granted, we’ll stink for a little while when we come out, but it’ll fade. If you get that crap on you, then you’re done for.”

“Noted,” I said through clenched teeth. “What’s the plan once we get there?”

“We’ll go to my lab to retrieve my things,” he said. “We should be getting there right on time, but I have some friends that will be causing a distraction before Hitra actually does anything. He’ll assume it’s me, of course, so their response won’t be as volatile because they’ll be too afraid to hurt me.”

“And the children?” I asked.

“They’ll be escorted to safety in the chaos,” he said and tapped his temple. “Don’t worry, Nick. I’m crazy, but I know how to cause damage. And how to save lives. It’s a curse and a blessing being The Reaper.”

The old man hopped down and did a little dance as if he was having the time of his life.

Meanwhile, I didn’t want to breathe as I jumped off the ladder and onto a thin walkway beneath the disgusting refuse river. It smelled worse than the time I got drunk with the guys on Salus and decided we could catch chickens with our bare hands only to topple into a pig pen. I’d had to take six showers to get rid of the stench, but thankfully I’d been wearing my old boots, so throwing them out wasn’t as painful.

“How much further?” I asked around a tongue too thick for my mouth.

“Just up ahead,” Paul said in a sing-song voice as he skipped ahead of me. “I’ve always wanted to use these tunnels for something great. But even the rebels don’t want to come down here. It’s the perfect place for hiding though, really.”

“I definitely don’t want to be down here,” I muttered.

I covered my face mask with the edge of my cloak like the extra layer of protection would keep the stench out even when the actual helmet couldn’t.

It didn’t.

I was about to lose my breakfast burritos if we didn’t get the voids out of there soon.

“Here we are!” the Lich knight exclaimed and pointed to a ladder. “This will bring us right next to the building my lab is in. We’ll be able to sneak right into the basement and then make our way up. They’ll be expecting us in the lobby, not the basement. See? I can make amazing plans. Anyway, once we’re in all we have to do is get to the elevators, into my lab, and then back out.”

“And the children are going to be fine?” I asked as we finally reached our exit. “I don’t like the idea of not showing our faces. Even if your friends are going to get them to safety. Hitra sounds like the kind of guy that will definitely kill everyone the second he realizes what’s going on. And we only have… oh, shit. We only have two minutes left. Wait, we really made it across the city in eight minutes?”

“The direct route.” Paul winked over his shoulder and then started to climb. “The streets all zig-zag and interconnect. And we have to avoid people and skiffs. This way we were just going straight.”

“Right,” I said. “Makes sense. I think these fumes are doing something to my head though, let’s hurry the fuck up…”

“Don’t lose consciousness,” he laughed. “Wouldn’t want you to fall into the river.”

“I won’t,” I vowed with every fiber of my being.
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Chapter 16

The ladder was covered in rust that flaked off and drifted down as the old man started to climb up. Paul grunted with each step as if it had been eons since he had worked out, but I knew better than to underestimate the ancient Lich knight.

Something splashed in the brown river next to me, and I jumped to the right just in time to avoid a palm-sized rat scurrying by with shit all over it.

Definitely not the glamorous route, but efficient. We’d made the trip across the city in a third of the time it had taken us to get from the lab to the defense depot, and we hadn’t run into a single soldier on the way.

Not that anyone would want to be anywhere near the sewers. It wasn’t exactly the kind of place most people would think to check.

I was going to shower five thousand times when we eventually made it to a ship, with the strongest-smelling soap I could find. And I’d gladly throw all the Dax armor out of the airlock into space where it could stink up the stars for all eternity.

“It’s stuck,” Paul said just as I started to climb up behind him.

“Excuse me?” I asked. “It’s… stuck?”

“Well, I did use some magnets when I first had the idea of using these to sneak around the city,” he grunted and then swore under his breath.

It took a few seconds for my translator to tell me what he’d said since it was in Dax, and because it kept trying to pick up something from the surface, but I didn’t actually need it since it was fairly obvious.

“And you didn’t put a mechanism on this side of the door?” I asked in the calmest tone I could muster as I tried to breathe through my mouth, though that didn’t make anything better. Then I could taste it. “Paul, we need to get the fuck out of here.”

“I’m going, I’m going,” he panted.

Paul reached so far to the right that he almost fell off the ladder, but then a mechanism clicked, and he let out a little victorious shout.

Every muscle in my body relaxed as the old man finally pushed the manhole cover up and to the side.

Fresh air rushed in from above, along with the noise my translator was trying to figure out.

“One minute, Reaper,” Hitra’s voice echoed through the open manhole cover. “Fifty-seven seconds, fifty-six, fifty-five–”

“Let’s go, let’s go,” I said and hurried up the ladder behind Paul.

“My friends are already in play,” Paul said.

The ancient Lich knight hoisted himself up onto solid ground and then quickly turned around to offer me a hand. Hitra was still in the process of counting down and had already made it past forty seconds by the time I was free from the sewer.

I double-checked that my hood was in place so everyone would still think I was a Wraith, and Paul closed the manhole cover to cut off the stench from the sewers.

The old man nodded in approval and turned to survey the new shitstorm we’d just entered, but then he froze.

Star Spears and Dax soldiers lined the short wall separating the abandoned factory district from the rest of the city, but all my attention snapped to the children whimpering by the lobby doors.

“You’ve done this to them, Reaper,” Hitra said before continuing to count. “Twenty, nineteen, eighteen…”

There were about thirty kids in total in various forms of undress, like they’d been pulled from afternoon naps. A woman with messy brown hair and a bruise on her right cheek stood closest to us with a toddler in her hands, and the little one wailed with every word from the general as if he knew exactly what was coming.

“Fucking cunts,” I hissed under my breath. Hatred and cold coursed through my veins as Yira thrummed in my hand. I didn’t even remember pulling the sword free from the magnets on my prot-belt, but my vision was filled with red as I stared at the terrified children.

“Don’t,” Paul hissed and put a hand on my arm. “Don’t. We have to stick to the plan.”

The Star Spears in front of the kids spun on their heels in unison, like puppets on strings, and the same giant asshole who’d visited the lab stepped forward with his massive sickle in hand. He had his face covered with a helmet, so I couldn’t tell if he was smiling or not, but the jackass spun the long chain his weapon was attached to with the same bravado he’d had before Paul had scared him shitless.

“I’m not going to watch those kids die,” I snarled through my mask. “Yira and I can kill every last one of those bastards while you grab your gear from the lab.”

“I need someone to hold the backpack,” Paul said in a nonchalant tone as if we were talking about the weather. “It has the anti-gravity runes sewn into it like the ones I put on the world-ending device, but I still have that on my back. You don’t have anything. You need to take it for me.”

“I’m not leaving-” my sentence was interrupted as a bomb exploded in one of the abandoned factories.

Hitra’s voice cut off right at three seconds left to the deadline, and the Star Spears with the kids all spun to stare at the building that had just erupted into flames. Black smoke and bright orange fire licked the sky as the sun finally set behind the skyscrapers, and screams echoed from the soldiers who’d been too close to the blast.

“Find The Reaper!” Hitra’s screech filled the air from what seemed like every direction.

I looked up to see a skiff high in the sky, and a spotlight burst into existence like an eye as the soldiers inside tried to find us.

The general had clearly taken precautionary measures to make sure he wasn’t in the crossfire when Paul made his move.

I ground my teeth together and gripped Yira’s hilt a little tighter, but the old man yanked me back against the nearby building before I could activate the runes in my Night Walker Boots and leap toward the skiff.

“Paul,” I snapped when he shook his hooded head. “We need to help them.”

“They’re okay Nick, I promise,” he said and pointed toward the children.

All the Star Spears who’d been guarding them had raced toward the on-fire factory as if the kids weren’t important anymore. None of the children had moved from where they’d been lined up like pigs for the slaughter, but shadowy figures suddenly moved in line with the building to hurry over to them.

“Sirus!” the messy-haired woman whimpered as a large man stepped into the orange glow from the flames. “I-I thought we-we were going to-to…”

“I’ve got us now,” he said just loud enough for my translator to pick up. “Everyone follow me. We’ll be taking The Reaper’s secret tunnels.”

“We can’t trust him,” the woman said and jerked back when Sirus tried to take the toddler in her arms. “He was going to leave us here to die. If you hadn’t come… Then-then…”

“I wouldn’t have come if The Reaper hadn’t reached out to us,” the man said in a gentle tone and brushed her hair back. “Today is the last day they will be able to use our children against him. Oron has given his word. He will make sure the empire can never harm us again.”

“They’re okay,” Paul repeated, though it was a little lower this time, as if the old man was afraid they’d hear him. “They’re going to be just fine.”

I wasn’t sure how much of his declaration came from confidence, or how much was just a prayer he was sending to whatever deity would listen, but at least the Star Spears were distracted at the moment.

Paul activated the invisibility runes right as one of the kids looked in our direction, like he could feel it coming, and the child’s eyes went wide when the Wraith-like soldier disappeared.

The kid tugged on the big man’s shirt, and the rebel whipped his head around to see me standing in the shadows of the building with Yira in hand.

It didn’t take an empath to know they were all terrified of me, especially when a little girl let out a high-pitched scream and hid behind the rebel. I couldn’t exactly reassure them in my current outfit, at least not without taking off my face mask and exposing my identity, but I gave them a thumbs up and hoped Oron had warned the big man about my uncle and me being there.

The kids who’d spotted me were still freaking out, and so was the woman, but the rebel just nodded and started to usher the kids out of the way.

I only waited until they’d turned their backs on me before I quickly activated my own invisibility runes. The shift felt tenuous, like the runes wouldn’t last much longer, but in seconds, I disappeared.

That didn’t seem to calm any of the kids who’d spotted me, though.

I wondered just how many Wraiths they’d seen over the years, and how many had witnessed their family members dying from the assassins.

Yira glowed brighter at the thought.

“Don’t worry,” I whispered to the angry blade. “We’ll be feeding your bloodlust soon enough. Paul, I’m not leaving these kids, or the rebels. Not until they’re in the tunnels.”

“I know, I know,” he sighed from my left. “I can’t leave them, either. I thought I’d be able to just head inside, but you’re right, we need to make sure they make it. I’m immortal, I don’t handle what-ifs well. Far too much time to overthink them.”

A few more rebels had slithered through the shadows cast by the nearby fire to join the big man, the woman, and the children. They were too far away for me to hear them over the roar of the flames as a secondary explosion erupted inside the factory, but I could see them waving at the kids to show they were supposed to follow behind.

I glanced in the glass of the lobby as I snuck behind them, and I was glad to see Yira’s furious glow wasn’t reflected back. At least my invisibility extended to the angry blade, but as cold air wafted from my sword, clearly visible icicles formed on the ground beneath the tip despite the heat. I quickly adjusted how I held my weapon so she couldn’t affect our surroundings so much, and rage washed over me as if she was pissed about being hidden.

“This is a stealth mission,” I muttered as she thrummed with energy. “Whenever possible, we want to stab them without them realizing we’re even there.”

The explanation seemed to satiate her for a second, though it could easily have been the soldiers who’d realized the kids were no longer alone.

“Alright,” I muttered. “Fuck stealth for now.”

I could feel my invisibility runes giving out as I bolted from where we were hidden to stand between the kids and the armed Dax.

“You!” a young man’s voice called over the chaos. “Stop right there. Commander! They’re trying to escape.”

“Guess it’s time to kill some assholes.” I smiled as I pulled Yira out from beneath my cloak.

“Get to the tunnels!” the big rebel shouted as a few soldiers turned away from the burning factory.

“We’ve got you covered,” I said without looking over my shoulder.

“Thank you,” he whispered just loud enough for my translator to pick up. “I hope you and The Reaper make it out alive.”

I listened for receding footsteps as the rebels scurried away and then risked a glance behind me to see them moving along the wall toward a nearby shed. It looked like nothing more than a gardening shack, complete with wooden boards about to fall off, but if Paul said there was a hidden tunnel, then there was one. I’d learned enough about the old man over the last few days to know he was crazy, but brilliant, and the rebels had been around him even longer.

“I’m going to stay right over here, Nick,” Paul said from somewhere to my right.

“Just don’t get hurt,” I called in Caledonian as my eyes met the hateful young soldier in front of me.

“You’re the apprentice that helped him attack the weapons’ depot,” he seethed and then shouted with all his might. “Commander! The Reaper–”

He didn’t get to finish his warning because I jumped forward and stabbed straight through his armor and into his heart with Yira. Then I wrenched the angry blade free, and the Dax’s eyes went wide as red bubbled up from the gaping hole I’d left in him.

“You picked the wrong side,” I said as he fell to the concrete with lifeless eyes.

The other soldiers who’d noticed the rebels rushed over to fight me, but they were all blown backward as the lobby behind me exploded.

I stumbled and coughed as the blast knocked the air out of me, but the cloak and my chest piece managed to keep any shrapnel from puncturing me. Glass shards clinked to the ground as I shook them from my back, and my hood fell back to reveal my face.

I was just close enough for the soldiers to see my eyes, and recognition swept over me as at least one of them realized The Reaper’s apprentice wasn’t a rebel.

“Dobuni eyes!” he shouted and pointed an accusing finger in my direction.

The Dax stumbled forward with a short sword in hand, but the shrapnel from the explosion had managed to pierce the space between his chest piece and his pants, and he fell to the ground without another word.

The others weren’t as fortunate. Glass shards as long as my forearm stuck out of the other two men like they were pincushions. One of them tried to sit back up, but the blood pooling beneath him was widening too fast, and in seconds the soldier heaved his last breath.

“That Wraith is a rebel!” a woman screeched from behind me.

I recognized the voice from the weapons’ depot and turned to see the same female leader from before emerging from the smoke in the lobby. A helmet covered the top part of her face, but the bottom was wide open so the woman could give her orders.

I had no doubt the soldiers who’d been caught in the blast were being reinforced by the Screecher the same way we always were when Flanagan played his axe-harp.

Irritation filled me as she stepped over a fallen Dax’s corpse.

She should’ve died just like the others in the weapons’ depot. But she’d survived, which meant she’d left her soldiers to die from the zombies while she escaped to safety.

The Dax woman wore the same symbol that Kira did, too, and I realized the venomous Star Spear was the commander who’d been assigned to help Hitra.

Yira had gone silent in my hand, and I could feel the confusion coming from my blade as the vengeful spirit came to the same conclusion that I had.

This woman, female though she may be, served the very man she despised most.

“Don’t worry,” I said and clipped her to my prot-belt. “This one’s soul will come with me for later.”

I pulled the Soul Stealers off their magnets, flipped them in my hand, and then tossed one straight at the woman’s chest.

The Dax commander stepped aside at the last second and then tilted her head to the side as my dagger slammed hilt-deep into the soldier behind her.

I watched as the muscular man yanked the blade from his left arm like it was nothing, but then the blue string of his soul came with it, and he collapsed on the ground right next to my weapon.

“You won’t get me that easily,” she scoffed. “I’m going to kill you and take The Reaper back to the containment units, where he will build more weapons. And we’ll take his new device, too.”

“I don’t think so,” I said and pulled my hood back up.

The invisibility runes were completely shot, but the latent ones were still in effect, and the commander blinked a few times as if it was harder to see me.

Smoke still billowed out from the lobby as more pops sounded from behind the commander. Shadows moved around in the background as the soldiers who survived helped each other around. Small fires burned on the concrete, but they created more smoke than flames, and it didn’t seem like there was any structural damage.

That was at least one thing in our favor, though it seemed as if the men under the Screecher’s command had a lot better armor than the guys who’d been hit with the shrapnel, because I counted at least fifteen more soldiers.

They would just have to wait until I killed their leader.

“Kick her ass, Nick!” Paul shouted from near the manhole cover.

The commander’s head whipped toward the sound of The Reaper’s voice, and I smirked beneath my face mask as she took an involuntary step toward the noise. It was as if she was a robot whose prime directive was to take down my uncle, and even just hearing him speak was enough to make her forget about the very deadly warrior right in front of her.

I waited a few heartbeats as she tilted her head to the side like a dog waiting for another signal and then let loose my last Soul Stealer.

The blade dug deep into the commander’s face between her jaw and cheekbone, and the hilt twisted as her mouth fell open in shock.

Blood gushed from her lips like a fountain as the Screecher reached up to pull the blade free, but then she glanced over at the soldier who’d yanked his own soul out and seemed to think better of it.

“Don’t worry,” Paul said as he pulled his hood back. “I’ll help you with that.”

A sadistic smile spread across the old man’s face as he put a hand over the commander’s. The evil woman tried to fight against the ancient Lich knight, but he was a lot stronger than her, and soon the Soul Stealer came free from her cheek.

Along with her soul.

Paul made direct eye contact with the Dax Star Spear as the blue thread of her soul lit both of their faces, and in that moment, I could say The Reaper was truly terrifying.

But then her body collapsed to the pavement, and Paul was right back to himself.

He flashed a goofy grin as he flipped the blade in his hand and then trotted over to retrieve my other one. The commander’s lifeless eyes were still wide in shock, as if she couldn’t believe the ancient Lich knight the Dax military had exploited could still have enough strength to defeat her.

And with only one hand.

“Here you go,” he said and then flinched as another explosion went off in the lobby. “Hmm. That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“But the shrapnel was?” I clipped the Soul Stealers back to my belt and retrieved Yira. “I could’ve died.”

“Bah!” Paul snorted and waved a dismissive hand. “Your armor is powerful enough to stop simple shrapnel. Oh! Look at that, there are still soldiers alive inside. These unfortunate little shits were just the bottom of the food chain. I bet they were pulled straight out of the academy to be cannon fodder for today. Sounds like something the higher-ups would do.”

“Reaper!” a deep voice suddenly snarled.

Hitra’s skiff put the spotlight directly on us as soldiers all raced to get into position.

The fire from the first explosion had already started to die down, and the smoke from the bombs in the lobby had already cleared. Flames bathed the abandoned factory district in an eerie glow and cast long shadows even as the response team fought to put everything out.

“You think you’ve won, don’t you? Just because those little bastards escaped…” the voice growled. “But they’ll join the Dax eventually. And those who don’t, will die. Long live the Dax empire!”

“Long live the Dax empire!” a chorus of voices answered.

“You know,” Paul said and pulled his hood back up. “You all are truly remarkable. Here you are, faced with an impossible enemy, and yet you’re all dumb enough to think you’ll win.”

The ancient Lich knight pulled his shoulders back, and I gripped Yira a little tighter in my hand.

My sword’s blue glow drew the attention of a man I could only assume was the new leader of these assholes, now that the Screecher bitch was dead.

He scowled as confusion rolled over me from his direction. The idiot was as big as a brick house and would make even Moses look as tiny as Faye, but the only armor the Dax soldier had on was his pants. His hairy chest and face were wide open, and it didn’t take me long to figure out why.

Black tattoos peeked out from beneath his chest hair as the soldier shifted toward me like I was the real threat. I didn’t recognize all the Dax runes, but they were similar enough to ours that I could guess their meaning.

The asshole had literally tattooed his armor onto his chest, and another rune shimmered on the side of his right jawline all the way to his hairline.

“Careful, Nick,” Paul said and crossed his arms over his chest. “That one is a Thrasher. They’re a lot like Berserkers, but they can actually heal themselves when they attack.”

“Explains why he can handle just the tattoo armor,” I grumbled and rolled my shoulders. “I’ll be fine. The bigger they are, the harder they fall, and Yira is ready to drink his blood.”

“You have a-a translator,” a smaller soldier who’d inched closer to me accused. “Captain! He-he has a translator! He’s not even Volkan!”

“Do I have to be to know you guys are all assholes who need to be taken down?” I asked.

I didn’t give the soldier a chance to answer, especially when I saw the whip he’d been hiding behind his back. Yira thrummed with excitement as I darted forward and chopped the Dax jerk’s arm off. I spun around, lifted the blade to the gap between his chest piece and neck, and then sliced clean through his esophagus until I hit bone.

A blood-filled roar gurgled from the soldier’s neck, and he managed to shoot a glare in my direction before toppling to the concrete.

My attack had brought me closer to the other Dax who’d gathered to fight us, and I quickly stabbed into the nearest man.

“Remember, do not hit The Reaper,” Hitra ordered from the safety of his skiff. “Kill his friend, but do not harm The Reaper. He is still of use.”

“And the consequences of me getting hurt are a lot worse than what Nick is going to do to you,” the old man said in a smug tone.

I ducked beneath the double-headed axe the soldier in front of me tried to hit me with and then pulled Yira downward. She was dug deep into the Dax’s stomach, and icy tendrils snaked across his already ruined armor as my sword reveled in the kill.

I could feel her trying to take over the same way she had in the last battle, but my strength of mind from my meditating was still tough enough to help me resist without activating the extra runes in my circlet.

“I’m going to rip you limb from limb,” the giant Thrasher snarled as he stomped toward me.

The Dax soldier knocked his frozen comrades out of the way like they were nothing more than stalks of grass. A few managed to leap to the side but were quickly knocked over by their incoming friends. The Thrasher sneered, glanced down at Yira, and then threw his head back laughing.

“You think that little rabbit sticker is going to kill me?” he chuckled. “I am undefeatable. I am the Great–”

He didn’t get a chance to tell me what he was.

I activated the anti-gravity runes in my boots, leaped into the air, and then slammed Yira hilt-deep into the top of his skull.

Screams filled the air from the other soldiers as the Thrasher’s head exploded from the impact like a crushed watermelon. Bone and brain matter sprayed out on the closest Dax as if it was confetti from a piñata.

I landed on the giant’s shoulders and rode him all the way to the ground, hopped off, and then turned to the rest of them.

“Who’s next?” I asked. “My blade is still very thirsty.”

As if on cue, Yira’s blue-black metal glowed even brighter.

“Kill him!” Hitra screeched over the speakers in his skiff. “Now!”

The fear in the soldiers started to give way to pure determination as the general’s orders echoed through the factory district, and I knew with absolute certainty that he was a Screecher.

Just like the commander earlier.

She’d tried to have her Dax underlings kill me, and it seemed like Hitra was the same, though he didn’t have the decency to actually be down in the trenches with the rest of his men.

I was going to enjoy killing him.

I glanced up at the skiff. It was just far enough away that I wouldn’t be able to leap onto it, even with the anti-gravity runes in my boots, and the pilot jerked it further back as if he could read my mind. I couldn’t see through the blackened windshield, but there was no doubt in my mind that they could see the murderous rage in my body language.

No need to be an empath to figure out that I was going to come for them.

“What are you waiting for?” Hitra screeched. “Kill him! Kill him! Kill—”

The frantic shouts were interrupted by an explosion in the abandoned factory right beneath his skiff. Flames and concrete shot upward so fast that the pilot barely had time to avoid them, and the small aircraft quickly retreated while Hitra’s indecipherable screeches lingered in the air.

“For Volkan!” a man shouted.

Cheers erupted from everywhere as rebels poured out from the remaining factories, sheds, and even a few manhole covers. An entire army joined the fray as the soldiers whipped around to face their new opponents.

Then a smoke bomb whizzed over everyone’s heads to land between Paul, me, and the Dax soldiers.

I had just enough time to back up before a gray plume of noxious-smelling gas burst from the ball-like device. It stank almost as bad as the sewers, and the Dax who were in its direct path fell to the ground in seconds.

“That’s our cue to go,” Paul said and put a hand on my shoulder. “I know Yira probably wants more blood, but we have things to do. Let’s let the rebels take it from here.”

I watched the chaos for a few seconds as I fought against my own bloodlust, but Paul was right. It was time to let the Volkans and the Dax work their shit out on their own.

I still held Yira tightly in my hand as I followed Paul back around the side of the building.

The soldiers in the lobby had apparently recovered, or maybe Hitra’s screech had overridden their pain, because they all raced out to join the fray. None of them even glanced in our direction, and I was relieved our cloaks still helped us to hide in the shadows.

“Why aren’t we just going through the lobby now?” I hissed with a gesture to the empty first floor. “It’s a straight shot.”

“Because there will be more coming down the stairs to join the fight,” Paul said and ducked around a corner. “They’ll have been stationed on every floor all the way up to my lab.”

I skidded to a stop as the old man squatted down to put a number in a dusty keypad. There was no sign of a door anywhere, but as soon as Paul was done, something clicked, and a slab of concrete slid back to reveal a staircase leading downward.

I had to give it to the guy, he really knew how to build secret tunnels.

“I’m pretty sure they already came out from their assigned floors,” I said but followed my uncle into the stairwell. “I mean… things have been exploding.”

The sounds of battle raged behind us, and I had to fight the urge to run back and join the fray. Some of the emotions came from my sword, but the rest was from a sheer desire to kill the Dax assholes who wanted to take over the entire galaxy.

I gritted my teeth and reminded myself it was more important to get whatever Paul needed from the lab, especially since the old man was so adamant that it couldn’t be left behind.

If it couldn’t be blown up, or left behind, then it had to be just as dangerous as the world-ending device bouncing against Paul’s back.

“You’d be surprised,” Paul said. “Those guys will stay until they’re ordered to come out. Of course, Hitra just gave that order, so they’ll be pouring out like ants. I’m guessing a few might stay behind, but we can take them out.”

We reached the bottom of the stairs, and Paul tugged open a flimsy wooden door to step into a dust-covered basement.

The basement was so dark it was almost impossible to see anything. A few floodlights shone from the corners as if the emergency power to the building had been activated, but there were enough shadows to hide an entire garrison.

“Here we are,” he said. “Now… where is that backup elevator?”

“You have a backup elevator?” I asked and gripped Yira a little tighter in my hand.

“Of course,” he snorted and then clapped his hands together. “Here it is. Now, where is the power supply? Yes, yes. Here it is. And then we just flip this.”

A clanging noise echoed through the quiet as the backup elevator whirred to life. I hadn’t seen any other elevator doors on the floor where my uncle’s lab was located, but to be fair, there hadn’t been a door to the basement stairs a few seconds ago, so just about anything was possible.

“All we have to do is get up to my lab, kill whatever Star Spears are guarding it, and then head to the hangar,” Paul listed like we were just running errands instead of going against a city full of Dax.

“What about Oron?” I asked as the elevator slid into place in front of us. “He and Tina will still want to meet with us so they can do whatever they’re planning. It’ll be annoying to let them delay us. Are you sure you still want to give them the opportunity to betray you?”

“Well,” Paul huffed. “It would be nice to let them have the chance. Really, I’m very excited to see what they’ve come up with. But we’ll see how behind we are. At the moment, we only have about three hours before the reinforcements arrive. At least, if Kira’s assessment was correct. Which I’m sure–”

The old man’s ramble died on the tip of his tongue as the elevator doors slid open to reveal six Star Spears.
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Chapter 17

Time moved in slow motion as I eyed each of the Star Spears.

They must have hopped on the second we called the elevator in hopes of finding more rebels, but their shoulders all stiffened when they saw The Reaper standing right in front of them. It was one thing to find a secret elevator, and another to come face to face with their worst nightmare.

But the momentary pause didn’t last long. Their heads turned toward me, and the soldiers rushed out with weapons at the ready as if I was really the mastermind behind the attack and had somehow convinced my uncle to join the fray.

“I’ll let you handle them while I go to the lab.” Paul patted me on the shoulder. “I’m sure Yira is still thirsty. Go ahead and give her a drink from Hitra’s men.”

“Gladly,” I said as I gripped Yira tighter in my hand.

My sword thrummed with energy, and excitement raced through my veins that wasn’t entirely my own. Yira only had a few fights left in her before the magic and metal conflicted so much she shattered, and we were going to make them count by taking out as many of Hitra’s men as possible.

We’d already done a pretty good job on the surface, but six more Star Spears would definitely help send the vengeful spirit to the afterlife without any regrets.

“You’re not going anywhere, Reaper,” one of the Star Spears snarled and held out an arm to block Paul before he could get on the elevator.

It was the same voice of the soldier who’d come to check on him when I first arrived, and I recognized the giant sickle-like weapon clutched in his meaty fist. He didn’t have his full helmet on when we’d first met, but now the Star Spear had the same faceless mask that I had. Still, there was no way to deny his identity with the comically large blade in his hand. He must have run into the building when the attack started and left the others to die.

“What are you going to do?” Paul sneered up at the man. “Stab me?”

The Lich knight waited a few long heartbeats as if he was hoping the Star Spear would do something, but then he just strolled into the elevator and waved goodbye as the Dax soldiers stared at the closing metal doors.

I didn’t need to see their faces to know they were all terrified of the old man, because their emotions were rolling off of them in waves.

Thankfully, Yira’s bloodlust was so strong that their fear couldn’t overwhelm me. I never thought I’d be grateful for the sword’s insatiable hunger for vengeance, especially since it was trying to take over me, but it would be worse if I let the soldiers’ apprehension into my head.

Hatred I could fight.

Terror consumed.

I activated the mind-protecting rune on my circlet as an extra-strong wave of fury rolled over me from my sword, took a deep breath, and then forced the invading feelings behind a wall of pure calm.

It was a good thing Paul had run the drill over the runes in my armor one more time, because it was going to be a long day, and the little bit of peace I’d carved out for myself during meditation had officially worn off. Besides, I was sure the runes would come in handy until Yira finally went into the great beyond, and after since I’d only have my Soul Stealers.

“You,” the familiar Dax Spear snarled and whirled toward me. “You’re the slave he bought.”

He pointed the tip of his weapon at the translator on my neck and leaned closer as if I would cower, but the elevator doors were shut, and there was no risk to my uncle anymore. The gloves were off. And my sword wasn’t the only one who wanted to spill their blood, especially after they’d hung the kids’ lives over our heads to lure us back to the lab.

“Not really a slave.” I shrugged as my translator went to work. “I’m a Lich knight. Just like my uncle.”

The declaration was like cold water on the soldiers around me, and every head turned in my direction as the elevator made its way to Paul’s lab. The terror that had begun to abate the second The Reaper was gone washed back over them, but there was also rage, and a healthy dose of suspicion as if they didn’t believe me.

“Uncle?” a thinner man asked and gripped his weapon a little tighter. “Then you are like The Reaper.”

He held a long staff like the one Kira sported, but without any blades on the ends, and none extended from it, even when the Star Spear slammed it on the ground.

Nervousness washed over me as the others all glanced at each other, and I could see the fear in their eyes through the slits in their helmets. If they all thought injuring me would have the same effect that it did on Paul, then they would think twice about attacking me, and my job would be a whole lot easier.

“He’s not the same,” the soldier said. “Do not fear. He’s just some Dobuni The Reaper brought in to be a distraction. Kill him.”

He drew back the sickle-like blade and then swung it straight at the top of my head, but I was already gone.

I teleported behind the man, brought Yira up, and then stabbed into the gap between his chest piece and pants as he bent all the way to the floor with the momentum of his missed swing. The soldier screamed in agony as his weapon clattered to the ground, and I pulled my blade to the left until his spine was severed.

Hot blood sprayed everywhere as the Star Spear collapsed at my feet. Bits of bone and spinal fluid splattered over my boots, but I ignored it because I was already racing forward, even as the soldier tried to grab at me with the last of his strength.

“Get him!” the thin warrior shouted.

The frozen Dax all surged forward like someone had hit the play button, and their fear was consumed by hatred and raw fury at the sight of their fallen comrade. Murderous intent rolled over me in waves, but it only added to what Yira was already feeling.

I still had enough separation between myself and the haunted blade, so she wouldn’t be able to consume me quite as much as she had at the weapons’ depot, but I let some of Yira’s bloodlust race through my veins to spur me on as well.

When it added to my own, I felt invincible.

Cement dust drifted all around us to create a hazy fog as another explosion went off somewhere above ground. The Dax moved in perfect unison as they surged forward, and I barely managed to dodge out of the way of the thin Star Spear’s staff before one of the beefier soldiers slashed an axe toward my neck. The dust swirled in the spot where I was standing seconds before, and I watched in satisfaction as the assholes all tried to figure out where I’d gone.

“Boo,” I whispered in the thin man’s ear before I slit his throat.

“What the fuck? What the fuck?” a younger-sounding soldier gasped as his comrade fell at his feet. “Shit, shit, shit. He’s worse than The Reaper. We have to get out of here before—”

His words were cut off as his head rolled across the floor, and I stared in shock at the beefy Dax who’d sliced it off with his axe.

“He was one of your own…” I gaped.

“He was dead weight,” the man said in a smug tone. “We don’t need the weak.”

The remaining two Dax nodded in agreement with their friend, and hatred welled up inside me that had nothing to do with Yira.

The younger soldier’s head rolled against my boot and blinked up at me as his helmet disengaged to show his face. The Star Spear with the axe kicked the kid’s body out of the way, and I made a quick vow to avenge the boy they’d killed just for being scared.

He’d had a right to be. I was the monster that hid in the shadows. And I was going to kill every single Star Spear I came across.

“Get him!” the axe-wielding Dax demanded.

The other two surged forward, but I’d already teleported across the room. I barely managed to duck in time as the axe-wielder sliced backward as if he’d sensed me coming, but plenty of time in the training room had honed my instincts, and I twisted to the side and sliced outward with Yira.

My sword’s bloodlust was insatiable, and she practically guided herself as the blade sliced through the Dax metal as if it was made of tissue paper. Icy tendrils spread from where I’d embedded Yira into the soldier’s chest, and the armor started to break apart like it had all been dipped in liquid nitrogen.

I yanked my blade free as the cold spread to the Star Spear’s helmet, arms, and even legs.

He lifted his head into the air as if to scream, but the damage was already done, and his vocal chords froze in place just as the sound started to leave the big man’s mouth. I watched with satisfaction as he shook violently and then collapsed into bloody, crystallized shards on the concrete floor.

“You’ll pay for that, you Dobuni bastard,” a voice said right behind me.

Pure, unadulterated hatred pushed through the vengeance and satisfaction that consumed me from killing the axe-wielder, and I swung my elbow backward to connect with the soldier behind me while the other remaining Star Spear raced toward me from the side with his daggers in hand. I heard the grunt as my strike landed on the asshole’s helmet, but I hadn’t expected it to do much damage. I just needed to distract him long enough to grab him and toss him in the way of the blades spinning in my direction.

“No!” the last soldier standing shouted as his blades embedded into his friend’s back. “You son of a bitch!”

“You’ll be joining him soon,” I said and teleported right in front of the Star Spear.

He didn’t have time to react before I stabbed Yira straight up through his jaw and out of the top of his head. The Star Spear blinked behind the slits in his face mask with blood and drool pooling around my sword’s hilt.

Then he collapsed to the ground as I ripped Yira free from his skull.

“All in a day’s work,” I said. “Now, we need to go find Paul and make sure the old man hasn’t managed to get himself hurt.”

I glanced down to see the blue-black metal of Yira’s blade was glowing brighter than usual. It was almost like when Yira first greeted me, and my heart sank as the need for vengeance suddenly gave way to satisfaction, like a long sigh at the end of a trying day.

Calm seemed to settle around me in that moment of stillness, and I wasn’t even surprised when the fierce woman’s spirit lifted from the blade to stand in the middle of the carnage.

“We did pretty well,” she said in a soft voice like she was miles away instead of right next to me.

“I hope you drank enough blood to satiate your thirst,” I said.

“Never.” The beautiful young woman winked and then threw her head back laughing. “But I will go to the afterlife with no regrets. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I hope I don’t see you again for a very, very long time.”

“I’ll do my best,” I snorted.

Yira glanced over her shoulder as if someone was calling her, and the vengeful spirit’s entire body language changed as a smile broke over her face.

“I hear my grandmother,” she whispered.

“Go,” I said as she turned back to me, and my heart leapt with excitement. “I have more Dax to kill.”

“Kill them all,” she said with a warm smile that didn’t match her words. “Kill every last one of them.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said with more sincerity. “Be at peace.”

“I’ll do my best.” She winked.

Yira’s soul glowed a white so bright that I had to close my eyes and look away. And then she was gone. And my sword broke apart in my hand like rusted metal left out in the rain for too long.

I stared at the hilt in my hand for a few seconds but then dropped it into a pool of blood so she could have one last taste of vengeance.

A silence so heavy it was almost palpable fell around me like a weighted blanket, and I closed my eyes to revel in it as peace consumed me.

There had been non-stop fighting since I came to Volkan, whether from an actual battle, or from fighting to keep myself separate from the emotions that constantly swirled around me. I didn’t realize how noisy it was until I was completely alone in the basement with no one but myself, though it didn’t take long before it became just a little too quiet.

“The battle,” I said as my eyes flew open.

That’s what was wrong. The sounds from the battle above us had gone just as quiet as if the fight was finished. And the only way that was possible was if General Hitra and his men killed all the rebels and captured Paul.

“There’s just no more explosions,” I told myself as a radio on one of the Dax started to make noise.

It crackled and hissed like water on a hot stove, and I let out a sigh of relief that came all the way from my soul as someone called for more backup.

Good. The rebels were still kicking ass. And it sounded like they had the upper hand.

“Time to find Paul,” I said and walked over to press the elevator’s call button.

I glanced over my shoulder at Yira’s hilt, but then the elevator doors opened, and it was time to go. The vengeful young woman had moved on to the great beyond, and it was time to finish what we’d started.

I smiled, nodded in respect, and then hopped into the metal box as another dull boom shook the building.

“Maybe I should take the stairs,” I said, but the elevator doors shut right as I took a step forward.

Guess I wasn’t taking the stairs.

I didn’t really have too much trouble with elevators, but there were still small explosions going off somewhere nearby, and every time, the cables shook a little like they were about to snap and plummet me to my doom. I was very ready to leave by the time the doors opened with a ding, and immediately my boots crunched on the broken pieces of wall that had fallen everywhere.

I pulled the Soul Stealers from my belt and snuck closer to the open lab doors, but no soldiers had rushed out when the elevator arrived, so there was a very good chance everyone was already dead.

A corpse was splayed on the floor just inside the lab doors, and I quickly looked it over for any signs one of Paul’s runes might have had something to do with it. Blood pooled all around the Dax from a stab wound right at the base of his skull. I’d never been so grateful for a simple wound in my life, and some of the tension left my shoulders.

“Paul?” I called as I snuck past. “You still up and alive?”

“Oh, I’m great,” the old man responded in a happy tone. “They didn’t even see me coming. The cloak definitely helped with that. And I think most of the muscle went to the basement. Clearly, they didn’t realize I actually have friends. Their fault. People love me. I have many friends. Definitely. I’m a delight.”

“You are,” I snorted and clipped the Soul Stealers back to my belt.

Three more dead Dax greeted me in a line, as if they’d realized they were under attack and moved to the door, but each one had a small stab wound. I knew Paul could move fast when he wanted to, but he must’ve been as stealthy as Leith to bring down four trained soldiers before they could even defend themselves. He’d clearly earned the nickname The Reaper for more than just his runes, and a grin tugged at the corners of my lips.

“Are you almost ready to go?” I asked as the old man hurried out from the bedroom. “The explosions are getting fewer and further between.”

“Yes, yes,” he said with a dismissive wave. “The rebels are going to have to retreat soon. Hitra will have called reinforcements. I don’t think they’re dead. But by the reports I was hearing on the radio, it sounded like they turned the tide for a little while. Hitra is pissed. Ah. Good times. Always love pissing off assholes. And killing them. Which it looks like you did, since you’re here and they’re not.”

“I did,” I said and then gripped a nearby table as a wave of nausea made my head spin.

“What’s wrong?” Paul asked and stopped stuffing small journals into a bag.

He bounded across the lab with the world-ending device bouncing like a backpack on an elementary schooler’s back. It was almost comical, and it helped me to fight the nausea threatening to overwhelm me.

“Just used my powers too much,” I said. “Nothing to worry about.”

“You used your powers?” He gaped and then glanced at my waist. “Yira.”

“Has moved on.” I shrugged and then stood on my own. “She helped me to take out the guys in the basement before she went, though.”

“Good, good.” He nodded with a pensive look around the room.

The old man’s cloak hood had fallen back to reveal his face, and blood streaked across his gaunt cheeks. Paul somehow managed to look like a retired barkeep and a jaded warrior all at the exact same time, but there was a calm in his emotions that hadn’t been there before, even if he went back to running around grabbing stuff like a chicken with its head cut off.

“I’ve got everything,” he said with a nod at the bag in his hands. “Everything else can explode and be fine. Well, it won’t really be fine, but it won’t kill anyone.”

“Then let’s get out of here,” I said.

“But first!” he exclaimed and jutted a finger into the air. “First, we must find you another weapon. Maybe several. There aren’t any more Lich items, but you can use some of these… not the runes, of course, but swords still stab even without the extra magic. Or maybe you’d prefer a sickle? A staff? Wait… an axe.”

“I like swords,” I said as the old man pulled weapon after weapon from stacks around the lab like some vendor at a bazaar trying to show me his wares. “This one looks good.”

“That one?” He frowned and stared at the sword I’d lifted from the ones he’d tossed aside. “I guess it’ll do. Not by best work. You’ll have to use a lot of strength to pull that out. But it will pierce through armor pretty easily.”

The blade of my new sword had a complicated maze of cutouts throughout the center and hook-like pieces carved out on the edges. Its tip glinted in the light as if it was just as eager for blood as Yira had been, but there was no soul in the blackened metal. Still, it would do a lot of damage, and the cutouts would obliterate any organs and tissue that happened to fall into the gaps.

“I like it.” I nodded and tested the weight with a few swings. “Besides, you put plenty of strengthening runes in my armor, so I should be fine even if we have to hack our way to the shipyard.”

“Whatever you say.” Paul tossed me a backpack stuffed to the brim. “I’ve still got this bad boy, so you’ll have to take all of that. Those strengthening runes should help. But before we go, you should eat something… You’ve been using your powers, and Yira may be gone, but she would’ve drained some of your energy during the battle.”

I peeked into the backpack to see nothing but old journals and a few tiny inventions that looked more like melted grenades than usable weapons. Paul had been adamant that we come back for the stuff, so it had to be important, but I didn’t see anything we would need to risk our lives for.

I took a deep breath as irritation bubbled up in my chest, closed my eyes, and then snapped them open as something moved in front of me.

“You almost got stabbed, Old Man,” I said as I pressed the button to lift my face mask.

“Ah, but then we both would’ve died,” he laughed and handed me what looked like a protein bar but smelled like candy. “Eat that. It’ll restore your health.”

“Sure,” I said and then stuffed the whole thing in my mouth at once.

It was surprisingly sweet compared to the protein bars we had back on the Stalwart, but it chewed like a fiber bar. I grabbed the now two-day-old coffee to wash it down and then sighed with relief when it stopped trying to choke me to death.

“It is a little dry,” Paul chuckled and then slapped me on the back, adjusted the device, and pulled his hood back up. “Come on, we should head out. There hasn’t been an explosion in a few minutes. Hitra probably has a new, more evil plan.”

“Or he thinks we left when the rebels struck,” I pointed out but followed after the Lich knight.

“A very real possibility,” he said and then carefully closed the lab doors behind us. “Ah, a hundred and sixty years in this place, and I’m finally going to say goodbye. It’s bittersweet, you know? I hated almost my entire time here, but now that I’m leaving… well… At least we’re going out with a bang, right?”

“Right.” I shook my head and watched as he double-checked the bombs that we’d rigged to explode. “Let’s go.”

Paul hesitated for another few seconds as if he wasn’t sure if he wanted to say goodbye just yet, but we’d already retrieved the gear he’d insisted we needed, and the battle outside had gone strangely quiet. If Hitra did realize we were inside the building, then they were about to surround the place. And there was a huge difference between fighting six Star Spears and an entire battalion of them.

Especially if the rebels had retreated and fresh soldiers had taken their place.

“Off to the sewers!” my uncle cheered as the elevator doors opened.

“Off to the sewers,” I repeated and closed my face mask in preparation.

The stench from the brown river hadn’t clung to me as much as I’d expected it to, and the blood from my fight with the Star Spears had managed to take over, but I was not excited to go back underground. Especially since the shipyard was a lot further than the barracks where we’d started. I’d have to fight to breathe for at least fifteen minutes, which didn’t sound like a lot in the safety of the elevator, but it would be an eternity once the smell of refuse hit me.

“And everything is armed,” Paul said. “We have about three minutes before everything explodes. That should give us plenty of time to get to the basement, back out and down the manhole, down the ladder, and as far away as possible. We’ll have to be careful not to let any of the crap hit us when the factory district goes down in flames. I’m sure it’ll rock the ground. Oh, I hope there’s no cave-ins. We’d probably suffocate. Death by shit is just not the way you should go. Oooh, but I wonder if you die, and no one else is around, if I’ll finally die. No, no. If Penelope finds out, then she’ll figure out a way to bring me back just to kill me again.”

“Also, I promised Yira I wouldn’t die yet,” I laughed as he rambled.

“Ah, yes,” he chuckled and patted me on the arm. “I don’t want to lose my nephew yet, either. And not that way. We’ll just have to run extra fast. And if it looks like we’re going to get trapped, then we’ll just climb up and figure out where we are in the city.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said.

The elevator doors dinged and slid open to reveal a dust-covered basement. All six Star Spears were smothered in the gray film, and I watched them carefully as we made our way to the stairwell. None of them moved, and the wide concrete room remained as silent as a tomb, but I had to admit that seeing the zombies the day before had made me more wary of corpses.

“It got worse,” I groaned as we finally reached the sewer entry. “How can it smell worse?”

“The bombs likely released trapped methane,” Paul said and started down the ladder. “That means we’ll need to be extra careful. One spark, and we’ll explode.”

“All the more reason to move quickly,” I muttered and clipped my new sword to my prot-belt, took one last breath of somewhat clean air, and then climbed down the ladder after my uncle. “This gets worse with every second.”

The battle had gone strangely quiet, and I peeked over at the factory district as my foot hit the first rung on the ladder.

It was mostly corpses and a few retreating forms.

I was tempted to call the remaining rebels over to escape with us, but they had my uncle’s secret tunnels to help them get through the city, and the last thing we needed was extra baggage, so I followed the old man down the ladder and then closed the manhole cover behind us.

“It does, it does,” he responded a few seconds later, like saying anything about the sewer would somehow wake the stench up and make it stink even more.

My boots hit the concrete floor with a splash, and I looked down in disgust to see the brown river had sloshed onto the walkway. Great. That smell was going to take forever to get out.

“Off we go,” Paul practically sang as he skipped down the crap-covered walkway. “We have one minute until the explosion. I think there’s a way back up to the street this way. Just outside the factory district. Maybe in the housing district. We’ll definitely want to be out of here before the bombs go off. Or we’ll actually explode, because I was very right about the methane.”

I just nodded and tried to decide whether it’d be best to avoid breathing through my nose or breathing through my mouth right now.

Both sucked. Any slight relief from the stench that breathing through my mouth gave me was at the cost of now tasting it.

I swapped between the two options here and there as the old man led the way. Whatever apprehension he’d had when we first came down the ladder was completely gone, and a large part of me wanted to strangle the old man for being so perky when we were literally surrounded by shit.

I coughed once as we hit a particularly noxious-smelling section, but then I gritted my teeth and held in the urge to start coughing more.

The last thing I wanted was to taste more of the air around me. Because it would definitely come right back up as I threw up. Although, the smell of vomit would actually be an improvement.

“Just a little further,” Paul called over his shoulder. “Ah, there it is. Not nearly as far as I planned, but there really is a lot of methane, and those bombs are definitely going to ignite it. Ah. I really should’ve seen that coming… but here we are with a new backup plan and a new ladder.”

The old man pointed to a ladder just up ahead, and I let out a relieved sigh. We definitely weren’t anywhere near the shipyard, but I couldn’t stand another second of being in the sewers. I practically raced Paul up to the surface, but the Lich knight stopped at the manhole cover.

“What’s going on?” I asked through gritted teeth. “We only have a few seconds before—”

My sentence was interrupted by a low rumble that echoed through the sewers like the growl from one of my giant void cats. I glanced in the direction we’d come from to see the air erupt into flames. The roar grew louder with every second, and the fiery pillar raced toward us like it could sense our presence.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I said and turned my attention back to Paul. “Why aren’t we going?”

“The door is stuck!” he grunted and shoved hard on the manhole cover.

“Get it unstuck!” I snarled.

Heat washed over me as the flames hit the methane pocket we’d just passed. The air exploded into a fireball right as Paul finally managed to get the manhole cover free, and I was shot upward like a bullet from a barrel.

The fire was like an angry train at my back as the ladder came free from where it was screwed into the wall.

I narrowly avoided being speared with it as I catapulted out of the sewer, and then I crashed down onto the street.

Paul scrambled to my side, and we both scurried back a few feet as flames burst out from the manhole where we’d just been climbing.

I scurried back a few feet, double-checked that I wasn’t actually on fire, and then let out a relieved sigh.

“We made it,” I said as a small smile spread across my face.

“And the factory district is no more,” Paul said as he pointed in the direction we’d just come.

The ground shook violently as the tall building wobbled back and forth, before it collapsed in on itself like Richard after a night trying to outdrink Olav. Bright yellow and orange flames licked at the early afternoon sky, and a soot-filled cloud hung over what used to be the factory district.

The fire from the sewers had died down enough that it wasn’t erupting from the manhole anymore, but I could still see the glow from just below the opening. Those flames would have plenty to feed on for a long time to come, but hopefully there wouldn’t be too many explosions around the city. The street had crumpled like a tin can where the methane pocket had been, but thankfully the apartment building next to it was still standing.

It was a miracle that the residents seemed to be safe even with everything going on. Though the streets were suspiciously empty as if everyone had already evacuated. Paul did say that the rebels would try to get the civilians out of harm’s way, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.

“Reaper,” Hitra’s voice broke through my relief, and every hair stood on end as I looked over my shoulder.
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Chapter 18

A troop of soldiers moved in as I scrambled to my feet. They poured in from every alley like ants on a picnic feast, complete with weapons in hand as if they were actually stupid enough to attack us, even if fear hung in the air like the smoke bombs the rebels had thrown earlier. I reached for my new sword in preparation for a fight, but the old man just shook his head and lowered his hood.

“You can come out, Hitra,” he said in a smug tone. “I promise I won’t sick my nephew on you… yet.”

“I’m not afraid of some Dobuni scum,” the general’s voice answered.

The new Dax soldiers were in better armor than the ones in the factory district had been, like the general had finally called in his A-team. My new sword was supposed to be strong enough to slice through anything, though, and I had the sudden urge to test it out as a Thrasher flexed his giant muscles and sneered in my direction. He didn’t have any armor on, just like the giant I’d taken down earlier, but he did have a fuck-ton more runic tattoos that didn’t all look as if they were meant for protection.

I picked out a few symbols that reminded me of the speed and strength runes on my own armor, though the lines were just slightly different. Still, I’d been seeing Dax runes for the last few days and had learned enough to navigate which ones were close to the ones we used in Caledonia.

“You say that,” Paul continued while I studied the Thrasher. “But you’re still hiding behind your men. I understand you sacrificing the young ones in the factory district. They were mostly the commander’s men, right? And the ones fresh out of the academy? But these… specimen… are your hand-picked troops, right?”

Paul paused for a solid few seconds before he said the word “specimen,” like he couldn’t quite think of what to call them, and even then the word was spit out like it tasted disgusting on the old man’s tongue.

“They are my troops,” the general responded. “And I know they’ll keep me safe. I suppose it is time we meet face to face. Especially since I’ll be your keeper once we detain you again. There’s a wonderful containment unit waiting for you. And I have a lot of new toys to test that should keep you and your curses under control.”

The soldiers parted to let out a short man with dark gray eyes and a smirk. General Hitra didn’t have a helmet on, so it was easy to read the smug expression on his sallow face, and it took all of my self-control not to walk over and punch the man right then and there.

“It’s good to finally see you,” the man sneered at my uncle.

“The feeling really isn’t mutual,” Paul grunted.

The old man made a show of slowly climbing to his feet as if he was just a few minutes from keeling over. The gray streaks through my uncle’s hair shimmered in the lamplight, and the haggard lines that had disappeared when he consumed a soul had returned in full force.

Paul still had a mischievous glint in his eye when he looked at me, but the ancient Lich knight fell forward enough that I had to catch him before he plummeted to the street.

“Old, old bones,” he muttered just loud enough for the soldiers to hear.

“So old,” I snorted and helped him to stand.

The pair of us turned fully to meet Hitra head-on, and his dark gray eyes turned to flint as he glared at me. I could almost see him calculating how hard it would be to defeat me, but the Thrasher next to him flexed, and the general relaxed as if the battle was already won.

Which it was, but it wouldn’t be going in their favor like they expected.

“Dobuni.” He shook his head and ground his teeth together. “I’d heard there was a soldier with your strange silver eyes. They’re almost the same color as mine. A few of us have gray, but silver… Now that’s different. And here I thought they were just exaggerating.”

“My nephew has come to help me take all of you down,” Paul said and made a show of leaning on my arm. “I’m getting too old and close to death to defy you on my own. It’s just a shame you couldn’t use the children this time.”

“Well, at his height, he could stand in for the children,” I pointed out. “Would that work for you, old man?”

Fury pulsed outward from the short man, and I smiled beneath my face mask. It was clear the rebels had managed to get the children to safety, far away where the soldiers couldn’t grab them again, even if the general’s posture and face gave nothing away. He stood stock still just like he had before, but that raw hatred was hard to ignore.

I nodded slightly when Paul glanced up at me for confirmation, and a booming laugh burst from the ancient Lich knight.

“Oh, you really underestimated how much people hate you,” he said as he turned back to face Hitra. “And you lost the rebels. The higher-ups aren’t going to like this. But then again, I don’t plan on letting you leave here alive.”

“Bring out the civilians,” Hitra ordered one of the nearby soldiers.

The Dax called someone through his radio, but he was too far away for my translator to pick up. His shoulders tensed as if whatever response he received wasn’t what he wanted to hear, and another flurry of what sounded like questions was hastily whispered into the handheld comms.

“Sounds like they got away from you, too,” Paul said and then pulled away from me to stand on his own. “Lovely. No innocents around.”

The ground beneath my feet grew hotter with every second as if the fire in the sewers was getting out of control. A glance over my shoulder showed flames licking at the open manhole, but I shifted my attention to the factory district less than a mile away. Nothing exploded anymore, but every building released heavy black smoke into the air, and it was headed in our direction.

It wouldn’t be long until the clouds made everything as dark as night, but there was something strange about them. Little white sparks crackled to the surface every few seconds like they were storm clouds instead of smoke from fires.

“Paul,” I said and tapped the old man on the shoulder. “Why do they look like that?”

“Oh.” That was the only response he gave.

“Oh?” I pressed as the soldier continued to talk into the radio. I double-checked to make sure Hitra wasn’t about to attack, but the general’s focus was entirely on the Dax, and his face was flushed with barely-suppressed rage.

“I forgot about that one,” Paul laughed and ran a hand over his head and then yanked his hood back into place as if he didn’t want to reveal his joy to the nearby soldiers.

“Which one?” I asked as my pulse quickened. “Please tell me we didn’t create some poisonous miasma that’s going to kill everyone in the city.”

“We definitely didn’t do that,” he said and pulled the world-ending device around to double-check it was okay. “This thing is a lot sturdier than I thought it was going to be. Honestly, it should’ve gone off by now. Hmmm. Maybe the stabilizing runes are working better. Must be interacting with something else.”

“Paul!” I snapped. “The cloud.”

“Ah, yes,” he snickered and slipped the device onto his back. “It’s just a storm cloud. I made that thing forever ago. It interacts with smoke. Specifically smoke from electrical fires. Or at least, fires where any wires are burned. Oh! That almost rhymed.”

“And why does it look like it has its own electricity?” I asked as patiently as possible.

“Because it does.” He shrugged and then pointed as a white-hot electric bolt shot out to fry a Dax soldier underneath it. “Look at it go! It won’t be able to tell the difference between friend and foe like my runes, so you should definitely avoid getting hit by one of the electric bolts.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to keep myself from strangling the old man right then and there. He really did have a habit of leaving crucial information out, but then again, the inventor had been working for the Dax for a hundred and sixty years, so there were bound to be inventions he just completely forgot about. I still wanted to at least punch him, but there were plenty of soldiers around to satisfy that particular desire.

The soldier who’d been struck by the electrical lightning fell to the street as the others scurried out from beneath the heavy black clouds like ants. The dead Star Spear didn’t even have time to scream before he’d been burned alive in his armor, and the other Dax clearly didn’t want to become the storm’s next victim.

“Ah, it’s good to see an invention going well,” Paul said and clapped his hands together excitedly. “Really. I can’t believe I ever forgot that. Of course, the higher-ups never wanted anything to do with it. Said it was too dangerous to use since the chance of friendly fire was so high. Not that they care too much about their own people, but soldiers take time to train.”

“Reaper!” Hitra shouted from behind us, and we both turned at the same time to see the short man stomping over. “You may have been able to sneak the civilians and children out, but that still leaves your nephew. And I bet he’s not immortal.”

I slipped one of my Soul Stealers off my prot-belt while the two older men glared at each other. Something told me Paul wanted to kill Hitra himself, so I took a step back, but that only drew the general’s attention to me. I barely had time to jump out of the way before the short man slashed outward with a short sword.

“Excuse you,” Paul snarled and grabbed the general’s wrist. “Your fight is with me. Not Nick. Really? The audacity. I made that weapon.”

The Lich knight twisted Hitra’s arm until he was forced to drop the sword. It fell to the ground with a clatter, and the noise seemed to wake the other soldiers out of their stupor. They rushed to help their general, but none of them lifted the weapons in their hands, like they were afraid to injure my uncle, but that was their mistake.

I activated the speed and anti-gravity runes in my Night Walker Boots and then jumped right into the throng of soldiers as I drew a second of my Soul Stealers from my prot-belt. They realized their error the moment my blade sliced into the first Dax, and soon screams filled the air as I spun through them like Olav in one of his berserker tornadoes.

“Kill him!” someone shouted as I twirled to the right to avoid a hammer.

“What the fuck do you think we’re doing?” another snarled.

I ducked under a sword thrust and came up with my dagger to cut into the armored joint of my attacker’s elbow. He grunted as he yanked his arm away, but the movement pulled him off balance, and I was able to trip him into another armored Star Spear.

I juked to my right side and then kicked out with my left leg to break open the group some more, and then I danced through the soldiers the same way Commander Reynolds did with her swords, but I only had the Soul Stealers in my hands. Soon enough, ten corpses surrounded me, but there were more soldiers on their way.

Someone must have called for backup, because one glance around showed more Dax pouring in from every alley and racing to get into place on the rooftops. There was no way I could fight all of them, but Paul was still locked in a battle with Hitra.

A smile spread across my face as the soul batteries in my chest piece caught my attention. All nine of them were completely full at the moment, so it was officially time to try out the Killer Instinct rune. I activated it and immediately felt the thrum of energy as all nine souls erupted from the batteries to find a corpse to inhabit.

But they didn’t find their original bodies. The reawakened corpses shot up and looked around in confusion as if they weren’t sure how they’d woken up in a different body, but then their eyes clouded over with inky-black fog. The effect reminded me of Night Blindness as the soldiers’ irises disappeared behind the shadows, but the rage that suddenly rolled off of each one was just like Mindfire.

“What the fuck?” the Thrasher shouted as he studied the animated corpses.

“Zombies!” another man screamed and scurried backward in a panic. “He’s just like The Reaper. We need to get out of here right now before we all die.”

“You’ll stay and fight,” the giant Dax warrior snarled and then turned his attention to the two reanimated soldiers who were attacking him. “Put our friends out of their misery. And kill the Dobuni.”

All nine of the men infected with Killer Instinct moved like they only had one thing in mind: killing. And they were doing a great job. Ten of their fellow Dax fell to the reanimated warriors in a matter of seconds, and suddenly no one was paying much attention to me.

“Damn,” I whistled and shook my head. “That worked better than I thought it would.”

A cracking sound drew my attention to the soul batteries on my chest piece. Six of them had cracked after only a single use, but that still left three. I quickly stabbed the nearest three Dax assholes with my Soul Stealers to refill the batteries and then switched to my new sword. It would take time before Killer Instinct was ready to use again, but those three souls would be there when it was finally time.

Lightning crackled over my head as the black storm cloud inched its way over the city, and a Dax woman in front of me burst into flames as an electric bolt burned her alive in her own armor. The soldier’s axe clattered to the street, and I realized the dangerous cloud had just taken out an enemy for me.

It was still crackling like it was hungry though, so I ducked into a nearby overhang before I could become its next target.

A flame burst from a manhole to my left, and the Dax standing on top of it fell to the ground with smoke drifting from his helmet along with the stench of burnt hair. Then more chaos erupted everywhere as the fires in the sewer vented through the manholes like the flames had found a new methane pocket.

The Dax were still trying to avoid the reanimated soldiers with Killer Instinct and the lightning clouds, but now they had to avoid fires like the worst game of hopscotch in the world.

The men who’d taken to the rooftops were above the lightning cloud, but only just barely, and the black smoke made it hard to see them, so I knew it would be difficult for them to take aim at anyone below. Besides, I was still under the overhang where they would have trouble getting to me.

They could wait for the moment while I double-checked on Paul.

The last thing I needed was for the old man to be injured, especially when there were now over a hundred Dax bearing down on us.

I glanced through the running soldiers and finally spotted the ancient Lich knight locked in a deadly battle with Hitra.

The general stabbed and sliced through the air with wild abandon as if the price of killing The Reaper was worth the satisfaction of feeling Paul’s blood on his hands, but my uncle was a lot more spry than he looked. Paul hopped around like a psychotic bunny and used his long cloak to block every strike that Hitra tried to make. The sight reminded me of the way Leith would play with his prey when he was in a particularly crazy mood, and I briefly wondered who had taught who that level of insanity.

Either way, Paul was occupied and wouldn’t be able to help me any time soon.

Hitra let out a war screech that seemed to bolster the soldiers around him, and the remaining two Dax infected with Killer Instinct were taken down by their comrades.

Another shout erupted from the general, but this time it was because Paul had managed to land a punch straight into Hitra’s ribs. The Screecher’s armor crumpled underneath my uncle’s fist, and I blinked through the smoke and bloody mist in the air to see what looked like brass knuckles on the old man’s hands.

I double-checked that mine were still on my prot-belt, and they were, so the crazy man must’ve had a set of his own, though it didn’t seem like they had any confounding runes on them. The general was still very much himself as he continued to attack.

I slipped my own brass knuckles onto my hand and then pulled my attention away from the two older men just as a soldier’s apprehension and excitement washed over me. I leapt into the air to avoid being sliced in half by a giant sickle, and then I continued catapulting up through the last of the black lightning cloud making its way toward the skyscrapers.

The anti-gravity rune was still active on my Night Walker Boots, and my physicality was drastically improved because my zombie allies had died and fed my Pendant of Lesser Vengeance, so I easily hopped onto a nearby building, and it only took a few well-placed kicks to knock the soldiers occupying it to the ground below. I’d even managed to activate the toxic secretions on my boots, and the last Dax to fall started screaming in terror as the hallucinogens took effect.

“Ha!” I shouted as he landed hard, looked around, and then ran face first into a wall and cracked his skull open.

“You won’t get away from me so easily,” someone said from my right.

I turned to see the biggest motherfucker in the galaxy leap onto the roof from the building next door like it was just a step. The Star Spear stood at least two feet taller than me and made Moses look pocket-sized. He was even bigger than the two Thrashers I’d met earlier, though they’d both fallen to my attacks, and this newcomer wouldn’t be any different.

I still instinctively took a step back as the Dax yanked a double-headed axe from his back, because one hit from him would cleave me in two, even with my armor on.

I was really strong because of my amulet, but I didn’t want to risk a fair fight, so I stepped back as he swung his massive axe around, and the weapon moved through the air as if it was no heavier than a toilet paper tube to this guy.

Yeah. No thanks.

“I prefer group dates,” I said to the man as I activated my Wolf’s Hour ring.

It didn’t take too much energy to split the void portal as it appeared, and two seven-foot wolf-men burst out.

They tilted their heads back and released a mighty howl that echoed through the empty apartment buildings that surrounded us. Their fangs and claws glistened in the last of the light from the electrical storm that floated nearby like fingers stretching out across the city, and I barely had to glance in the massive warrior’s direction before they double-teamed him.

The two wolf-men circled like a pack stalking their prey, and I could’ve sworn they actually smiled at each before the one behind him slashed across the Dax’s back with his hooked claws. The sharp talons scraped against the guy’s armor with a painful screech, and he whirled around to cleave the creature in two, but it jumped back just in time to avoid being killed.

The other Fenrir took that opportunity for a double-strike with his claws in the exact same place where the first one had sliced, and blood spurted across my void monster’s fur as the Dax armor cracked open like a walnut.

I turned away as they each took turns slashing at his helmet and then heard the warrior’s screams fill the air as his double-sided axe clattered to the roof.

“One enemy down, fifty more to go,” I said and turned toward the men who’d jumped onto the roof with us.

There were only fifteen of them in total, and most were normal foot soldiers instead of Star Spears, but their determination rolled over me in waves. Too bad all it did was add to my own resolve to kill every last one of them.

“Get him!” the leader shouted.

I gripped my new sword a little tighter and then lunged forward to stab the nearest Dax. The tip of the blade pierced through the asshole’s armor like a hot knife through butter, and blood sprayed out from the bottom of his helmet as he coughed and gasped for air. I yanked the sword free and was pleased to see it brought chunks of tissue and bone with it.

“Nice,” I said and then ducked as a single-handed axe slashed toward my neck.

The Dax who wielded it stumbled into his friend’s spiked gauntlet as I teleported behind the group.

“You son of a bitch!” the Dax who’d just killed his friend hissed. “I’m going to cut you limb from limb.”

“Sure, sure.” I shrugged and twirled my sword in my hand. “That’s what you guys all say.”

There were still too many of them to take down on my own. Yira hadn’t taken nearly as much energy as she had the day before, but it was difficult to keep everyone else’s emotions free from my own, and I’d used my mutation so many times my head was starting to spin. I still had some help from the extra rune on my circlet, but even that was about to run out, and I was going to have to deal with an influx of even more emotions.

But not if everyone was dead. I just had to stay upright and fight long enough to see that happen.

The men in front of me became blurry as nausea washed over me, and it took all of my strength just to remain upright. It was like I was watching the whole scene from above for a second, and every emotion the Dax were feeling painted the picture for me, even as my eyes started to slide closed.

One of the men rushed toward me with two rapiers in hand, and I snapped back into my body the second before he hit me to twirl out of the way.

I caught the blades between my ribs and my arm and then slammed my gauntleted fist down so hard the thin metal bent beneath the weight. I let the momentum of the strike keep going as I brought my new sword around and slashed right into the gap between his armor and his helmet. I leaped backward as the sharp, hook-like edges of my blade sawed through the guy’s flesh, and blood sprayed over the roof where I’d been standing a second before.

“There are still too many of them,” I huffed as the others circled around me. “But you know what? I haven’t trained in a few days.”

My exhaustion was quickly replaced by the thrill of a good fight, and I lunged at the nearest Dax. My blade pierced through his gut and pulled his intestines out with it as I yanked it free to cut into the next asshole who tried to sneak up on me. I practically danced between the soldiers as they all tried to attack me at once, but soon every last one of them was a corpse that littered the rooftop.

The two Fenrirs that I’d summoned had already been dispatched by the giant Star Spear, but their death had given my strength and speed a boost thanks to my Pendant of Lesser Vengeance. It sucked that they wouldn’t be able to help me with anyone else since I didn’t have my scepter with me, especially with the sound of running boots echoing on the street below me. But they’d already served their purpose. The massive warrior was missing both arms, and half his face had been ripped off, along with his jaw.

“You’re not going to get out of here that easily,” someone said from behind me.

I turned to see a petite woman with her hand held high in the air.

A spherical weapon was concealed in her fist.

“I’m going to do what the others couldn’t,” she said. “I’m going to kill you. And then throw your body in the trash where you belong, you Dobuni scum.”

She lifted two fingers off of the sphere-like weapon she held in her hand, and I started to swear under my breath.

The psycho had a grenade.

I made sure the anti-gravity rune was still activated in my Night Walker Boots and leapt over the edge of the building to avoid being blown to smithereens. Especially not when there were plenty of Dax below who could act like human shields between the explosion and me.

I aimed for the group directly below the roofline so the woman would fall right in their midst when she followed me. I believed her when she said she’d do what the others couldn’t, because pure determination washed off the psycho like killing me was worth her own life. And if she was determined to kill herself, then I’d let her kill a bunch of her buddies, too.

I landed right in the middle of everyone, but they didn’t have time to react before I bounded over their heads again. I’d definitely used too much force jumping off the roof, but I managed to stop my momentum by slamming one boot into the nearby wall before my face could smash into it.

A scream sounded from behind me as the woman followed me, but the other Dax moved out of the way instead of catching her. She landed face first on the street, and the grenade rolled out of her hand and toward the nearest soldier’s boot.

“Shit, shit, shit,” he said as he looked down. “That’s a fucking grenade!”

The Dax were all frozen in place as if they were shocked to see their enemy leap from the roof like it was just a step and not a four-story building, but the word grenade helped to unstick their feet. They all began to panic and kicked the grenade back and forth like a hot potato.

There wasn’t much time before it went off, so I jumped back into the air and aimed for the destroyed factory district, and wound up on the roof right above the fight with Paul and Hitra.

I quickly slashed through the few soldiers standing around and then turned all of my attention to the battle raging below.

Paul had picked up a whip from somewhere and was slashing through the air at the Screecher like a lion trainer. Small blades woven into the braided end of the whip glinted in the streetlights as the general hopped around and tried to avoid being hit, but that only brought him closer to the grenade.

If I was right, then there were only a few seconds left before the grenade exploded, and a flicker of Paul’s attention to the soldiers freaking out behind the general told me my uncle had already figured that out.

An eerie calm echoed up from the ancient Lich knight as he kicked Hitra onto a manhole cover, hopped back, and then smiled as the Screecher regained his footing.

“Looks like our time is up,” Paul said and then nodded to the soldiers.

Hitra glanced over his shoulder just as the grenade exploded in a burst of bright yellow and blue flames. The explosion must have knocked more methane free, because the manhole cover the general was standing on shot into the air as noxious-smelling fire consumed the Dax asshole.

I leaped from the roof to avoid being hit and landed next to Paul and the general’s fresh corpse right as it fell to the concrete with a wet plopping noise.

Between the grenade and the methane pocket, the explosion was bigger than it should have been. Shrapnel and rubble from broken pavement and fire escapes raced through the air, but some of it seemed to come from the grenade itself, and flying metal pieces all shot forward like spring-loaded knives that tore through the Dax like they were tissue paper and just kept going.

Paul clearly designed the damned thing, but at least my plan worked, and the Dax soldiers I’d left with the grenade had all been torn to shreds.

And as an added bonus I was still alive and completely unharmed. The psychotic woman killed herself and her friends for absolutely nothing.

And I’d gotten to see Hitra get burned alive by a literal shit fire. Which honestly made the bruises from the explosion’s impact worth it, especially since my cloak managed to protect me from being torn apart by the debris. My armor was definitely holding up better than I’d expected it to, though how long it would keep it up was anyone’s guess.

“Oh, that’s not good,” Paul said and pulled my attention back from the carnage down the street. “You should probably run, Nick.”

I followed his gaze to see that a piece of shrapnel had managed to get past his cloak. The three-inch-wide metal chunk stuck out right beneath my uncle’s heart, and blood bloomed around the wound. I quickly yanked it out since the damage was already done and then looked around for the nearest Dax asshole.

“The Reaper is injured!” one of the reinforcements screeched. “Everyone back! Back, back, back!”

Panic spread through every soldier in the area as Paul collapsed to his knees next to me. Everything moved in slow motion as the Lich knight’s immortality rune activated. His jaw cracked open until it was so wide a toddler could’ve played around inside, and I shook myself back to reality just in time to grab an escaping soldier and throw him in my uncle’s direction.

The soldier’s scream echoed off the too-quiet buildings as his soul was sucked out to feed the wraith-like monster my uncle had become.

“We have to kill him, we have to,” a panicked voice said from beside me. “We don’t have a choice.”

I turned just in time to see a Star Spear pull out another grenade, yank the pin out, and toss it in Paul’s direction. The handheld bomb landed right in my uncle’s open maw.

I fought the urge to run and grab it, but then I’d be the closest person to him, and hunger still rolled off the creature he’d become.

“Nope, nope, nope,” I said as I quickly backed away. “Absolutely the fuck not. No, no, no, no, no.”

The Reaper’s eyes shot open to reveal the inky tendrils I’d seen last time, but they didn’t stay in his body like they had before. Instead of flowing through his veins the shadowy marks dripped down his cheeks like tears before they solidified and reached toward the grenade.

“What the absolute fuck?” the soldier who’d thrown the grenade shouted and stumbled backward.

“You fucked up,” I laughed and leapt onto the building next to me.

There were at least thirty soldiers between my uncle and me, and it still didn’t feel like enough as the tendrils brought the grenade over to his waiting hand and dropped it inside. The veins around his eyes and face had all turned black and bulged outward as if they were about to explode.

He definitely hadn’t been that scary last time.

No wonder the old man was terrified of getting hurt. I was terrified just looking at him.

The creature in my uncle’s skin tilted its head to the side just as the grenade exploded, and I could’ve sworn it looked right at me before shrapnel and flames engulfed Paul’s body.

One of the Star Spears shouted victoriously as if they’d just pulled off the impossible, but dread slipped up my spine like a cold hand with sharp talons. Every cell in my body said something truly evil had just arrived, and I immediately booked it to another building further away. The soldiers all cheered and chanted that they’d killed The Reaper, and I sincerely hoped they were wrong, because if Paul didn’t come back, then that thing he’d become was about to wreak havoc.

“Nick,” a familiar voice said as I landed on the next roof.

“Kira?” I asked as a ninja-like figure stepped out from the shadows.

“Yes.” She nodded. “It is a disguise. They will know my moves sooner if I wear my usual armor. We must leave. The Reaper is dead.”

“I don’t think so,” I said as the screams started.

We both turned at the same time to see the smoke clearing from around Paul, though what lifted from the street was anything but my uncle. His jaw still hung open way too wide, and the black veins in his face had ruptured to leak out of his pores. The inky tendrils that had grabbed the grenade had spread all the way to the tips of his fingers and dripped down to the street to act like long poles to hoist him into the air.

“Kill it!” the soldier who threw the grenade screeched.

I watched in horror as the monster tilted its head to the side and started to suck in air like the galaxy’s most terrifying vacuum. Bright blue souls were instantly sucked from the soldiers next to us, and Kira and I took a few more steps backward just to make sure. I counted at least fifteen dead before it finally stopped, but Paul still didn’t wake up.

His body twitched violently as the hole in his chest started to heal, and even the ruptured veins began to knit themselves back together. It wouldn’t be long before Paul’s wounds would heal, and then he’d wake up, and we could get to the shipyard.

Most of the reinforcements were either dead or had run for their lives, but the few that remained had all drawn their weapons. The leader stepped forward, raised his sword into the air, and then ran toward my uncle to try and finish the job like he hadn’t just witnessed what happened when Paul was injured.

“How fucking stupid can you be?” I growled and moved to get in their way.

“No,” Kira said and grabbed my arm. “We must let fate take its course.”

“If they hurt him again, then we’re going to be the people he kills next,” I pointed out, but it was already too late.

The first soldier reached the creature and threw his daggers right into Paul’s stomach. A roar erupted from my uncle as his jaw spasmed and started to open even further. The Dax realized his mistake a second too late, and his soul was quickly ripped out and sucked into The Reaper’s open maw.

“His daggers,” I said as the last of the Dax fell to the ground.

There were no more souls left for my uncle to consume. At least, none who were unfriendly, but Paul had made it clear that the rune would turn on us, and the daggers still stuck out of his stomach.

“We need to remove them,” I said.

“There is no time,” Kira said as the reinforcements returned.

A Screecher led the way, and it was clear by the soldier’s movements that they were being forced to come back. The Dax jerked and pulled against the Star Spear’s orders to return and defeat The Reaper, and I couldn’t blame them. At least the heralds boosted us when we were in battle, but the Screecher just told them to go and become cannon fodder for the monster parading as my uncle.

“We can’t leave him here,” I said. “If he isn’t stopped, then he’ll go after innocent people. And I can’t let that happen.”

Kira remained silent for a long moment, but then her gray eyes went wide above her ninja mask, and the commander pointed to the street below.

“Zombies,” she said.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I muttered as the dead bodies littering the streets and rooftops started to twitch.

The Screecher went silent as the zombies all lifted from the ground. The horrors from the day before must have flashed through his mind, because his voice cracked when he gave the order for the Dax to attack the undead rather than my uncle.

They didn’t need to be told twice.

Every Dax on the street started to slice through the living corpses of their comrades as they backed away from The Reaper. Screams filled the air as the zombies tore into the first soldier to fall behind, and the ones on the roof plummeted to the ground in search of food.

All-consuming hunger flowed through me as the zombies stumbled toward the Dax, but it wasn’t just the undead who were ravenous. The creature Paul had become was still searching for food.

I turned to see the wounds around the daggers glowing a strange black, as if the runes were trying to heal him with the souls that he’d consumed, but the blades were still blocking it. I was almost positive the blades started to move outward, like Paul’s muscles were slowly healing and pushing them out of his stomach, but it was taking time.

I looked between the zombies and my uncle as I tried to figure out what was the best course of action.

The zombies wouldn’t attack me as long as I was on Paul’s side, but the hunger from the creature below was nothing like what I’d felt when he’d been close to death last time. It was as if something was gnawing on my very bones just for nutrition, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that it would suck my soul out even if I wasn’t the closest person.

Like the monster from Yira’s world had finally made it to ours, and it was still looking for me.

“What should we do?” Kira asked. “You will not leave him. But we cannot risk our lives.”

“I’m thinking, I’m thinking,” I said and started to tap my foot.

“Nick,” the commander said and touched my arm.

“What?” I asked as I pulled my attention away from Paul. “Oh. How?”

The zombies nearest to Paul had all stopped moving. Some twitched and fought as if they were being pulled backward toward him while the others gnashed their teeth at the other undead like they wanted to eat them, too. Inky-black souls like the tendrils erupting from my uncle’s fingers began to leak out from the zombies fighting to move forward, and they flowed right into The Reaper.

“Those were the ones who died with their souls in their bodies,” Kira said as she walked over to the roof’s edge and squatted down to watch. “They still had souls to consume.”

“That’s not possible,” I said. “Their souls leave their bodies right away, right?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I always thought so, but it is the only explanation. I recognize that man there. I watched his soul being consumed. He’s one of the ones who isn’t releasing the undead soul.”

I watched in horror as more of the zombies lost whatever tainted bits were left of their souls.

The daggers in Paul’s chest clattered to the street below, but the wounds weren’t healing right. I could see their frayed edges, as if the old man had been poisoned, and shadowy fingers reached out to close the gap in his flesh. Then it started to knit back together, but the sinews held the wound together like pieces of wet tape that had lost their stickiness.

“Well, I’m going to have nightmares for the rest of my life,” I said as Paul’s body twitched like one of the zombies.

“Will The Reaper wake up now that he’s healed?” Kira asked.

“I don’t know.” I frowned and squatted down next to her. “It looks like he’s infected with the zombie virus. But how is that possible? The rune that created it should keep him from getting it even if he eats their souls.”

“He did not tell you what to do if this happened?” she asked.

“No.” I shook my head. “Being turned into an undead magical zombie monster-thing didn’t actually come up.”

“I know what to do,” a young woman’s voice said from behind me.

Kira and I both whipped around at the same time with our hands on our weapons, but a teenage girl in jeans and a t-shirt stood behind us. She strolled over to us with her hands in her pockets, glanced over the roof’s edge, and then shook her head.

“Who are you?” I asked in complete bafflement as the teen took in the scene below without answering me.

She looked so familiar, like I’d seen her before, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Her blonde hair reminded me of Yira, along with the hard expression in her green eyes, but that’s where the similarities ended. A long jagged scar ran down the left side of her face as if someone had cut her with a rusty kitchen knife.

The longer I looked at her, the more sure I was that I knew her face, though it hadn’t been scarred, and it didn’t surprise me when she finally answered my question.

“You can call me Liberty.”

I knew those eyes. They were filled with raw fury and vengeance. Definitely Yira’s sister, but not the sweet little girl I’d seen at the festival in my sword’s memories.

Paul had told me about her before too, but he’d left out just how angry the young woman was, though he was spot-on about her finding a way to involve herself in the rebellion. The rage that washed off the teen was so overwhelming that it didn’t take an empath to know she wasn’t the type to back down.

Paul did say they’d talked a few times, and that the teen knew enough about him to help stop any rampages, even if the old man had wanted her as far from the battlefield as possible. I’d promised him to try and keep Liberty away from danger, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t ask her some questions. As long as she stayed a safe distance from the monster below.

“And what are we supposed to do?” I asked.

“Let him feed,” she said with a wicked smile. “Preferably on fresh Dax.”

“Like the ones fighting zombies below?” Kira asked and gestured to the street. “He’s not eating them.”

“That’s because they’re too far away.” She shrugged. “The zombies are closer. You need to kill the zombies, and then put the Dax between you and The Reaper. He’ll eat them, wake up, and we can all head to meet Oron and Tina. They have a backup plan for getting off the planet. But we should hurry. I’ve heard the comms are almost fixed. Our people can only hold them off for so long before they’re found out, so you guys need to leave sooner rather than later. And I know Paul wouldn’t want this, so I’ll help you out.”

I didn’t exactly like the idea of going back to meet with Oron and Tina, especially since they were probably still planning to betray us, but there was no deception in Liberty’s emotions. She genuinely wanted to get Paul off the planet, and there was even a bit of affection mixed in with her rage when she talked about the old man.

I’d trust her to at least help us. Besides, the ancient Lich knight was right earlier.

Whatever interference the rebel leaders had planned would only be a mild annoyance in the grand scheme of things, and them using Liberty to bring us through the city was more helpful than harmful. I certainly wouldn’t be able to find my way without the help, especially if Paul was still recovering. No. I’d let the girl lead us into the supposed trap and make sure she didn’t get hurt when it went off.

At least, if she didn’t actually know it was a trap.

“You know a lot for a kid,” I said and tilted my head to the side to study the young woman. “What else do you know?”

“I know Oron and Tina are really fidgety,” she said as if she could read my mind. “And I also know that Paul will just keep feeding and creating zombies until he wakes up. I’ve been through all the records. If he’s this injured, then he’s going to just keep sucking up souls.”

“How did you get into the records?” Kira asked and stepped closer to me like I needed the protection.

“I’m very charming,” she sneered.

My translator crackled as if the words had been hard for it to figure out, but Kira clearly understood whatever slang the teen had originally used, and the soldier gripped her staff tighter on her prot-belt like Liberty had just disrespected her and she was about to teach the young woman a lesson.

“We’re all on the same side,” I huffed and put my sword back on my prot-belt as a sign that I’d trust Liberty for the moment.

Kira did not remove her hand from her prot-belt. But the commander did relax her shoulders a little.

Liberty’s blonde hair and green eyes were the exact same as her sister, but the younger girl hid her beauty behind baggy clothes, a low ponytail, and the scar on her face. I could easily believe my uncle would’ve rambled about what happened to Yira, or how he planned to help her to get vengeance. I could also believe that he would’ve answered whatever questions she had about his runes since he would’ve been nervous and needed to feel better, or at least gone on nostalgic rants about when it all went wrong so she’d know enough to piece things together.

And even with the scar she was beautiful enough to charm her way past whoever they assigned to the records room.

“The Reaper and I had a lot of chats,” she continued with a glance back down at the street below. “And he helped to satiate my curiosity as much as he could. We’re friends. We met when he came to find out more about Yira, but I needed someone to talk to, and I think he did, too. There were some gaps in his memory, so I went to the records room to find out more. And he clearly told you about me since you’re not shocked to see me.”

Sadness washed over me from the young woman as more screams echoed from the street below, but her attention was only on Paul and not the Dax being torn limb from limb by their zombie comrades.

“He did,” I said and pulled her attention back to the roof with us. “And he also said he didn’t want you to be out here where you could be in danger, so you should head out. You’ve delivered your message, and I’ll give it a try, but if he wakes up and sees you he’s going to be very angry. And that’s a big if. Unless you guys had a conversation where you talked about him consuming zombie souls?”

“No.” She shook her head. “And I’m not going anywhere. Like I said, I read every record I could find of him, and I have a plan for this. We’ve all heard stories about The Reaper, but after meeting him and becoming friends with him… Well… let’s just say I was very interested in finding out if he could do what he said he could. Turns out he could. And so much more. Besides, you don’t really have any other options at the moment, so why not try out my idea? He’s going to keep feeding until his body is healed, right? That’s what everyone says. And the zombie souls can’t be good for him. It’s like eating junk food when you’re sick.”

“Valid point,” I said and glanced at the street below to see my uncle still jerking erratically as his skin started to turn black like the zombie souls were poisoning him. “There aren’t many Dax left alive.”

“Thankfully, I have my radio,” Kira said and pulled a small radio from her pocket. “And a commander’s orders must be followed.”
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Chapter 19

“You’re a commander?” Liberty gasped and pulled a small knife out of her pocket so quickly it was like she’d had it in hand the entire time.

“Yes,” Kira said.

The two women stared at each other like cats fighting for territory, and I quickly stepped between them and put my hands up.

“We’re all on the same side here,” I said in a calming tone.

I’d never wanted to manipulate someone’s emotions so much in my entire life. Not that I could affect Kira with her implant still working, but I could at least make Liberty calm down. I made a mental note to ask Treyin for some training when we made it back to the Stalwart, but for the moment, I lifted my face mask so they could see the smile on my face.

“Let’s just play nice,” I pressed when neither woman backed down.

“As my mate wishes,” Kira said and purposefully pulled her hand off the collapsed staff attached to her prot-belt.

“Mate?” Liberty narrowed her eyes. “You must be an Andreiv.”

“She is,” I said and watched the teen put the knife back in her pocket. “Now, can we all play nice?”

“Sure,” the teen said with a one-sided shrug. “If she’s an Andreiv, then she won’t betray her mate.”

“How do you know so much about my family?” Kira asked in a tense voice.

“I know one,” she said. “He talks about finding his mate all the time. And about how the Dax all need to be destroyed because they’re no longer the army his family once served. You’re not the only traitor in the Andreiv line.”

“Ah,” the commander said as her shoulders relaxed. “Marcus. He’s been spouting very interesting ideas lately. Ideas that are not entirely wrong.”

“Obviously,” Liberty said and motioned to the street. “The men down there were ready to sacrifice children to bring The Reaper in.”

“They were,” Kira said and clenched the radio tighter. “It’s time they understand what it means to be a sacrifice.”

“They’re all dying as we speak, and if we don’t do something, then Paul will start consuming innocent people,” I said to get us back on track. “The zombie rune is only supposed to attack enemies, but the soul-stealing one doesn’t care who you are. Clearly, since he’s eating zombie souls.”

“So, go kill the zombies,” Liberty said with all the confidence of a teenager. Like she’d just asked us to take a walk in the park instead of fighting undead monsters.

“I’ll call for reinforcements,” Kira said as she pulled down her ninja mask. “They will arrive within minutes. At least, they will if there’s any left in the city. As long as the zombies are dead by the time they arrive, you should be able to feed them to your uncle.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” I said and then squinted at Liberty. “What are you going to do while we’re doing all the heavy lifting?”

“Wait.” She sat down on the roof’s ledge. “I’ll take you to Oron and Tina when The Reaper is no longer deadly. They have everything worked out. They’ve been really squirrelly, so I wouldn’t trust them completely, but I have a plan if they do something too stupid, and friends who will help me if needed.”

“Yira did say you would be leading the rebellion one day,” I said as some of my concerns melted away.

“You met Yira?” she asked and twisted to look up at me with wide eyes. “I thought you were new to Volkan.”

“I met her spirit,” I said. “It’s complicated. She was attached to a sword, I’m an empath, and things just kind of happened. But I can guarantee you that she had her vengeance before she went to the afterlife.”

Confusion crossed Liberty’s face for a few seconds, but then she pressed her lips together and nodded in approval.

“Paul did say she was in a sword,” she said. “I thought he was just talking crazy things. I’m glad you helped her to move on. And that she was able to have her vengeance. I still have not had mine.”

“You sound so much alike.” I shook my head and watched as the teen turned back around to stare down at the street.

The young woman looked so much like Yira as she sat with her feet dangling into the abyss below. I could even feel the fury that rolled off of her in waves. Liberty would stay right where she was until we were finished, if only so she could watch more Dax die.

Just like Yira would have.

“This is Commander Andreiv,” Kira said into her radio and broke the silence that had fallen on our rooftop despite the screams below. “We need reinforcements to my location. We’re in the apartment district. Follow the smoke cloud coming from the factory district. The Reaper is out of control. We must put him down.”

Someone responded from the other side of the radio, but it was so crackly that my translator couldn’t figure out what the guy said. Kira nodded as if she’d understood, told them to hurry, and then stuffed her radio back in her pocket.

“Time for me to go kill zombies,” I said.

I double-checked the anti-gravity runes on my Night Walker Boots and then leaped to the street below. A throng of zombies immediately turned toward me and gnashed their teeth as if they couldn’t tell if I was an enemy or a friend. I sliced through the first one and then moved through the uncoordinated monsters as they reached out to try and latch onto me.

Looks like the monster in my uncle’s body had decided I was a threat after all.

One of them actually managed to grab my arm and tried to bite me, but I quickly gripped the Skull of Godafre Brass Knuckles tighter and slammed it into the former soldier’s face. He stumbled back and blinked with blood-filled eyes, cocked his head to the side, and then started to attack the guy next to me. I didn’t have time to watch the carnage as the Mindfire rune forced the zombie to eat another zombie, but it was good to know it actually worked.

I twisted around to slice off the head of a zombie who almost snuck up on me. If it hadn’t been for the creature’s scuffling, then I would’ve been completely surprised. I quickly realized my new empathic abilities would be no help on undead monsters, especially since their rage was nothing compared to the ravenous hunger coming from Paul, but this also meant I didn’t have to fight to keep my emotions in check since everything just kind of blended together.

Pure joy from battle raced through my veins as I leapt into the air and then slammed my boots into another zombie’s face. His jaw cracked beneath my heel, and teeth scattered on the ground beneath me, but the creature still tried to latch onto me.

Until my second heel split his skull.

The undead corpse let out a guttural noise as his brains spilled onto the street, and I used him as a jumping pad to launch myself at the next one.

The few Dax who were still alive stayed as far away from the zombies as they could, but at least they weren’t trying to fight me anymore. I glanced over as their screams filled the air and then swore under my breath when the zombie virus took over one of the soldiers still in their ranks. They were definitely not going to be helpful in feeding Paul, though at least a few of them were spooked enough to race toward The Reaper like that was the better option.

There were still a few undead between my uncle and me, just in case he grew hungry again, but the strange monster hovering in the air didn’t seem like it wanted any more zombies. Paul’s body jerked violently as the blackened skin cracked like burnt paper, and the Lich knight’s too-wide mouth flopped open and closed as if he was trying to speak.

“We’re all going to die here!” one of the panicking Dax screeched as he dodged around one of the zombies.

“We have to escape, before–” one of his buddies started but was cut off as Paul’s attention shifted in his direction.

The Reaper’s head tilted to the side, and his jaw started to stretch again as soon as the soldiers were closer. Both of the Dax came to a complete standstill, and their souls erupted from their bodies at the same time the zombies began tearing into their flesh.

It was hard to focus on anything but their agonized screams, but I finally managed to see past the red mist that floated in the air around them, and my uncle looked healthier.

His burnt skin was a few shades lighter, and the inky-black tendrils holding him up collapsed and sent him plummeting to the street below. Paul’s mouth was still open, and it snapped hungrily as if he was demanding more sacrifices, but the evil entity that had consumed him seemed to be further away.

“Okay, okay,” I said and went back to work killing the rest of the zombies.

“Give aid to our ally!” Kira’s voice echoed from the rooftop as another battalion rushed into the street.

They paused for a few seconds as if they weren’t sure I was actually an ally, but Kira was a commander, so she would’ve known if I was an actual ally or the enemy The Reaper was traveling with. I could still see their hesitation as their heads turned toward a Star Spear who was clearly in charge.

“You heard the commander,” he said and pulled a giant longsword from his back. “He needs our help!”

“Yes, sir!” a chorus went up from the soldiers as they raced to kill the other zombies.

There weren’t many left. And soon the only people left were the Dax, and Paul.

I squatted down and then pushed off the ground with all of my strength as my uncle’s jaw stilled the way it had the last time he fed. My jump was a little more chaotic than usual, but thankfully the hours of practicing back on Salus didn’t go to waste. I managed to make it to the rooftop where Kira and Liberty were waiting.

Bright blue light filled the air as every Dax below lost their souls to Paul’s hunger. And with each one, the old man started to look more and more like himself.

The last soldier fell to the ground as The Reaper sucked up the blue life-thread from his body, and then silence fell like a steel wall between us and the rest of the city.

Even the small explosions from the factory district were quieter, like they were whispering about what would happen next. A couple of the soldiers’ corpses started to smoke as the flames from the sewer began to lick the manholes spotting the street, and I realized there must be a new methane pocket feeding them. Mangled bodies littered every inch of the ground below, and blood and guts splattered the apartment buildings like a morbid art show.

“That went better than expected,” I said and rolled the tension from my shoulders.

“You are uninjured?” Kira asked as she came over to inspect me. “There were many undead. Of course, you moved like a panther as you sliced through them. I’ve rarely seen such skills. Especially on the battlefield. I have made a very good choice in my mate.”

Hunger flashed in the commander’s gray eyes, and her hands lingered on my chest a little longer than absolutely necessary. I was a little surprised the Dax woman didn’t try to jump me right then and there, though it did seem as if she was barely containing herself, and I had to admit she was very tempting, even if some part of me wondered if this was all an elaborate trap she and the higher-ups had concocted.

Though that would be pretty far-fetched, especially given how many soldiers had been sacrificed to my uncle.

“I’m good,” I said and clipped my sword to my prot-belt. “They weren’t smart enough to really coordinate an attack. How are you doing? You just sacrificed a ton of Dax.”

“They weren’t my men.” She shrugged and moved her hand around to run her fingers along mine. “I sent mine to the nearest town for reinforcements. The soldiers who remained in the city were the ones who would have gladly killed innocents if it meant having The Reaper under their control. They deserved to die.”

“I’m not disagreeing with you,” I said and tore my gaze from her steel-gray eyes before her lust consumed me the way Paul ate those soldiers. “Just making sure you’re not regretting your decision.”

“I am not,” she said firmly. “The Dax had too long allowed men with no morals in their ranks. It allows them to conquer the galaxy, but leaves Volkans vulnerable to their evil ways. I will not mourn their loss. The Dax empire is better off without them.”

“Right,” I said and then turned to Liberty. “And how are you doing? That’s a lot of dead bodies down there. Probably more than you’ve seen before.”

“I’m fine.” The teen rolled her eyes and then pointed to the street. “But The Reaper is waking up. We should hurry to grab him before he starts to lose his shit. I’ve heard about what happens after he wakes up from one of his episodes. It’s usually not great.”

“Fair enough,” I said.

“I must go,” Kira said as I took a step toward the roof’s ledge. “There will be questions about what happened here. I can stall them for a little while and find out what their next plan is. But I will meet you at the shipyard within the hour. It will be heavily guarded. We need to move quickly before the remaining soldiers can fix the comms.”

“Be careful,” I warned. “They’ll want to know why you’re the only survivor. And they may take you into custody.”

“Is my mate worried about me?” the commander asked as amusement glinted in her gray eyes. She ran her hands up my chest and leaned so close that her next words kissed my lips. “I told you that you would accept me one day. You don’t have to worry. I’ll be at the shipyard.”

I nodded and then watched as Kira spun around and practically sauntered to the fire escape to descend to the street. The commander’s outfit was so tight, it was like a second skin, and my eyes drifted to her breasts and then the sway of her hips as she climbed down the ladder. I could see her muscles coiling with the effort of keeping herself steady and wondered what it would be like to have those strong legs wrapped around my waist.

My paranoia may have kept me from completely trusting her, even after sacrificing an entire battalion, but if we made it off Volkan safely, then it would be another matter completely, and I might have to take her up on being my mate.

I had to force myself back from the fantasies that raced through my mind so I could focus and resist the urge to climb down after her. We were still in a warzone at the moment, so my interest in the commander would just have to wait until she’d proven once and for all she was willing to leave the Dax behind.

No more reinforcements were on their way, so clearly they’d realized sending more men would only end in death, and the Dax higher-ups would definitely want the commander to answer for the battalion who’d just been eaten.

I saw the brilliant woman lean down, scoop up blood from a puddle, and then smeared it all across her body like she’d been right in the middle of things and had been lucky enough to escape.

She’d be fine.

“What are you guys going to do once the reinforcements come?” I asked as I turned to Liberty. “The rebels have to have a plan, because every city is going to send everything they have.”

“It’s above my pay grade.” She shrugged and then smirked. “At least, it is for the moment. They just told me to come get you and The Reaper and bring you back to our hideout so we can discuss the next steps. Honestly, I’m surprised they even let me help since I’m pretty sure they’re planning something. I have the feeling they’re using me as bait since Paul will trust me, but I’m glad to finally be out here.”

She was right, it was strange that she’d been sent out even when Paul specifically told Oron to keep her away. It was possible she’d joined hands with them and was going to betray us too, but the old man had lived long enough to know who was a friend and who was a foe, even if he felt guilty about Yira and wanted to trust Liberty.

Besides, there was no deception on the young woman, and she eagerly confirmed my suspicions about Oron and Tina being up to something, like she just needed them to fuck up and then she could take over the entire rebellion.

I narrowed my eyes at the teen as I studied her, but there was nothing but determination and excitement in her emotions. She was clearly looking forward to whatever the duo had planned, just like Paul, and it suddenly made so much more sense how they’d become friends. It was as if betrayal was just an amusing side quest to them, but admittedly I was intrigued about what Oron and Tina wanted to do, especially since it involved us being hidden for a little while as we regrouped.

Besides, there weren’t a lot of good options at the moment. I needed help to get us off Volkan, especially if Paul was down for the count, and Kira needed to buy us some time. Why not give Oron and Tina what they want? It’s not as if they could actually stop us, and their plan would, at most, only delay us for an hour.

And if all else failed, and they brought backup, then I’d fight whoever sided with them until Liberty’s friends could join us. I sincerely doubted the rebels had anyone strong enough to defeat me, though the runes in my armor were starting to wear down.

Paul had managed to boost them when he ran over them with the drill again, but I’d been fighting for hours, and there was only so much the Lich runes could do on the Dax metal. I’d already activated them once, and their effect lasted a lot longer than they should have, but there was still only one more activation left, and I wanted to save that for whatever fight was waiting for us in the shipyard.

Still, I could beat a bunch of rebels with my normal strength. And I still had the brass knuckles.

“If you betray us, then I’ll personally slit your throat,” I said with as much hatred as I could muster for the teen. “Whether you’re Yira’s sister or not.”

Smug satisfaction washed over her face and made the puckered scar on her cheek seem deeper.

“I’m not the one who’s going to betray you,” she responded, though her voice was tighter than it was before, as if her plan to stop the rebel leaders from doing something stupid might go wrong. “That’ll be Oron and Tina. I’m just leading you into their trap so I can expose them, and then I can take over. I don’t know what they have planned, I just know it’s going to be fucking stupid, especially with how on edge they’ve been. Anyway, we should go grab Paul before the old man kills more people.”

“As long as we’re on the same page,” I said and then held my arm out to the side. “I’ll bring you down to the street, but you need to hold on tight.”

“Gross,” the teen grumbled.

Her face twisted into disgust as she put her bare arms around my waist. I couldn’t exactly blame her since my armor was covered in blood and guts. Liberty held her head as far back as possible like the stench was overwhelming, and I pressed my lips together to hold back a laugh.

She’d have to get used to the blood and gore if she was going to be the rebels’ leader.

“Here we go,” I said and jumped over the roof’s ledge.

A scream filled the air as we plummeted to the ground, and Liberty held on even tighter despite how gross my armor was. She let go and stumbled a few feet when we landed, leaned over, and then sucked in air, but the stench of the burning sewer and quickly rotting corpses was everywhere.

“Ugh, I can taste it,” she gagged.

“It’s the zombie curse,” Paul said in a raspy voice. “It rots the bodies faster. Like they’ve been left out in the sun and rain. Doesn’t help that there’s a fire burning beneath our feet now.”

“Hey, Old Man.” I grinned and turned to see the Lich knight struggling to his feet. “I thought you’d be a little more spry after all those Dax you ate.”

“I feel like I was hit by a skiff going at full speed,” he muttered.

The cracked burn marks all over his body had receded to leave pinkish-red skin as if he’d just come out of a steaming-hot shower, and the inky-black veins were blue again. Even the gray hairs had turned brown again, and I couldn’t find a single wrinkle on the ancient Lich knight’s face. He looked like he was in his early forties at most, though the old man did groan the same as he stumbled toward me.

“Well, after seeing what happened I would be surprised if you didn’t feel awful,” I said as I hurried over to help him. “You never said you could eat zombie souls. Or that zombies had souls.”

“I-I what?” he asked as his eyes went wide.

Paul’s attention shifted to the bodies splayed out on the street all around us. There were more uninjured Dax than there were zombies after he’d eaten the last battalion, but I kicked one of the corpses over to reveal the undead soldier that I’d put out of his misery. The old man made a choking noise and then started to move everyone aside until he’d revealed a dozen of the monsters his rune had created.

“No,” he said as frustration furrowed on his brow. “No. This shouldn’t be possible. I’ve never eaten zombies before. The soul leaves the body right after they die. They just turn into undead. Were there no other living options? But then you would have been killed. It just doesn’t make sense.”

“We can figure it out later,” I said as panic flooded me from my uncle’s direction. “I’m guessing it has to do with that thing I saw in Yira’s world. And the ancient Dark Folk god. Something tells me He’s going to become more of a pain in the ass later, but that’s later, and this is now. We need to get moving. Kira is buying us some time, but we need to get to the shipyard.”

“You’re right, you’re right,” he muttered. “We should keep going. The device is safe. I don’t know how, but it clearly didn’t go off. And you have the notebooks?”

“Yeah,” I said and reached up to double-check the backpack was still on my back. It had stayed in place so well during the battle that I’d forgotten it was even there, but a quick check showed it was safe beneath my cloak.

Curiosity flooded me from Liberty’s direction, but the teen looked more pissed than anything when I turned in her direction.

“The shipyard is going to be heavily guarded,” Liberty said through clenched teeth as if just thinking about it made her angry enough to spit. “But Oron and Tina have a plan. We really do need to leave, though. I’m going to hurl.”

“Liberty?” the ancient Lich knight asked as he spun around to stare at the teen like he just realized she was there. “You shouldn’t be here. You could’ve been eaten. You all could’ve been eaten. It just doesn’t make sense. What happened to make me start eating zombies? Did I eat their flesh? No. The immortality spell uses souls. But I’ve never eaten zombies before. I haven’t. Not even when there was nothing left but zombies. Remember I told you about the time the rune pulled souls from a nearby town? The one I was in was overrun by zombies. The people were consumed, and then the zombie virus took over, and then I started getting souls from the next town over. That’s how it works. Unless you’re right, and He’s making a move. That’s more dangerous than the Dax. We can’t let Him take over my body, Nick. We can’t.”

“Paul,” I said and put a hand on the old man’s shoulders as he started to freak out. “Paul. Was anyone around to tell you what happened in that town where the zombies took over and you thought you took souls from another town?”

“I just told you they were all dead,” he huffed but finally looked me in the eyes. “Even the zombies died by the time I regained consciousness.”

“Then did you watch camera feeds?” I asked.

“No, no, they were too poor to have that kind of high-tech equipment everywhere,” he muttered and then jolted as if he’d followed my line of thinking. “You think I ate the zombie souls? That’s why the zombies were dead when I woke up. And why I still needed the souls from the next town over to heal. Because I’d consumed the tainted spirits. Oh, oh, this changes things, Nick. If it’s true, then He’s been trying to take over for a lot longer than I realized. But why wouldn’t I have eaten the zombies before when I went out of control?”

“We’ll figure that out later when we have time to actually go through everything you’ve been through over the years, but now is not the time,” I said and then turned to Liberty. “Lead the way to the hideout. We don’t have long before we’re supposed to meet Kira at the shipyard.”

“Let’s go,” she said and then took off down the street. “I’m so looking forward to taking over. I have a radio to reach my friends whenever Oron and Tina do whatever they’re planning on doing.”

“Oh! Is it betrayal time?” Paul asked as his worry gave way to excitement. “We’ve been waiting all day for this. Ah. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a good backstabbing.”

“Most people wouldn’t be happy about that.” I rolled my eyes as we followed after Liberty.

The teen leaped over corpses and avoided the flames from the manhole covers like she ran obstacle courses for fun. It wouldn’t surprise me after meeting her sister, but something told me the real reason Liberty ran so fast was because of the stench. It was terrible, and now that I wasn’t in the heat of battle, it seemed like the rotting bodies and fiery poop river could finally fill the air.

“Betrayal awaits, remember?” I said as Paul started to squat down to study a zombie. “We have things to do and places to be.”

“Yes, yes, you’re right,” he said in a distracted tone.

I had to tug on his arm one more time before Paul finally followed after me, and my attention immediately shifted to the world-ending device on his back. He was right about it being sturdier than expected. I saw several scratches around the runes, but each one was stained with black, like the inky-black tendrils had crawled over them.

The memory of the evil entity inside Paul rushed back to the surface as I looked over the device. He’d said the Dax had pushed him to make it, and that we had to make sure it was never activated.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling that some powerful being was pulling the strings behind the curtain, and it was keeping the device safe until it was time to use it.

And that meant it might be able to start it up whenever it wanted.

Just like Paul’s story about the Dark Folk temple and how the portals had all opened even though he hadn’t cast any spells or inscribed runes on anything other than a piece of paper. It was like something had just been waiting to activate them, and all they needed was for someone to come along and draw the runes.

But if runes could be activated just by drawing them on paper, then there would be a lot more deaths in the galaxy, and enchanters would be the most feared job of them all, but they weren’t, so something else had to be going on. Of course, after what I’d seen it was becoming easier to believe there was actually a Dark Folk god attached to the runes, and He was powerful enough to activate them even if they’d just been scribbled on scrap paper. It was more reason for His people to be wiped out, and the runes lost to time.

I wondered if Paul had reawakened the evil god when he entered the temple. But that was two hundred years ago, so why would he wait so long to start whispering in the Dax’s ear about the world-ending device? I had more questions than answers, but for the moment they would just have to wait until I could get back to the Stalwart, and until I could talk to my mom.

If there was one person who might be able to figure out what the voids was going on, then it was her.

“So many dead,” Paul whispered as we finally left the battle area behind.

“But none of them were innocent,” I pointed out. “Each one was loyal to the Dax empire. And none of them tried to stop Hitra from threatening children just to bring you in. Some of them even threw their comrades in front of them so the zombies would eat them first. Don’t feel bad for any of them.”

“I don’t,” he said with one final look over his shoulder. “At least I killed Hitra. With any luck, he didn’t have any children, and that lineage can finally be finished.”

“I’m surprised you don’t know,” I chuckled. “I thought you knew everything.”

“I know a lot, but there are some things that elude me,” the ancient Lich knight said. “Like women.”

“Women?” I snorted.

“Women don’t even understand women. How are men supposed to?”

“I think you aren’t as crazy as you want everyone to think you are,” I laughed. “Too bad for the late Dax General.”

“All I needed to know about Hitra was that it was his men who needed to be destroyed. His home life wasn’t taken into account.”

“He didn’t have any kids,” Liberty said over her shoulder. “I would’ve killed them after what he let his men do to Yira.”

“See?” Paul smiled proudly and motioned to the teen. “No kids.”

“Amazing.” I focused on following after the young blonde woman.

She looked so much like Yira that I had to catch myself a few times. I hadn’t known the spirit in my sword for long, but our dreamworld interactions had been palpable, and I’d felt her fury and thirst for vengeance all the way to my soul. Liberty had rage to spare, just like her sister, but it wasn’t the same.

Like being righteously angry at my mom versus wanting to pummel the shit out of the Aquitanian knight who’d tried to go after Casey. It was just different. And it came from a different place altogether.

Liberty weaved through the streets and led us further away from the apartments and closer to where the shipyard was supposed to be. A comfortable silence fell on us that was only interrupted by skiffs hovering a little too low to the ground as the remaining Dax army tried to find us. The teen always managed to hear them coming in time to motion for us to hide.

I usually noticed them at the same time that she did, but it was amazing to see someone so young be so adept at avoiding detection. Excellence must have run in the family. I had a million questions about how the teen had joined the rebels, but the extra strength boost from the Pendant of Lesser Vengeance had officially worn off, and exhaustion rushed in to take the place of the extra boosts.

My curiosity would just have to take a backseat while I focused on putting one foot in front of the other, and not gasping for air like some out-of-shape retiree.

“We’re almost there,” Liberty said as we finally reached the other side of the city. “The shipyard is about two kilometers ahead. Shouldn’t take you long to get there, but we’ll need to regroup and discuss how to approach with all the guards. And we have to give Oron and Tina time to prove me right. My friends are willing to believe that the two of them are up to something shady, but even they won’t move until there’s actual evidence. Thanks for being the sacrifice.”

“Glad we can help,” I snorted and leaned against the alley wall as I tried to catch my breath. “Nothing like helping a teenager take over the rebellion.”

“I might be a teen, but I know more about The Reaper, the Dax military, and Volkan than most,” she huffed and stuck her chin in the air. “I’m very smart. And I know how to free my people from their enslavement once and for all. I just have to get rid of the trash first.”

“I should eat before we go,” Paul said and then shot a smirk at me. “Maybe you need a little nap? You’ve been taking out quite a bit of trash yourself. Look a bit tuckered, really…”

“Fuck off,” I said but still smiled at the old man. “I just need some grub, and I’ll be right as rain. Unlike some people, I didn’t just have some soul-juice to rehabilitate. I was actually fighting zombies and working hard.”

“Soul-juice,” my uncle snorted and then covered his mouth as another skiff passed overhead. “Ah. If only it was as refreshing as that sounds.”

“It did take a few years off,” I said and motioned to his face. “You’ve never looked better.”

“But it’s so draining,” he said around a deliberate yawn. “And I’m so hungry afterward.”

“We’ll get you some food soon,” Liberty broke into our banter with an irritated expression only a teenager could pull off. “Wait here while I go to make sure the coast is clear. The last thing we need is for The Reaper to be injured again. If I don’t come out soon, then just assume the two idiots have enacted their plan. I’m going to go along with it, so you guys come and get me. If you don’t, then I’m going to free myself and then come find you to beat you up. And then I’ll take over the rebellion.”

“Fair enough,” I said and motioned for her to go ahead.

The young woman glanced up, down, and all around before she darted from the alley and across the street into what looked like an abandoned dress shop. All the lights were off inside, and the mannequins in the windows were well dressed for a night on the town, but there were cobwebs in the corners as if no one had dusted in a long time. Liberty glanced out from the window in the door once she was inside, nodded once, and then disappeared into the darkened store.

“Do you trust her?” I asked. “I know she says she’s against Oron and Tina, but do you think she’s actually going to be on our side? Or will she try to betray us, too?”

“Do you trust her?” Paul said around a more genuine yawn. “How were her emotions?”

“Fine,” I said. “Determined. I didn’t sense any anxiety like she was lying. Just the usual apprehension that most people get when they’re doing something dangerous.”

“You can tell the difference already?” the old man asked with an impressed expression.

“I’ve had a crash course the last few days,” I said and glanced in the direction we’d just come from. “I can’t sense the zombies, though. There’s nothing from them except for ravenous hunger.”

“Makes sense,” he said and then frowned. “I still don’t understand how the zombies had souls. If I really did do it before in that town, then it would make sense that it would happen every time the zombie and immortality curses were activated. And I feel like somebody would’ve mentioned something like that when I woke up. Unless He is being picky about when to activate that particular trait of the curse. Which is another problem entirely.”

“Maybe there’s just a loophole, and He doesn’t have anything to do with it?” I asked. “The Dax did back up pretty far, and the zombies were a lot closer. There were daggers still in your chest at first, but once they were pushed out, you didn’t eat as many.”

“Hmm,” he said and tapped a dirty fingernail on his chin. “If I was still injured, then I suppose it would make sense that the immortality spell would take whatever it could get. But how long do the souls stay in the corpses? I always thought they left right away and we just didn’t see them.”

“That’s a question for a much older Lich knight,” I said. “Maybe you, Mom, and Commander Reynolds can work it out when we get back to the Stalwart. And if it is some ancient evil god taking over, then they’ll help us figure out a way to stop him.”

“Ah, I miss our study sessions,” he said with a wistful expression. “I would love to run my theories by them. I understand most of what happened, but there’s still so many questions, and Penelope and Vanessa were always the more gifted Lich knights. It’s taken me nearly two hundred years to finally surpass–”

Paul’s rant died in an instant as a light started to flash right outside the dress shop. It was clearly a signal for us to come in, but my hand still went to the sword on my prot-belt.

Liberty was supposed to come and get us herself. A flashing signal might grab the attention of the skiffs full of Dax still zipping by on the hunt for us.

No. Something had to be wrong. Liberty had been right about Oron and Tina taking her hostage. And it was time to go save the teen.

“Time to be heroes?” Paul asked as he pulled his hood up.

“Time to be heroes.” I nodded and pulled my face mask down from the circlet. “Follow my lead.”
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Chapter 20

“I’m betting they have reinforcements waiting,” I said as the lights started to blink again.

“Or they’re very, very reckless,” Paul said with a shrug. “I did just go crazy and kill a bunch of Dax. The rebels might be nervous that I’m not fully healed and might relapse at any moment. And then they, their friends, and their families will all be sacrificed to The Reaper’s ravenous hunger. If that’s the case, then Oron and Tina would only be able to convince a few people to go along with their plan. Either way, they won’t be hard to overtake.”

I studied the old man for a moment, but he refused to make eye contact with me.

The only people who’d died were Dax soldiers who were definitely not innocent.

I frowned and watched for another few seconds, but whoever was inside the dress shop wouldn’t stop blinking the damned light, so I’d just have to hope the ancient Lich knight wouldn’t completely lose his shit during the fight.

“Let’s go be heroes,” I said and then checked the area for any skiffs.

One floated by a few meters away, but it turned in the shipyard’s direction. Whoever was flashing the light must have spies somewhere nearby, because their signal had stopped the second the skiff came by, but I couldn’t see anyone on the rooftops.

Apparently, Oron and Tina weren’t as stupid as they seemed. Maybe. It was still pretty stupid to try and betray us and think that they’d actually get the upper hand against two Lich knights.

But they were desperate, and desperation was a breeding ground for stupidity.

We were definitely heading into a trap, but at least those behind it didn’t want extra Dax attention. And even if it was a ton of rebels, we could easily beat them.

I just hoped Liberty wasn’t involved. If the teen had lured us in, then I’d have to fight her, and I really didn’t want to send Yira’s sister to her. She seemed very genuine in her desire to take over, so hopefully we just had to free her so she could call in her own reinforcements and depose Oron and Tina as the rebel leaders.

If it all worked out, then the teen would prove she was as smart as her sister said she was.

I took a deep breath to steady my nerves and then jogged across the street with Paul right behind me. The light started to flash again but stopped the second we stepped out from the alley. I saw a shadow move by one of the mannequins, and the door opened before I could even knock.

“Welcome,” Tina said with a bright smile.

“Tina,” Paul gasped as he pushed his hood back. “We were so worried! I thought something had happened to Liberty when she didn’t come back to us. You know… you almost let the Dax know where we were.”

“We have people at the diner,” the older woman said as she stepped aside to let us in. “They’re watching all the skiffs. I knew when they were near enough to see our signal.”

There was a palpable tension in the air as the two of them played out the ridiculous scene like Paul and I were completely oblivious to what was actually going on.

“Good, good,” he continued the charade and stepped into the darkened dress shop before me. “We should head to the diner after this. I’m ravenous.”

Apprehension rolled off Tina as I walked past her, and the old woman’s eyes drifted to the sword on my prot-belt. She was definitely worried their plan wouldn’t work, but then she pulled her shoulders back and flashed a too-wide smile.

The emotions swirling around in the old rebel were so mixed, it was hard to pinpoint anything other than her anxiety, but then she hid them behind a wall just like she had at the defense depot.

The shop was still dark, but there was a light in the back that spilled into a narrow hallway. Mannequins stood on pedestals like they were real people frozen in time, and I studied each one to make sure they were just plastic. Dresses in every size and color hung on the walls and around circular clothes racks.

“Where is Liberty?” I asked like I hadn’t already figured out the answer.

“She’s right in the back,” Tina said and motioned for us to lead the way. “Just head through the door where the light is. Oron is there, too.”

The older woman’s anxiety spiked as we walked, and I ran my thumb over my brass knuckles to make sure they were still secure. I’d gotten so used to wearing them that it hadn’t even occurred to me to put them back on my prot-belt, but they did have a tendency to come in handy when I couldn’t draw my sword.

“I’m so glad you reached out to help us,” Paul chattered from right behind me as I headed toward the light. “Nick handled the Dax well, even with my little freak-out, but they’re definitely going to be on high alert now. We could use your friends’ help getting into the shipyard. And the sooner, the better. I’m sure they’ll have the comms fixed by now.”

“We have someone embedded in the repair group,” Tina said in a tight voice. “They’re doing their best to stall. At least long enough for us to get what we need.”

I clenched my fist around the brass knuckles and turned into the room with the light on. It was filled with boxes and inventory for the shop, but there was a large circular table right in the center with chairs all around it.

I noticed at least three more rebels, along with Oron, but Liberty had my full attention.

The teen was bound, gagged, and surrounded. Her green eyes went wide as our gazes met, and she tried to shout something through the cloth stuffed into her mouth, but Oron put a hand on her shoulder and gave the young rebel a hard glare. The young woman immediately stilled and hunched in on herself as if she’d been defeated, but I caught the smirk her mouth formed around the gag.

Paul came to a sudden stop at the sight, and his rage level went from zero to a hundred in seconds flat, even as his expression remained completely unreadable.

It was one thing to know they had captured our young escort, and another thing entirely to actually see it.

“And what exactly is it you need?” I brought our conversation back to what Tina had been saying without taking my eyes off of Liberty. “And why does she need to be tied up to get it?”

“Well,” Tina said as she came around us to join the rebels with a smug smile. “We need what you took from the weapons’ depot.”

All her anxiety had disappeared in the blink of an eye, as if being with her friends was all the support she needed.

“Let Liberty go,” Paul said in the sternest tone I’d heard yet.

“I don’t think so,” Oron sneered and gripped her shoulder so hard she winced. “You see, you might fight us, but you won’t risk being injured with Yira’s little sister right here.”

Hatred filled my veins as I stared at the smug bastard.

I’d known I didn’t like the guy earlier, but this was disgusting. And stupider than anything I could’ve expected if he really thought we were just going to hand over the world-ending device.

There was no doubt in my mind it had been his idea to use Liberty, especially after the way he’d talked about her earlier, and I would bet all my Kingdom Points that he planned to kill the young upstart and stage it as an accident the second they had what they wanted. But it was also clear by the glare she shot at him that she would willingly stab him as soon as she was free.

That was something I could help her with.

“Stay out of the way,” I warned my uncle. “We don’t want a repeat of what just happened.”

“No problem,” he said and slipped back into the hallway.

“Get the Reaper,” Oron snapped at one of the other men. “And bring that device with you. We have plans for it.”

“You’ll never be able to use it,” Paul said and poked his head back into the room.

“I think we’ll be just fine.” The rebel leader fixed the long sleeves of his shirt. “We have plenty of brilliant minds who are willing to help us figure out how to use the device. They may not be as ancient, or as deadly, as yours, but we’ll make do.”

The man who’d been sent to grab my uncle gave me a wide berth as he snuck closer to the hallway. He was too far away for me to grab and punch him with my brass knuckles, but my Soul Stealers would work just fine.

“No,” my uncle said the second my hand twitched toward the dagger clipped to my prot-belt. “They’re stupid and desperate. But we can’t kill them. They’re still my friends. And it’s not like we didn’t see this coming. Just let Liberty go ahead with her plan.”

I shot a hard stare over my shoulder, but the old man met my gaze with a stubborn jut of his jaw.

Fuck.

“Always making things more difficult for me,” I grumbled.

“What kind of uncle would I be if I didn’t challenge my nephew?” he said in an amused tone. “A little damage is fine. But they have to be able to recover from it. That way they can give their testimony about how Liberty is the perfect leader. And Oron and Tina can be tried as traitors the way they deserve.”

“Liberty has a plan?” Oron scoffed and kicked her chair. “It’s clearly going great, isn’t it?”

“It actually is,” I snorted and watched the pure rage building in Liberty’s green eyes.

Meanwhile, the man who’d been after him carefully picked his way past me.

“Don’t move a muscle, or I’ll kill Liberty,” Oron warned as I started to go after the rebel on his way to Paul.

The rebel leader pulled a dagger out and held it to the teen’s throat. I was almost knocked back a step as pure unadulterated hatred rolled off Liberty, and for a moment it was like I was back in the dream world with Yira when we first met.

Oron moved behind the chair his hostage was tied to, and a thin line of blood appeared on her pale neck.

“Don’t worry about the goon,” Paul said in a hard tone. “Tim’s too afraid to actually do anything to me. And he knows I’ll beat the shit out of him. Especially after I just fed on so many Dax warriors. I’m more spry than I’ve been for years.”

I didn’t need to look over my shoulder at the goon to know he’d stopped in place. The sheer terror that burst out of the rebel was enough to figure out he definitely didn’t want to test my uncle. I doubted the guy would move an inch even when the fight started, and that meant I was free to beat the shit out of Oron.

“Just let me go,” Liberty mumbled through her gag as she stared right at me.

“Not a chance,” Oron sneered. “You’re a hostage. Or did you forget that? What was your plan, anyway? Were you going to bring them here and then usurp me and Tina? We’re older than you by a few decades, little girl, and we know how to plan a coup. You’re woefully out of your depth, but don’t worry, I’ll end your little aspirations today.”

“She wasn’t talking to you,” I said and then activated the nanorunes in my blood.

I teleported across the room in an instant, pulled a Soul Stealer from my prot-belt, and sliced through the ropes holding Liberty in place.

The teen moved before Oron even had a chance to react to my sudden disappearing and reappearing act. She grabbed the rebel leader’s wrist, twisted it hard, and then slipped out from beneath it. In seconds she’d shoved the asshole’s arm back toward his chest, and the tip of his knife embedded into the hollow of his throat.

Blood sprayed over Liberty’s face and hair as Oron stumbled backward, like putting distance between himself and the teen would save his life.

The idiot pulled the knife from his throat, and his eyes went wide with panic as more of his life gushed out from the now gaping wound. He fell to the ground as death took him, and Tina let out a scream so loud they’d hear it all the way at the shipyard.

I raced over, punched the traitorous woman in the face, and then caught her before she cracked her head open on the ground.

Paul wanted to keep them alive, and while Oron was down for the count, I could at least make sure Tina wasn’t a problem. I almost felt bad for hitting an old lady, but she’d been just fine with threatening to kill Liberty, so the feeling didn’t last long.

“I told you not to kill anyone,” Paul hissed as he stepped back into the room.

Tim was slumped against a pile of boxes with one in his lap as if the rebel was about to take it into the front. A red mark had already formed on his chin from where my uncle had landed a perfectly placed punch.

That only left two more rebels. Both were resting their heads together as if they’d just fallen asleep, though with Liberty right behind them it wasn’t hard to figure out that the teen had slammed their heads together hard enough to knock them out.

“He deserved to die,” Liberty said and then gave the two rebels in front of her a hard glare like she was rethinking just knocking them out. “All of them do. They would’ve watched me die. And they’d use that device to kill everyone on Volkan in the name of killing the Dax. They’re just as bad as the military. I knew their plan was going to be stupid, but this is grade-A moronic.”

“You have a valid point,” Paul huffed. “But you shouldn’t have blood on your hands. I told you I would take care of the men who hurt Yira, and I did. And I told you I’d take care of you, and I will.”

My uncle stomped across the room toward the young girl.

“If you haven’t noticed, old man, I can take care of myself.” Liberty put her hands on her hips and stared up at him.

“You’re just a child,” he said like an overprotective father.

“Everyone’s a child to you.” She cocked an eyebrow.

“She has a valid point,” I said before they could continue arguing. “We need to get out of here before the Dax show up. Tina screamed so loud, they had to have heard it. And we can’t afford to be delayed anymore.”

“I’ll take you to the shipyard,” Liberty said. “But first let me call my friends. They already knew where we were going to be, so they can come collect these assholes and bring them back for a quick trial. I need to deal with whoever they have at the diner anyway.”

She leaned down to retrieve the dagger Oron had dropped and then cleaned it off on one of the guys at the table.

“The shipyard will be too guarded right now,” I said as she tugged a radio from her pocket. “We need to meet up with Kira and figure out what their schedule is, and when we should make our move.”

“Then the diner,” the teen said. “We need to feed Paul before he starves to death, and you can watch as I take down their friends. It’ll be good for the old man to see me being a good leader. Maybe he won’t think I’m too young then.”

“Fat chance,” he snorted and crossed his arms over his chest. “And I know you’ll be a good leader. In a few years. Maybe a few decades.”

The teen huffed at my uncle with some annoyance, but Paul only smiled affectionately at her like this was a talk they’d had before and he was living for the little argument. Still, I could see his cheeks were more sunken than they had been before. He hadn’t really had a chance to rest yet, and the old man had been ravenous and exhausted after the last time he’d used the zombie spell.

“Okay, food first,” she said with narrowed eyes at the old man, put the radio back in her pocket, and then took a step closer to Paul. “You look like you’re going to starve to death. And that’s not a good look for anyone. I’ll just have my friends come get everyone all at once. After we’ve taken the guys at the diner down. It’s not like these jerks will be waking up anytime soon.”

Liberty had clearly paid attention and done her research, and I had a newfound respect for the young woman. She may have been a bit of an edgelord, but she was considerate.

“Okay, the diner,” I said and rolled my shoulders to release some of the tension. “Tina said there were men there watching the skiffs. But she didn’t specify how many. Do you know?”

“There are usually only two people assigned as lookouts,” Liberty said. “They shouldn’t be hard to dispatch, especially since these guys were the best Oron and Tina could come up with.”

“They will only be knocked out,” Paul said in a warning tone as he shot a glare at both of us. “Not killed.”

“Yeah, yeah,” the teen said. “I won’t kill them. But if they knew what Oron had planned for me, then I can’t be held responsible for how much I beat their asses.”

“Language,” the old man huffed.

“Asses, asses, asses,” Liberty sang as she spun on her heel and started toward the hallway.

I pressed my lips together beneath my face mask and was suddenly very happy the old man couldn’t see my expression. He looked like he’d just stuffed an entire bag of lemons into his mouth.

I liked Liberty more with every second.

“This is why I didn’t have kids,” Paul grumbled.

“You didn’t have kids because you’re still hung up on that one woman from two hundred years ago,” Liberty said from the doorway.

A painfully restrained snort of laughter escaped from my mask, and I tried to disguise it as a coughing fit, but Paul knew better. The old man’s eyes slid toward me, but he didn’t comment.

“Now, let’s go,” Liberty said. “I don’t think anyone would’ve heard Tina’s scream, but it’s better to go to the diner before they start freaking out. I doubt anyone will come to help, especially since my friends outnumber theirs, but this could get messy fast, so it’s better to be quick about it.”

“Wait,” I said and turned to study Oron’s corpse. “Why don’t we lure them here instead? That way your friends only have to clean up one area, and you can go back to start whatever trial you have planned while we grab food. I bet his radio is already tuned into whatever channel they were using.”

“I like that idea,” Paul said with a pointed look at Liberty. “It means you won’t be in harm’s way.”

“Fine,” she said and threw her hands in the air. “Just get rid of me. I do have a heavy mantle to take over. But don’t think this is goodbye. I’m going to free Volkan, and then you can come back to visit. Or I’ll come to you. We’ll see what happens. And I’ll probably stop by the diner for an actual goodbye.”

“Sure, sure,” he said.

I shook my head at their banter, knelt down, and then patted the former rebel leader’s pockets until I found a tiny radio. It had been crushed when Oron fell, but it crackled as if it was still trying to connect to whoever was on the other line. I tossed it back onto the asshole’s chest and then went to check Tina.

The old woman had one in her pocket as well, and this one was still in perfect condition.

“Here,” I said and handed it to Liberty. “The guys at the diner will recognize your voice. Tell them you’re alive and that you know what they did.”

Liberty nodded and took the radio from me. “Don’t think I won’t still beat their asses for betraying us.”

She really was just like Yira.

“Now, it’s time for a little acting,” she said and then clicked the button on the side of the radio, held it up to her mouth, and took a dramatic breath in. “Hey, assholes. Your plan didn’t work.”

“Liberty?” a younger man’s voice responded instantly with what sounded like relief. “Oh, thank the voids.”

“Shut it, Parker,” she snarled. “You let Oron and Tina betray me. And The Reaper. After all we’ve done for you assholes.”

“He said we needed the device,” Parker said, though his tone sounded like he’d never been sure about the plan. “Are-are they okay?”

“Oron’s dead,” Liberty said.

I glanced over at Paul, and the old man held both hands in the air as a sign of defeat.

“Dead?” an older man’s voice joined the conversation. “Did The Reaper kill him? What about the device?”

“The device is still in my possession,” Paul said as Liberty held the radio up for him to speak. “And it would kill everyone on this planet. I don’t know what Oron told you. But he was trying to kill all of you just to get rid of the Dax.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. I could still hear the crackle from their radio, so it was clear they were there, but it was as if they were too stunned to speak.

“I knew that jackass was up to something,” the older man said and then cleared his throat. “I apologize, Reaper. I never should have followed his direction. The rebellion is better off without him. Thank you for your help.”

“I didn’t kill him,” Paul said.

“I did,” Liberty snarled. “After he put a knife to my throat. Did you know he was planning to kill me?”

Another long silence.

“You will not be punished for your crimes,” the older man said.

“Why would we punish her for defending herself?” Parker gasped. “Oron really went off the fucking deep end.”

The translator took a few extra seconds to translate what Parker was saying, like the last sentence was more modern slang than what Paul had programmed, but when it finally worked, it was coherent enough to be understood.

“What about Tina?” the other man asked as if Parker hadn’t said anything at all.

“Knocked out,” I said. “Just like everyone else. You can deal with them however you want. And Liberty is going to have some friends come help with the damage. There’s probably going to be some kind of trial that you’re involved in, and if you want it to go well, then you need to tell us if the Dax heard Tina scream.”

“Who’s that?” Parker asked in a panicked voice.

“None of your business,” I said. “Answer my question. Did the Dax hear Tina’s scream?”

There was a long pause as if they weren’t sure whether they wanted to answer or not, and I was about to ask again when they finally answered.

“No,” the older man said. “You’re speaking in Caledonian, but I can hear a translator changing it to Dax. Who are you?”

“None of your business,” I repeated.

“Are you sure the Dax didn’t hear the scream?” Liberty asked and gripped the radio so tightly it whined like it was about to crack. “Because if I find out that you’re lying, then I’ll take care of you just like I did Oron. I’m not letting that device, or The Reaper, get into their hands. You assholes thought it was a good idea to use one of his weapons, one that even he’s terrified of, and you thought that, what? You were smarter than a man who’s literally centuries old? One who made weapons that we’ve never been able to beat? Did you really think it would work in your favor?”

The translator had to work harder than usual to keep up with the angry teen as she talked so fast it almost sounded like rap, and my attention shifted from the young woman to a wall across from me as I tried to focus on what the translator was spitting out.

I put a hand on Liberty’s shoulder to stop her rant. I’d already realized she was just going to keep going like Paul when he lost track of himself. The teen’s face had turned bright red, and I recognized the same rage in her as there had been in Yira. I had no doubts she would stab them if they were in the same room with her.

I’d never been so grateful for a radio in my life.

Though they would still have to come to us at some point. Hopefully by then Liberty’s friends would stop her from doing any permanent damage to them.

“All we knew was that Oron wanted the device,” the older man said in a weary tone. “He said it was something that could help us. It’s not like any of us would think he’d go after something that could kill everyone. That’s not the point of the rebellion.”

“I never thought he’d try to hurt you, Liberty, please believe me,” Parker begged. “I’ll do anything to make it up to you.”

“Fine,” she said and pulled her shoulders back. “Then you come here and get Tina and the others. And clean up Oron’s body. There’s a lot of blood. And don’t give anyone any crap when they come to haul your ass off for a trial.”

Another long pause filled the air, and the radio went silent as if the two men didn’t want us to hear their discussion. I lifted an eyebrow in question at Liberty, but the teen just shrugged and rolled her eyes. There was still a little suspicion in her emotions, but the hatred had calmed down, and I could tell she wanted to believe in them.

In the meantime, Liberty pulled out her own radio and called for reinforcements. An older-sounding man on the other end of the line said they could be there in five minutes, with restraints, and congratulated the teen on a flawlessly executed plan. She thanked him in the stern tone Commander Reynolds used when she was addressing us knights, told them to be careful, and told them to have patience, that everything they’ve worked hard for was going to come to fruition soon.

Volkan would be free.

“They’ll do what’s right,” Paul said with confidence when the other two still hadn’t answered us, even after Liberty stuffed her radio back in her pocket. “Oron and Tina just got a little lost. You have to forgive them.”

“I’ll pass,” I muttered.

“They’ve been doing this so long,” he insisted. “And I’m sure they really thought they could make the world-ending device work in their favor. No doubt the work of the Dark Folk god. He must’ve whispered in their ears. Probably since I contacted them. He’d know I was going for the device and would never let it be used incorrectly. We have to make sure he doesn’t get to anyone else.”

“It’ll be safe back on the Stalwart,” I said.

Some part of me still balked at the idea of some ancient evil god meddling with people’s minds, but then again, I’d seen what happened to Paul. Whatever entity had taken up residence in his body when the shrapnel punctured his heart had been truly maniacal. Just thinking about it was enough to make goosebumps erupt over my skin, and I’d be damned if I let that thing activate the world-ending device.

I was honestly surprised it hadn’t tried when it was inhabiting my uncle. But maybe the runes only created a link. It had definitely seemed as if the old man was fighting for control.

I’d have to ask him about it later once we were actually safe.

“Okay,” Parker said and brought my attention back to the radio. “We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Leave the back door to the diner unlocked,” Liberty said.

“Why?” the older man asked.

“Because I said so,” the teen huffed with all the confidence of a natural-born leader. “Now, come help me get these jackasses back to our hideout where they can be put on trial properly. And make sure none of the patrols go near the diner. And don’t try to run, or I’ll let Idina chase after you. You know how she feels about traitors.”

“What are you planning?” the man insisted as if Liberty hadn’t just threatened to send a hunter after him, like he might still have some say in the rebellion despite being a traitor.

“We’re going to get The Reaper off the planet just like we originally planned,” she said in a casual tone. “And I don’t want any more of our people being sacrificed. Or trying anything stupid. So, keep the patrols away from the diner until we know for sure that the old man is gone.”

“Fine,” he said. “But you’ll have to explain yourself in front of the others for killing Oron. Even if he did betray us. You should’ve kept him alive for trial. That’s how we do things. The council won’t like it, even if you’ve convinced them you’re the best choice as our next leader.”

“I’ll just show them the cut on my neck,” she sneered. “Be here in five minutes, or I’ll assume you’ve sided with Oron and treat you as an enemy.”

“We’ll be there,” Parker said quickly. “Don’t worry. And Reaper, I… I’m sorry. We really didn’t know Oron was planning something like that. We were just told to keep watch so they could meet with you.”

“It’s not me you have to worry about, son,” Paul laughed.

“Five minutes,” Liberty reminded them and then stuffed the radio in her other pocket, turned to us, and smiled. “I’m sorry, old man, but I think I’m going to have to stay here until my friends arrive. Just in case those idiots decide to try and help Tina.”

“You know, instead of taking over the rebellion, you could come with us,” I offered. “The Caledonian army could always use someone tough like you.”

“I’ll stay with my people, thank you,” she said. “There’s a lot of work to be done, and they need a better leader than the one they’ve had lately.”

“They’re already listening to you,” Paul said with a proud smile. “You’ll be a great leader. Ah, here. You’ll need this.”

The old man slipped behind me to start rummaging through the backpack he’d tossed at me earlier and then let out a little victorious shout as he pulled a journal free.

“What is it?” Liberty asked as she eyed the yellowed pages.

“Just a few inventions I never got around to making,” he said as he closed up the backpack. “They’ll help with the military. Mostly EMPs and things of that nature. Nothing that should harm your people, but plenty that can help with the war.”

“Good,” the teen said, and then she stared at the old man for a long minute. “I’m going to give you a hug. Don’t fight me on this. You’re going to accept the affection and then leave to go grab some food. Don’t try to make it ‘a thing.’”

“Yes, ma’am,” he snorted and then held his arms out wide.

I adjusted my backpack until it was back in the right spot, and I could barely feel it. If the old man hadn’t needed something from it, then I would have completely forgotten it was there. I didn’t even feel it during the battle, and my mind raced with what kind of runes he’d sewn into it to make it so lightweight and steady.

It really was astounding how much my uncle knew and applied without a second thought, and I could only hope I’d grow to be as capable as him one day.

But then my attention shifted to the awkward hug between Liberty and Paul, and it was no longer important.

“You be good, okay?” Paul said in a tight voice like he was holding back tears. “You help your people.”

“And you stop being so hard on yourself,” the teen said as she wagged a finger at him. “You’re a much better person than you give yourself credit for. Don’t feel bad about being happy.”

The two stared at each other for a long time, but then Paul patted her on the head, nodded, and then turned to leave without another word.

“Good luck,” I said to Liberty. “I’m sure Yira would be proud.”

“Take care of him,” she said with a worried glance at the hallway Paul had disappeared into. “He’s doing a lot better than I’ve ever seen him. It’s been like an hour, and he hasn’t completely lost himself in a rant. Clearly, you’re good for him. But he’s very broken.”

“I know,” I said with a reassuring nod. “I’ll take care of him.”

I held out my hand for a warrior’s shake, and the teen quickly returned it. I held on just a fraction longer, nodded, and then followed Paul into the hallway.

Liberty didn’t act like any teen I’d ever met before, but most of the ones I’d met had been the same age as me at the time, and they’d never been in a rebellion. They also didn’t have a sister who was brutally murdered and then trapped in a weapon with nothing but her rage and bloodlust as company. She’d had to grow up fast, but I had every confidence that all those things would make her a great leader, and she’d lead the Volkans into a full rebellion against the Dax.

That would be another boon for us, since the Dax empire would be fighting a war on two fronts without their favorite weapon maker. And without any of the weapons he’d made over the years, since the depot and lab had both been blown to smithereens.

“What are you thinking?” Paul asked as we snuck through the dress shop and onto the street. “Liberty will be fine. She’s just as tough as Yira. Maybe tougher.”

“I know,” I said and checked to make sure my hood and face mask were in place. “I’m just thinking the Dax bastards are really going to be struggling for a while. And it warms my heart.”

“Isn’t it lovely?” he asked and skipped ahead a little. “I’m finally going to be free, Liberty will lead the rebels to revolution, and those assholes won’t be able to threaten innocent people anymore. This is the best I’ve felt in a hundred and sixty years.”

“I’m sure.” I shook my head and then tugged him into an alley as a skiff passed overhead. “How much further is the diner?”

“Just up ahead,” he said and pointed to a building in the distance. “It’s practically right next to the fence around the shipyard. It’ll be closed down at the moment, for obvious reasons, so the soldiers won’t be stopping by, and they eat there so much that they’d never suspect it could be used to house rebels.”

“Are the owners rebels?” I asked.

“Yep,” he said and then turned to wave into an alley.

I sensed someone’s presence at the exact same time Paul turned, and my hand immediately went to the Soul Stealers on my prot-belt.

Two men stepped out, one younger and one older, and the younger smiled and waved back at my uncle. I guessed they were the rebels we’d talked to through the radio, but the older man just bobbed his head once and then tugged his companion toward the dress shop without a single word.

“They’ve had a rough day,” Paul said as if he needed to explain the older man’s rudeness.

“We all have.” I released my dagger. “Come on, I’m getting hungry. And you have to be ravenous.”

“I could eat an entire battalion,” he snickered.

“Really?” I shot a look in his direction and then remembered he couldn’t actually see my face. “You just had three. They clearly aren’t filling enough.”

The old man pressed his lips together and coughed hard like he was trying not to release a maniacal laugh. I probably shouldn’t have made the joke when we were trying to be stealthy, but the dark humor just slipped out.

Paul finally managed to suck in a breath and then patted my shoulder in appreciation.

“You really are family,” he said and then jolted a little. “There’s the diner. Okay. We just have to slip through the back door, and then I’ll raid the kitchen for cooking supplies. As long as we don’t use too many lights, or make anything that’ll release smoke from the roof, then we should be able to feast without alerting the Dax to where we are.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said and then put a hand on his shoulder to stop him before he opened the door. “But I go first. Just in case they set a trap. I do not want to be the person closest to you if you’re injured.”

“Sure, sure,” he said and took a step back. “Lead the way, oh Great Nephew.”

I smirked and pulled the door open to step into the darkened diner. We were in the kitchen, so there were plenty of odd shadows, but only one that looked human.

I reached for my sword the second the figure hopped down from the counter and sauntered toward us.

“Who are you?” I asked as the smell of blood wafted toward me.
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Chapter 21

“Your mate,” Kira said as she stopped right in front of me.

The commander was still in the tight-fitting black outfit she’d worn on the roof, but there was a small cut on her right arm. It didn’t seem to bother her too much, though, because it only took all of two seconds before she started to run her hands up my chest. She didn’t stop until she’d reached my circlet and pressed the button to pull my face mask up.

“So handsome,” she purred, “and you managed to make it all the way here without taking any major damage. You truly will make the perfect mate.”

“Okay.” I took a step backward to put some space between myself and the seductive woman.

I looked behind her to make sure she was actually alone, and her seduction wasn’t some kind of ploy, but there was nothing but a normal diner kitchen. Long chrome tables served as workstations, and a huge industrial range sat off to the left just waiting to be fired up. I studied the fridge area a little longer than necessary, but the shadows around it were strange, and it took me a second to realize they were mops and brooms.

I spotted a few doors other than the double doors leading to the dining area, but they were all closed, so I couldn’t tell what was beyond them.

Either way, there weren’t any emotions coming from those areas, and I sincerely doubted Kira had been able to find a bunch of Dax with implants. I hadn’t actually met any other than her, and a thousand questions went through my head that I tabled for later.

“Not my mate yet,” I sighed and pulled my hood down. “How did you find us?”

“‘Yet’ is the key word,” she said in an amused tone.

Her gray eyes roamed over my face and then down my body as if I was naked instead of in blood-covered armor. I could easily believe Kira would try to strip me down and mount me if we were alone, and I’d never been more grateful for the old man’s presence. The commander was a woman on a mission, but there was still a planet to escape from, and I wasn’t even sure I fully trusted her.

Even if she was gorgeous.

“You should just give in at this point, Nick,” Paul chuckled.

The old man patted my shoulder as he walked by and then headed straight to the refrigerator. Yellow-white light poured into the darkened room and across Paul’s face to highlight how sunken his cheeks were already. He looked even more haggard than when we were at the dress shop, like a skeleton that had been reanimated.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I said as I turned back to Kira. “How did you find us?”

“The Reaper was very hungry the last time he used his spells,” she huffed and crossed her arms over her chest like she was irritated I hadn’t taken her up on the obvious offer to have sex. “It was not difficult to realize you would need to find something to eat. And you’d want to be close to the shipyard so you can steal a ship and meet up with me. This is the only food place that is both secluded and close.”

I nodded as I processed her explanation. It did seem like the only logical conclusion. And Kira had proven she was loyal when she called in the Dax purely to feed Paul their souls.

Of course, I’d seen how willing the higher-ups were to sacrifice Volkan children just to detain The Reaper, so they wouldn’t be above offering up a single battalion if it meant they could have him under their thumb again.

Honestly, the only reason I still had any doubts at all was because she was a commander for the Dax. They were right up there with Grendels in my book. I believed her about wanting to be my mate, especially with the hungry way she’d watch me when she thought I wasn’t looking, and she’d already explained how she despised what the Dax had become.

“Okay,” I said and ran a hand through my hair.

“Okay.” She winked and then turned toward Paul. “Reaper, sit down. You look like death itself has descended on Volkan. I will not have you activating your curses because you wanted some eggs. I will cook for you. Do not argue.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the old man said.

He stepped away from the two-meter-long chrome prep table next to the fridge and put his hands in the air. Eggs, bacon, and leftover rice sat next to a bundle of tomatoes and a hard block of Parmesan cheese. Paul really liked his hashes and stir-frys, and to be fair, they were always pretty delicious. Plus, they had all the nutrients the old man would need to keep working on his experiments for a long time without having to stop.

“I’ll have this finished in ten minutes,” Kira said as she rolled up her long sleeves. “There is a table over there. Likely for the staff to eat at. Set it and find us some water. No coffee.”

“I’m going to need coffee if we’re gonna keep going,” I said around a yawn that only emphasized my point.

“We will have hours before we can proceed,” she said.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “The plan is to find a ship before the reinforcements arrive.”

“That won’t be until morning.” She smirked and started to whisk the eggs with salt and pepper. “I suspect The Reaper’s rebel friends are undercover in the defense depot, because they’ve had one accident after another. Delayed bombs that go off every time they are almost finished fixing the communications. My people and a few other soldiers have been sent to the other cities, but they’re far apart, and even with our fastest skiff they will have just arrived at those cities. It will take another few hours to gather the troops. And the leaders there will want to ensure there isn’t a coordinated attack.”

“Nice,” Paul said from the staff dining table. “Oron and Tina may have betrayed us, but the bastard at least stuck to the plan enough to keep the traps going. Probably added some more so he’d have time to figure out how to use the world-ending machine.”

“What?” Kira’s head whipped around to face the old man. “Someone tried to take the machine? Where is it?”

“Right there,” he said and pointed to a nearby counter. “It’s held up very well. There’s no reason to worry. They were influenced by the Dark Folk god. The rebels have since been taken over by a young lady I know named Liberty. And she won’t be so easy to sway.”

The commander shifted her attention back to me and lifted an eyebrow in question.

“It’s a long story,” I said and pulled my cloak off to be a little more comfortable. “So, the reinforcements won’t be here for another few hours? How long did the rebels buy us?”

“We will slip into the hangar in four hours,” she said. “Right before the next shift takes over. The soldiers on duty will be tired. I can use that to our advantage.”

“Tired soldiers are the best to fight,” I agreed. “Speaking of which, I’m exhausted. I don’t want to be the reason we don’t make it home.”

“You fought valiantly,” she said and pointed to a closed door. “That is the linen closet. The diner does not have the best tablecloths, but they might make a more comfortable bed than the tile floor. I will save some food for you.”

I studied the Dax woman for a few seconds. Her shoulders tensed as if she wanted to say something, but she just kept making the breakfast rice.

I had to trust her at some point, and the commander had already proven herself more than once.

Besides, everything she’d done to help us would result in her very slow death at the hands of her superiors. There was still the small chance it was all a trap, but that was pretty far-fetched. Kira had told us too much, and the rebels definitely would’ve been rooted out already if she was actually feeding information to the higher-ups.

She also would have double-crossed us and actually stopped Paul from killing General Hitra, despite offering to help him do it earlier.

I realized the real issue wasn’t even that she was a Dax— at least, not after everything she’d done. It was that I couldn’t read her emotions because of the implant. I’d come to rely on it in a short period of time, especially with so many enemies all around me, but I had to rely on my warrior instincts too, and they told me to trust the commander.

“You should get some rest, too,” I broke the silence between us.

“I will keep watch,” she said as she made direct eye contact with me like she could see into my soul. “It’s unlikely that anyone will come here, but we cannot be caught unaware. They will kill us and take The Reaper to the retaining center they’ve been building.”

“You should both sleep,” the old man piped up from the office tucked into the kitchen’s corner by the fridges. “I’ll be up anyway. Can’t sleep right now.”

“You slept pretty well the last time.” I frowned and walked over to study my uncle. “You look like shit, too. Last time you looked a hundred percent. Actually, you did seem fine when you first came back to yourself, but you’re getting worse by the second. Are the zombie souls poisoning you?”

“No, no.” He waved a hand dismissively. “I can feel the souls moving inside me, which is a new experience I’m not entirely sure I like, but I’m not being poisoned. Maybe. Though you’re right. I am more exhausted than I should be, and it feels like I’m worse for wear. I’ll be fine after some food and a little tinkering to distract myself from the nasty taste the zombies left in my mouth. Just get some sleep. The both of you.”

“We can sleep together,” Kira said as she pulled the breakfast stir-fry from the stove. “Lay out the tablecloths to make a bed big enough for both of us.”

“Oh, well, in that case, I’ll head to the dining room,” Paul said and shuffled over to grab a bowl from the counter. “Just let me get some food, and then I’ll snag the tech from the office, and I can make myself scarce.”

“No need.” I headed to the linen closet. “We won’t be having sex.”

“Why not?” they both asked in unison, and with the same amount of offense.

“What do you mean why not?” I groaned. “We’re in the middle of Dax territory trying to buy time before we can escape from a planet filled with soldiers who are eager to kill us. Also, I have no intention of sleeping with a commander of the Dax army when we’re still in their territory. I’ll give you points for being amazing so far. You’ve really gone above and beyond. But there’s still the small chance you’ll actually betray us and this is all one big ploy to get us to let our guard down and reveal who the rebels are.”

“I would never betray my mate!” Kira slammed the skillet on the nearest prep table. “It is offensive that you think that I would. I have told you my reasons. Are they still not good enough for you? Even after everything that I’ve done?”

“They are,” I said and put my hands in the air. “But it’s still hard to believe a Dax commander would betray everything she’s ever known. The chance may be infinitesimal, but it’s still there, and I’m not having sex with you until we’re no longer being hunted.”

“But you will sleep with me,” she said as her posture relaxed a little. “You will take me as your mate. Your exhaustion is making you more paranoid. It is understandable.”

“Sure.” I shrugged. “That’s probably true. I’m trying to trust you. I am. You’ve really gone above and beyond, but I would be an idiot to sleep with a gorgeous woman and let my guard down when there’s even the tiniest chance it could be a ruse. There’s too much at stake.”

Paul slipped the skillet out from where Kira had thrown it and then hurried over to the table to start dishing it into his bowl. I glanced over at the old man, but he just shook his head when our eyes met like he refused to be of any help.

The Reaper was afraid of a woman.

To be fair though, the commander did look like she was two seconds away from skinning me alive.

For not having sex with her.

“You make a valid point,” she said and brought my attention back to her. “But you will trust me. I have given up everything to follow you. You are my mate. That is more important than the Dax army. Especially when the army has fallen so far that it would sacrifice its own children.”

“I know,” I said and glanced at the door as if soldiers were about to burst in. “You’re right. I’ll trust you more. But we’re still not going to have sex.”

“Acceptable,” she said and then took a deep calming breath. “We will lay together, and I will smother the heat within my bones that seems to ignite every moment you are near. The Reaper will wake us if there is trouble.”

“Fine,” I sighed and ran a hand over my face. “Paul, you should stay in the kitchen. Nothing is going to happen between us, and the fewer lights on, the better. Besides, there’s no windows in the kitchen, so we won’t have to worry about anyone accidentally seeing you.”

“Fair enough,” he said around a mouthful of breakfast stir-fry. “We’re lucky your mate’s screeching didn’t bring the hammer down on us.”

“I apologize for losing my temper,” she said. “But your distrust wears on me. I am clearly a perfect specimen, as are you. This is factually a simple thing.”

“I’m working on it,” I promised and then opened the linen closet. “The fact that I’m willing to sleep next to you is an improvement. But you’ll leave your weapons over by Paul.”

The commander narrowed her gray eyes for a second as if asking to give up her weapon was like telling her to stop breathing.

I had to admit, I wouldn’t like it, either.

Kira lifted her chin into the air, took the collapsed staff from her prot-belt, and then continued to pull weapons from hidden areas on her dark outfit.

And they just kept coming. Throwing stars. Handless daggers. There were even tiny metal discs that Paul excitedly explained were some of his best inventions: miniature grenades with a collapsing rune engraved in them.

“That it?” I snorted when she finally stopped producing new weapons.

“No,” she said and flipped her braided ponytail. “But the metal pieces stay in my hair.”

“Sure,” I said and then made a show of pulling off my sword and Soul Stealers. “I’m not packing as many sharp objects as you. I’m keeping the brass knuckles on me, though.”

“Neither of us should be completely unarmed.” She nodded in agreement and then sucked in an eager breath as if she was expecting me to take more off. “There is always the small chance they will begin patrolling the ground instead of the skies, and they would be remiss if they didn’t check the diner.”

She was clearly excited about the idea of danger, and I knew without a doubt the commander would pull me aside to mate with her on a future battlefield. Not that the idea was entirely bad, and I suddenly had to swallow my own hunger as a hundred different scenarios raced through my mind.

“I’ll wake you two up if there’s any trouble,” Paul said around another mouthful of food, and my attention snapped back to the moment.

Half the skillet had already disappeared down the old man’s gullet, but his cheeks were no longer as hollow. Paul actually looked human again instead of like a walking skeleton.

The waking nightmare that he’d been during the battle raced back across my mind. If I never saw it again, then it would be too soon, and I’d gladly go hungry if it kept the creature from appearing.

“You should both wash up before you sleep,” Paul said as he went to retrieve water from the refrigerator. “You’re covered in blood. You can’t see any of it since your armor is black, it’s one thing the Dax have going for them, but I can smell it. You reek.”

I sniffed my shoulder and grimaced. He was right. I’d been around the rotten stench of zombie flesh for so long I didn’t even notice it anymore, but the guards at the shipyard definitely would.

“Just throw your armor and clothes in that sink over there,” Paul said as he tucked back into the breakfast stir-fry. “I’ll wash them when I’m done.”

“Thank you, Reaper,” Kira said and began to strip like we were in a locker room instead of a diner kitchen. “My clothes should be soaked in cold water to keep the blood from staining. It may be hard to see them against the black, but I’ve learned from experience that they become noticeable in the light.”

The gorgeous woman’s muscles strained against the tight fabric as she moved to pull all clothing off, and I had to force myself not to watch. I was definitely coming around to the idea of trusting her, and once we were off Volkan I would be much more willing to think about having sex with her. Especially after Kira tugged her shirt over her head to reveal the breasts she’d barely contained behind her binding.

“I got you,” Paul said and tore my attention away from the commander. “I’ve been around for a few hundred years now. Getting blood stains out of clothes is practically an everyday occurrence.”

I stared between the two of them for a few seconds, and then I shrugged and started to pull off my armor. Dried blood caked every inch of the thin metal and made the edges of my cloak stiffen like they’d been starched. I found more bruises and cuts than I’d originally expected, but at least there weren’t any bite marks.

Not that the zombie virus would be able to affect me since Paul was awake and back to himself, but I’d still rather not have to explain it to Natali when we made it back to the Stalwart.

It would be hard enough just explaining Kira and Paul.

My attention shifted back to Kira to see the commander had finally managed to unwrap the rest of the all-black clothing that had swallowed her up. I bit back a gasp when she tugged the last piece free and stood in nothing but her underwear and binder.

Her curves still stared at me from beneath her binding, and my eyes drifted down to the slight six-pack. Runic tattoos stretched around her right rib cage, disappeared into her underwear, and then reappeared on her right thigh.

“You may stare as long as you would like,” Kira said in an amused tone, and my eyes flicked up to meet hers. “My mate should appreciate my body.”

“It’s very nice.” I cleared my throat and then gathered up my armor. “But we’re still not having sex until we’re off Volkan.”

“That is an improvement,” she said with a proud smirk. “I knew you would accept me as your mate eventually. Will you not undress more?”

“I’m good,” I said and dumped everything into the sink.

“You still have your underwear and undershirt on.” She frowned as she dropped off her gear and turned on the cold water.

“They’re still fine,” I said and then went back to the linen closet. “Thanks for washing these, Paul.”

“I got you,” he said. “Sleep well.”

“You bet,” I said around a yawn and then motioned for Kira to go into the office. “Ladies first. Just don’t use all the hot water in the shower.”

“You should join me.” She leaned forward to whisper the words in my ear, and goosebumps erupted all over my skin.

“Not until we’re off Volkan,” I said with what little self-restraint I had left. “I mean it.”

The commander pouted for a few seconds, and the sudden softness caught me so off guard that I almost yielded and followed her into the shower. It took considerable effort not to watch her hips sway with every step, especially when she exaggerated the movement, and the clink of the blades in her hair accentuated every movement like a choir singing her praises.

Her shower didn’t take long, and she must have found the diner’s spare uniforms, because Kira emerged in nothing but an oversized shirt, and my eyes immediately dropped to her strong thighs.

“Would you like me to join you now?” She smirked.

“No,” I said, though it came out so softly that even Paul snorted in amusement.

“She’s wearing you down, kid,” he said. “Just say the word, and I’ll make myself scarce.”

“Not now.” I rolled my eyes and then headed into the bathroom.

I took a very long, cold shower.

But then it was time to go to bed and sneak in at least a few hours of sleep before it was time for the next fight.

Kira joined me, and soon we’d snuggled together on the makeshift bed splayed out between the back door and the refrigerator. If any soldiers or rebels tried to come in, then they’d reach us before they could make it all the way to Paul. The tablecloths were a little more scratchy than I would’ve liked as we laid next to each other, but it kept the chill away, and in seconds my eyelids closed.

“Well, hello,” Paul’s voice said from somewhere far away. “How’s the new leadership position?”

“Fine,” Liberty said in an amused tone. “Everyone realized pretty quickly that I was the best for the job. Especially after Tina lost her shit and started screaming about how they needed to use the world-ending machine to kill all the Dax. Like that wouldn’t kill all of us, too. It’s literally called a world-ending machine. Like, did they not realize they were part of the world, too?”

“Desperation breeds very idiotic decisions,” my uncle responded.

Sadness washed over me, and I fought against sleep to wake up and join the conversation, but it felt like climbing up a sheer mountain face. Exhaustion weighed me down, and the warmth from Kira’s body as she snuggled into me was hard to resist. I tried to make out the rest of what Paul and Liberty said, but it was like I’d fallen back into an abyss, and there was no fear or worry from either of them, so it wasn’t like the teen had come to tell us we were about to be attacked.

Everything was fine. It could wait until after I’d slept.

“Wakey-wakey,” Paul said and nudged my side with his foot. “It’s been three and a half hours. We only have half an hour before we’re supposed to be at the shipyard.”

“Coming,” I grumbled around a tongue too thick for my mouth.

My head pounded like there was a Grendel grunt with a hammer inside my brain.

“Did you manage to wash and dry the armor?” Kira asked without lifting her head from my chest.

“Obviously,” the old man said with a smile. “Even went over the runes again, just to be sure. And I made some more food. Steak tartare. I thought it would be the best option since we already got lucky not drawing attention by cooking that breakfast stir-fry, which was amazing, by the way. And you two are going to need extra protein for the fight ahead. There’s also an arugula salad with parmesan and a lemon poppy dressing.”

“Sounds great, Paul,” I muttered and pried open my eyes. “I didn’t realize you knew how to cook like that.”

“He doesn’t,” Liberty chimed in. “But thankfully, my mother used to be a chef. Before Yira… before Yira was murdered. Mom kind of had a mental breakdown after that. But I still learned how to cook from her.”

I shot up to a sitting position and followed the sound of the teen’s voice. I’d been almost positive that the conversation between her and Paul was just a dream, but there she was. Just sitting on the long chrome table behind us with a salad in her lap.

Kira had rolled over as soon as I’d started to move, and the warrior woman hopped to her feet in one fluid movement.

“You’re the girl from the roof,” she said and tilted her head to the side as if she wasn’t sure she was remembering correctly.

To be fair, it had been a very long day, and the commander was holding the end of her hair like she was ready to slice into Liberty if the girl turned out to be a threat after all.

“And you’re the Andreiv who picked The Reaper’s nephew as her mate,” Liberty responded as if they were just stating obvious facts. “And you’re naked.”

“I have a shirt on.” Kira shrugged.

“Mmhmm,” the teen said with a long look at the half-naked woman. “Well, your clothes are over there. We threw them in the washer and dryer after we soaked them. And Nick, your armor is all cleaned and dried over there.”

Kira wasted no time before retrieving the stack of clothes off the table. I expected her to get dressed right there in front of everyone, but the commander took the gear into the office to change. She gave Liberty a hard stare as if she didn’t quite trust the girl, and I realized the warrior woman had quietly snagged all of her weaponry as well, which was fairly impressive given just how much there was.

“Thanks for taking care of my armor,” I said and pulled my attention away from the now closed office door, climbed to my feet, and then headed to where my own gear was hung up.

It didn’t take me long to throw on my armor, and I let out a relieved sigh as I clipped my sword to my prot-belt. I gave the cloak a sniff just to make sure it didn’t smell like zombie guts. I’d never been so glad to smell fresh laundry in my entire life, or to have my weapons again.

“You act like you woke up to a battlefield.” Liberty shook her head and then pointed her fork at one of the plates on the table with her. “You should eat up.”

“The coffee is done,” Paul said as a long beep sounded through the kitchen. “Perfect timing.”

“Water first,” I said and headed to the nearest sink.

There were a few cups in the cabinet above it, so I grabbed one and refilled it three times before my headache finally started to fade. I was still a little tired, but those three and a half hours were just enough to get me through the last push, and after some food and coffee, I’d be ready to fight the entire Dax army.

“This is delicious,” Kira said from behind me, and I whirled around to see the commander was fully dressed and sitting on the table next to Liberty. “Have you decided to come with us, child?”

“I’m not a child,” Liberty said. “And no. I won’t be coming with you. I just stopped by to let The Reaper know what was going on.”

“And?” I asked as I grabbed a plate stuffed with steak tartare. “Any changes we need to know about? I heard you talking a little while we were sleeping. Sounded like you guys already had a meeting to discuss Oron and his traitors.”

“Yep,” the teen said and rocked back and forth happily. “The guys and Tina are officially in prison for the moment. At least until all of this is over. Can’t let them run around messing with everything. And my friends were so impressed that they convinced the council to give me a trial run as the new rebel leader. Which obviously will become permanent once I help you guys get off the planet.”

“You came here just to tell The Reaper about this?” Kira asked with a lifted eyebrow. “It does not seem important since he will be leaving soon.”

“I’m glad to know about it,” Paul piped up from near the coffee machine. “But she actually came here to tell us about the bombs the rebels are planting.”

“Oh?” I asked and then broke the egg yolk onto my raw sliced steak. “Do tell.”

“Well,” Liberty said with a hard stare at Kira as if she wasn’t entirely sure whether or not to trust her.

“She’s fine,” I said when the new rebel leader didn’t continue. “You can say whatever you need to.”

I took a bite of the steak tartare and groaned as the red meat and egg yolk danced across my tongue. It was the first time I’d ever had the strange meal, mostly because it was so expensive back on Dobuni, but it was everything I ever wanted it to be. I had to fight to pay attention to Liberty when she started to talk again, because everything in me wanted to devour everything on my plate as quickly as possible.

“Well,” the teen began again. “You know that we have spies in the defense depot. And they’ve been working to thwart the Dax repairmen so they can’t call for help.”

“The reinforcements will be here from the other cities any moment,” Kira said and then thanked Paul as he handed out giant mugs filled to the brim with coffee.

“I sent some friends to greet them on their journey,” Liberty said with a sadistic smile just like the one Yira had worn when she talked about killing the Dax. “If the reinforcements manage to survive, then they’ll be delayed. But they’re not the real problem. The real problem is the skull ships hanging around outside the planetary barrier.”

“How many?” I asked.

“Five,” Kira said before Liberty could. “They were not signaled before you attacked the weapons depot. If they had been, then they would’ve come through the shield already.”

“Exactly,” the teen said as if that was the first thing she actually agreed with the commander about. “And our guys have been working non-stop to be a thorn in the Dax’s side with regards to actually talking to them. But it’s getting to the point where we can’t delay them anymore.”

“But you have another plan,” I said and sipped my coffee. “Or you wouldn’t be nearly as happy as you are right now.”

“I do have a plan.” She grinned from ear to ear. “Paul says you guys are going to the shipyard before the shift change. You’ll have to take care of the soldiers there, but I think I have an idea for how to help you survive getting off-planet.”

“We will need a way to fight the skull ships once we pass through the shield.” I frowned and started to think about the ships I’d seen in the shipyard.

There weren’t any with weapons strong enough to take down a skull ship. I could use my nanorunes to upgrade a portal and jump back to Salus, but none of us were jump mages.

Paul had managed to get us from Salus to Volkan, we’d almost died, and I really didn’t want to go through that a second time, especially since we’d have a ship and an extra person in tow.

“What is your plan?” I asked when Liberty didn’t continue.

“We’re going to invite them in,” she said with a mischievous smile.

“Ah,” Kira said with a nod as if she’d already figured out the plan.

“And then what?” I asked and looked between the two women. “Are there weapons somewhere that I don’t know about that can take down five skull ships?”

“No,” the commander said with an approving grin at the rebel leader. “You want us to invite them in, distract them, and then run them into the shield as we escape.”

“Exactly,” the teen said.

“How in the voids did you figure that out?” I gaped at Kira.

“It’s what I would do.” She shrugged. “Without the weapons’ depot, there’s nothing that can defeat the skull ships. We’d be sitting ducks if we tried to leave Volkan. And then they’d come to kill the rebels as soon as they were finished with us.”

“But if you send out a distress signal, then they’ll come onto the planet,” I said as I picked up what they were putting down. “If we distract them, then they’ll chase us straight to the shield, but how will we get through it?”

“My people will take care of that,” Liberty said. “We’ll copy the code the skull ships send when they come through, and then we’ll send it out when you’re close to leaving.”

“That’s going to be cutting it very close,” I said. “Even if we manage to get them to follow us, then how are you going to run them into the shield without getting trapped ourselves.”

“I’m going to fly,” Paul said with a smile that made every warning bell go off in the back of my head. “What?”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t trust you to get us through in the right timing,” I said.

“First of all,” he said and held up a finger in protest. “That’s valid. But I’m old enough to know how to fly all these ships. And my timing is usually pretty decent.”

“I’ll do it,” Kira said. “I’ll fly us through the shields.”

“You know how to fly the ships?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said and jutted her chin into the air. “I was a commander in the Dax army, among other things. It is child’s play to maneuver around the skull ships. The real difficulty will be avoiding their plasma cannons while staying close enough that they’ll try to follow us through.”

“There will only be a twenty-second window where the shields are down,” Liberty added. “It will be a wide enough hole that the skull ships will think they can make it. You’ll have to pass through with them right on your ass.”

“Language.” Paul sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Ass, ass, ass,” the teen said in the same sing-song tone she’d used before. “Really, old man, you should be used to cursing by now. Anyway, do you think you can pull it off, Commander?”

“With ease,” Kira said with a firm nod.

“Then let’s go steal a ship,” I said and then chugged the rest of my coffee. “It’s time for us to leave Volkan behind for good.”
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Chapter 22

“You and Paul will follow after me quietly,” Kira ordered as we approached the gates around the shipyard. “And keep your invisibility runes activated for as long as possible.”

I had to admit, there was something sexy about the way Kira just took charge and gave out orders, especially when she was dressed in the tight black outfit with weapons hidden all over her curvy body.

“Already on it,” Paul whispered excitedly and pulled my attention away from Kira’s backside. “I haven’t had this much fun in over a hundred years. The runes should last for at least five minutes, but it’ll be rocky… Nick has gotten better use out of them than I have though, so he might be able to activate them twice. Of course, he’ll be easy to spot between deactivation and reactivation, but that’s a problem for later.”

“I shouldn’t need more than five minutes,” the commander said and then swiped her badge on the gate keypad.

The red light chirped as it switched to green, and the magnetic locks clicked as they released their hold. A small doorway opened inside of the larger roll-away gate, and Kira pushed it open while Paul and I activated our invisibility runes.

Kira walked across the short concrete lot, past the crates stacked high, past the few skiffs not in use, and straight to the long warehouse with all the confidence of a woman in charge. Her face mask was gathered around her neck, so her pouty lips were on display, and I caught myself watching the way her hips swayed with every step. She was truly a beautiful woman, and she’d been right about my paranoia being sleep deprivation, because the idea that she’d betray us seemed as far away as Salus right now.

I still had some doubts, but the idea that the Dax army would willingly sacrifice an entire battalion plus one of their best commanders, and a general, was just too much. Granted, Paul was a valuable asset, and the world-ending device was important, but they’d had plenty of other opportunities to take us into custody.

I knew most of my distrust came from sleep deprivation and not being able to read her emotions, and I also knew I’d trust her a lot more once we were finally off of Volkan.

Just like I’d told her.

“Who goes there?” an angry Star Spear demanded as Kira used her pass on the door to the ship hangar.

“Why isn’t this working?” she asked in return.

I moved to stand beside the door just in case my invisibility rune stopped working and felt the air move beside me to let me know Paul was right there as well.

Kira lifted an eyebrow in challenge as a heavy metal plate slid back, and yellow light poured out from the hangar.

“Commander Andreiv?” the soldier asked with a little less force.

“Obviously,” she snapped. “Open this door. I’m here for an inspection. Why is the badge reader rejecting me?”

“Shouldn’t you be patrolling the streets?” he countered. “I was under the impression you were assigned to find and eradicate the zombies while your team went to Volkan City Two for reinforcements.”

“You’re very well informed,” she said as she started to tap her foot irritably, “but clearly not about everything. The zombies have all been dispatched. Even the new ones from the attempt General Hitra made to rein in The Reaper.”

There was a long pause, and I could hear muffled voices from the other side of the door, but finally the magnetic locks were disengaged. The hinges creaked as the soldier pulled open the door, and a Star Spear without his helmet stepped out to tower over Kira. I was pretty sure it wasn’t the guy who’d actually been talking to us, because there was absolutely no fear in him, but there was a latent rage that set off every warning light in the back of my head.

I moved one hand to the sword on my prot-belt and slipped my other into the Skull of Godafre Brass Knuckles.

We already knew there was going to be a fight, but it was supposed to be inside the hangar, where there wouldn’t be so many passing skiffs who could easily join the fray.

Each breath I took was just deep enough to not draw attention, so I’d be able to catch the guy by surprise if he did attack Kira.

“Are you going to let me in or not?” the commander asked as she glared up at the giant.

“Of course, Commander Andreiv,” he said and moved to the side just enough to let her pass by. “I assure you the fake Wraith and The Reaper are not here. No rebels. And no traitors, either.”

Kira breezed by him as if it was just another day, but his last sentence had invoked another burst of rage from the man, and I wondered if they’d figured out she’d switched sides.

I gripped my sword’s hilt and slipped through the door behind Kira before the Star Spear could follow. If it was a trap, and I was starting to think it was, then I would have her back. I owed her that much for the risk she’d taken, and all the times I’d questioned her loyalty.

“My men should be returning soon,” she said as she stopped to look around.

The hangar stretched for two hundred meters in every direction, but there were hardly any ships parked inside. Only a few skiffs sat to the far right, and one larger ship for space travel sat to the left. A few Star Spears milled around near an office in the back, but for the most part it was empty, and the sense of dread slowly grew in my stomach.

There were supposed to be a lot more soldiers.

Movement from behind the skiffs caught my eye, and I teleported to the area just as my invisibility wore off. I found myself behind fifteen Star Spears with their weapons at the ready, but thankfully their attention was only on Kira.

I reactivated the invisibility rune before anyone could notice me and then started to slice through their ranks.

I took down the largest Dax first. I drove my sword into the gap between his chest piece and his pants and then pulled it out along with all of his guts. Hot blood and torn tissue dripped from my blade, but the Star Spears could only see the gore and not me.

Screams echoed off the concrete floor and metal walls as the Star Spears all tried to find their enemy.

“What the fuck is happening?” one of them shouted as he stared in horror at the fallen soldier. “What the fuck? Is it The Reaper?”

“Who cares?” a Dax with a long gray beard growled and then turned to run toward Kira. “Kill the traitor! Kill The Reaper!”

The giant Star Spear who’d let Kira into the hangar didn’t need to be told twice. His twin rapiers were already in his hand as he turned from the bearded Dax back to the commander, but she’d already made her move.

Her blade was buried in the man before I could blink.

I tripped a man on my left, and then I kicked another in the ass to send him tumbling forward. I had a split second before he’d strike back, so I glanced at the Star Spear Kira had just stabbed. He looked down at the double-sided sword-staff Kira had stabbed into his heart and then up at the commander with pure hatred before he collapsed onto the concrete floor in a pool of his own blood.

“Traitor!” The bearded Star Spear jumped toward Kira, but there were still thirteen other Star Spears I needed to take care of, so I was going to have to let her defend herself.

I teleported in front of the ones who’d already started to run to their friends’ aid and quickly slashed through them with my sword. Five of the bastards collapsed to the ground with their throats severed from my blade, and the hooked edges even pulled out the trachea from the last Star Spear who tried to dodge the invisible assailant killing those next to him.

“Kill The Reaper!” one of the remaining eight snarled and pointed his short sword at where I was standing.

I glanced down to see my boot prints in the blood and swore under my breath. Invisibility would only help so much, but I could use the reveal to my advantage. I waited two more heartbeats to let the Star Spear charge at me and then teleported backward a few steps.

He toppled forward, and his chin landed right on the tip of my sword.

The warrior’s eyes bulged behind the slits in his helmet, and bits of bone and brain matter erupted from the top of his head like a geyser.

“That’s not The Reaper!” another Dax gasped as my invisibility officially wore off. “That’s the Wraith who betrayed us. I’ll personally send you to the afterlife, traitor.”

“Wow, your information is off,” I sneered. “I’m from Dobuni, jackass. Not Volkan. And I’m not a Dax bastard. I’m a Caledonian knight.”

“Even worse,” he snarled and charged forward.

I easily dodged the long, etched sickle he slashed at my neck but had to jump back quickly when another Dax tried to meet me with his daggers. My boots slipped in the blood covering the now slick concrete, and I used the momentum from my fall to slide straight into the newcomer. I slammed my fist with my brass knuckles right into his calf, and then I hit him with an uppercut right into the crotch so hard that the armor there was crushed.

The Star Spear screamed, and everyone’s attention immediately shifted to their friend. Horror washed over me from the Dax as their worst nightmares came true, and the warrior infected with Mindfire started to tear through them like a ravenous monster. Except, instead of eating them, he ripped one of the guys’ arms off and started beating everyone to death with it.

It took me a second to get to my feet, especially with the new influx of blood all over the ground, but finally I had my Night Walker Boots underneath me. I activated the anti-gravity and speed runes before I raced back into the battle. The slick concrete acted like mud, so it was easy for me to twirl and dodge the oncoming attacks, but clearly the Dax hadn’t been trained in the rain, because they practically fell onto my blade like they were begging for death.

“The skull ships are here,” Paul’s voice echoed through the hangar as I pulled my sword from the last Star Spear.

Corpses littered the concrete all around me, and the Dax infected with Mindfire had finally fallen with glazed-over eyes.

“Fuck yeah,” I said as I counted fifteen dead.

It wasn’t nearly as much as a Grendel attack, but these were Star Spears. They were harder to kill. My mutation had definitely come in handy, because there was no way I could’ve taken out all of them without my teleportation, but I had to give props to the sword Paul made, too. I may not have been able to activate the runes etched into the metal, but damn did those hook-like edges rip a new one in whoever I stabbed.

I’d have to have him make me one from Caledonian metal at some point. Then I’d be able to beat Olav and Leith’s kill counts with ease. All I had to do was use my mutation well, and no one would stand a chance against me.

“Skull ships. Here. Now,” Paul pulled my attention away from the soldiers. “Let’s go. Kira, are you done playing with those assholes?”

“Language!” I shouted in amusement. “Can’t get on Liberty’s case if you’re going to use curse words, too.”

“First of all,” the old man said as he jogged toward the spaceship across the hangar. “I’m two hundred years old. I can curse as much as I want. She’s a child.”

“She’s a teenager,” Kira grunted as she kicked the last Star Spear off the end of her sword-staff, “and the leader of the rebellion. If she wishes to curse, then she should be allowed to.”

I turned to see the commander had six more Star Spears littering the ground at her feet like some warrior queen of old. They must have come in from one of the side doors, or maybe they’d been hidden behind the spaceship like the ones I’d found behind the skiffs. Either way, I was impressed with how many she’d taken out all by herself, and without a teleportation mutation.

From what I could see, the only injury she bore was a gash on her shoulder.

She was definitely going to be a great addition to the Stalwart. I just had to convince the captain, and the queen, that Kira was officially on our side. The commander had certainly proven it already, and any traces of paranoia or doubt I had evaporated as she stepped over the soldiers blocking her way.

“Damn,” I said as I put my sword back on my prot-belt. “Nice work, Commander.”

“Just Andreiv,” she said. “Or Kira. I am no longer a commander. Killing Star Spears is a capital offense.”

“What about the battalion you fed to me?” Paul asked. “Pretty sure that’s punishable by death, too.”

“I could’ve been forgiven for that if I turned you in.” She smirked and then passed her badge over a keypad. “But killing so many Star Spears… even a commander can’t get away with that.”

“Good thing we’re leaving, then,” I chuckled as I walked over to join them.

The Dax glider in front of us was bigger than a skiff, and made for actual space travel instead of short trips, but it still only had two plasma cannons.

It would hopefully do just fine.

The spaceship’s stairs lowered, and we all hurried to climb inside. If the skull ships were really on their way, then they’d be headed to the shipyard first, and we needed to be airborne.

“I’ll pilot,” Kira said and put a hand on Paul’s shoulder. “You may know how, but I’m better.”

“Well,” the old man huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “That’s a very valid point, but I don’t like it.”

“You can pout about it from the co-pilot’s chair,” I said and then looked around the cabin.

There were a few doors that I quickly found led to tiny sleeping quarters, one leading to a galley, and one to a bathroom, but the only thing in the main cabin were control panels.

“I don’t fucking read Dax,” I groaned as I tried to find the ones for the plasma cannons. “And where the voids are your shield stations?”

“Gliders don’t have them,” Paul said.

The old man teetered over to a nearby panel while Kira started up the engine.

“See?” he said and tapped a broken fingernail at the holographic display that popped up between us. “The shields are intuitive. Made them myself. Fairly decent, if I do say so myself. Not the best thing I could ever invent, but they were good enough for the Dax to get off my back for a little while. The plasma cannons need a little more work.”

“You should buckle in,” Kira warned.

The Dax woman had already opened the hangar door, and I could see the skull ships slowly descending on the landing pad right outside. We only had a couple of minutes before Star Spears and more Dax soldiers poured out like ants on a picnic.

“They should be right around… here!” Paul exclaimed and yanked out two hoops from slits in the panel wall.

They were just far enough apart that soldiers would be able to strap themselves in and keep working, and I wondered if the ancient Lich knight had made those as well. He was clearly better at making more than just weapons, but then again, two hundred years was a long time for an inventor to test out different mediums. He had talked about wanting to make household items to give even the poorest tenements a better life, and I was starting to believe he could.

I took the offered hoop, slipped it around my waist, and then tightened it right as Kira jolted forward. It took all my leg strength to stay upright as the glider shot out from the hangar like a plasma blast, but the restraints stayed in place. I glanced over to see Paul was focused on the shields and then turned back to the panel he’d pointed me to.

The buttons were completely different from the ones back on the Stalwart, and the Dax labels all looked like chicken scratch to me. There was nothing the translator could do for me at the moment since there wasn’t a switch for reading everything out loud.

I finally found a button that looked like it was a weapon and pressed it with hopes it was the right one.

A hologram of the two plasma cannons strapped to the outside floated in front of my face. I still couldn’t read the instructions, but it didn’t take much effort to figure out that the green bar to the side showed ammo, and the trigger was connected to an actual red button on the panel.

“Nice,” I said as a monitor descended from above to show what was going on outside.

“Hold on,” Kira shouted in Dax instead of Caledonian. “I’ve got their attention.”

The Dax woman pushed the throttle to full speed, and I held onto the restraint for dear life. I’d seen the gliders move pretty fast during the attack on Salus, but it was completely different being inside one of them. Kira weaved through the skull ships and returning skiffs like they were trees, and an incoming message chirped over our heads.

“Hello,” the warrior woman said as she pointed the glider’s nose toward the shield around Volkan. “What can I do for you?”

“Commander Andreiv?” a man’s voice echoed throughout the cabin. “Commander Andreiv, where are you going? We have been informed that The Reaper is in Volkan City One. Do you have other intel?”

“Of course I do,” she said in a flippant tone as she slowed down.

She pulled our glider around so it pointed right at the skull ships and the landing strip.

The massive flying fortresses took up more space than the shipyard allowed, and three of them hovered over nearby buildings like they were in line at the bank.

Kira glanced over her shoulder, pointed at one of the nearby skiffs, and then smiled.

I didn’t need any other directions.

I aimed one of the plasma cannons right at the skiff and let loose. A joystick popped out the second I hit the red button, and I used it to direct the blasts at the other skiffs gathered around the hangar.

“What the fuck?” the man on the other end of the line growled as if all sense of decorum had just disintegrated like the skiff’s hulls. “Commander Andreiv, explain yourself!”

“Consider this my resignation,” she said. “The Dax army has become weak. You kill your own children to force an old man to craft weapons. You’ve lied to yourselves thinking you can control him, and you’ve allowed those lies to make you complacent. You have even allowed men like General Hitra to reign supreme on Volkan. A man who would sacrifice children in order to achieve his mission. It’s dishonorable.”

There was a long pause filled with more explosions as I moved on to one of the skull ships. The plasma cannons weren’t nearly powerful enough to actually do any damage, but a drill could break through steel with enough time. All I had to do was keep it on the same spot, and the massive spaceship didn’t move fast enough to evade me.

“Commander Andreiv,” the man seethed as if his teeth were clenched. “You have declared war on the Dax Empire today. I hope you do not regret your decision.”

“I won’t,” she snorted. “I’m taking The Reaper and his latest invention to an empire that actually cares for its people. You can waste away here with your weak soldiers. Ah, but you’ve lost… how many was it? Twenty-five? Twenty-six Star Spears? You’ll find their corpses scattered around the hangar. Clearly, they weren’t even strong enough to stand up against one Caledonian knight and a female Spiker. How could you defeat an entire galaxy? It’s laughable.”

Kira cut the transmission as soon as the man started to shout, and I could almost picture him frothing at the mouth.

“Damn,” I chuckled as I glanced toward the cockpit. “That’ll definitely burn every bridge you have here.”

“And make them want to chase us and blow us to bits,” she said in a satisfied tone. “‘Come into my web,’ said the spider to the fly.”

The saying sounded haunting coming out of Kira’s mouth in a deadpan tone, and a shiver ran up my spine.

I turned my attention back to the plasma cannon just in time to see my constant attack on their shield had finally done some damage. My last shot went straight through, and bright orange and red flames erupted from the black skull ship’s right eye socket as what looked like an engine exploded.

I grinned from ear to ear, released the attack, and then watched in satisfaction as a chain reaction was set off in the rest of the ship.

“Fuck yeah,” I said and pumped my fist in the air. “One down, four to go.”

“And most of the skiffs are down for the count as well,” Paul said with an impressed nod. “The ones you hit collided with their friends. That’s what they get for flying so close to each other.”

“Are the plasma cannons still usable?” Kira asked as she whipped us around and took off again.

“They are,” I said and held on tight. “Well, I used up the ammo on one of them, but the other one is full to capacity.”

“That’s all we need,” the Dax woman said and then reached over to press a button on the console.

The gravity inside the cabin suddenly increased, and it felt like my feet were being held to the ground.

“What in the voids?” I asked.

“A gravitational field,” Paul answered when Kira didn’t. “We’re about to have quite a bit of fun.”

The smile on the old man’s face was more concerning than the heavy feeling throughout my body. It took more effort to hold onto the plasma cannon joystick, and my arm felt like Olav was hanging from it as I moved it over to the firing button.

I’d never been so grateful for the extra weightlifting sessions. At least I didn’t flip upside down when Kira rolled the glider.

“Come on, come on,” Kira growled from the pilot’s chair. “You’re too slow.”

I checked the monitor to see three of the remaining four skull ships were right on our tail, but the last one was still on the ground. They were probably trying to check for survivors, but we needed all of them to be destroyed when we passed through the shield, or we’d be sitting ducks when they finally came after us. I focused my attention on the stationary skull ship, aimed, and fired a few quick shots at their shield.

To my surprise, the strikes hit metal instead of the energy barrier, and another chain of explosions was set off. In seconds, the grounded skull ship had been blown to pieces, and shrapnel sliced through the air and into a few skiffs who’d been too slow to help.

“Not what I intended, but it works,” I said.

“The shields are down to sixty percent,” Paul said as Kira narrowly avoided a plasma blast from the nearest skull ship. “Nick destroyed the one on the ground. It’s just these three. Let’s head to the shields.”

“Do you have the signal?” I asked the old man.

“Of course.” He pulled out the device Liberty had given us.

Then he pressed the button, and blue lights started flashing all around the top of the device. Paul watched it for a few seconds, and then we both turned at the same time to stare at the viewscreen.

“It doesn’t look like it’s opening,” I said.

“It’ll open,” Paul said with a confident nod. “We just need to keep going.”

“Hold on,” Kira said and then pulled us hard to the right. “The skull ships are starting to fire on us.”

We spiraled one wing over the other so many times that I thought I was going to barf. It took all my training to keep the beef tartare down as we spun like clothes in a dryer. Then Kira finally straightened us out, and I sighed with relief as I saw no red warning lights went off anywhere to show we’d been hit.

“Okay,” I said and gulped down air. “I would really like to not do that again.”

“I second that,” Paul mumbled through clenched teeth. “I’m too old for rides like this.”

“We’re almost there,” she promised and pushed the throttle up again as if that would give us a little more momentum, even though the engines were already whining with the effort of our erratic flight. “Just a few more seconds. Look, the shield is opening.”

Sure enough, a pinprick dot had opened in the shield, and it was spreading fast. The plan was working. All we had to do was get through the shield with the skull ships right behind us, and right as the opening started to close again.

No problem.

“Not too fast,” I warned as Kira raced toward the opening. “We need to make sure they don’t make it through.”

“Ten seconds,” she said. “We only have ten seconds left.”

We shot through the opening and into space faster than a plasma blast. The vast abyss opened up in front of us, and it felt like we could actually do this. All we had to do was make sure the skull ships actually got caught in the trap.

I held my breath and watched the monitor as the three massive skull ships hurtled after us. They seemed to move faster than I’d ever seen them move before, but it was like time moved in slow motion as they tried to follow us through the shield.

“It’s closing,” Paul broke the spell that had fallen over me, and everything sped back up in an instant.

“They’re almost through.” I pointed to the monitor. “That one there is practically right on our ass. Fuck. Okay. I’ve got a little plasma fire left.”

I aimed the plasma cannon at the ship closest to us and let loose.

It slowed down so fast, it was as if someone had hit the emergency brakes. Of course, they’d already seen me destroy two other skull ships with just the plasma fire, and we did have their weapons master on board, so it made sense that they’d want to be safe rather than sorry.

I kept up the attack as the shield rushed to close the hole it had made for us, and the other two skull ships seemed to figure out our plan, because their thrusters fired up to push them backward.

But it was already too late. The shield snapped shut and sliced into all three skull ships like a hot knife through butter.

Explosions pushed us further into space and fully out of Volkan’s atmosphere. Debris slammed against our shields until they were down to thirty percent, but Kira kept us going at full throttle until we’d finally broken free from the planet’s gravitational hold.

“We did it,” Paul whispered in a teary voice. “We actually did it. I’m free.”

His eyes shone with a vigor and joy I hadn’t seen on him once in all the time we’d spent together since my kidnapping. Suddenly, the old man looked like a small child who’d just learned what hope felt like, and the sheer relief rolling off of him made my breath hitch in my throat.

I’d never felt such pure happiness. And I could tell Paul hadn’t felt anything like this in a long, long time.

“You are free,” I said when I recovered enough to give him a thumbs up. “At least for the moment. Mom’s going to kick your ass. And so is Commander Reynolds. But we did it.”

“Worth it,” he said in an awed tone. “It’ll all be worth it just to be with them again. Two hundred years is a long time to miss your family.”

Agony suddenly washed over me as tears slid down the old man’s cheeks.

I pulled my attention away to give him some privacy, but I silently willed my mother to be forgiving of him when they met again. He needed her forgiveness almost as badly as he’d needed to get the voids off Volkan.

But then my attention shifted to Volkan as I watched the remainder of the skull ships continue to explode. All three of them had been sliced in two, though they weren’t even cut by any means, and the larger bits were all falling apart as if bombs were going off inside them.

“We really did it,” I said more to myself than anyone else. “We crippled the Dax army and saved Paul.”

All we had to do now was get through the rest of the Dax empire without getting caught.

And then back to the Stalwart without them shooting first and asking questions second.
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Chapter 23

“We should be okay for now,” Kira said as we left Volkan behind. “I am releasing the gravitational runes.”

The pressure holding me down lifted all at once, and I took a deep breath just to feel my lungs expand. Every muscle in my body ached as if I’d just gone ten rounds with Olav and Leith at the same time, but it had been a few very long days.

I collapsed my face mask back into my circlet, pulled off the restraint, and deactivated the plasma cannons as I got used to normal gravity again.

“We really made a great team,” Paul sniffed and then wiped his eyes. “We really made it. Liberty is going to be fine down there with the rebels. Of course, more skull ships will come, and there will be more Dax to fight, but she’s a resilient girl. I’ll have to come back and check on her one day. After we take down the rest of the Dax empire.”

“That might be a while,” I said and pulled my cloak off. “They’ve spread pretty far in the galaxy already. There are hundreds of planets and even more outposts.”

“I know where they are,” Kira said as she put the glider on autopilot. “I will be glad to tell you.”

I glanced behind her to see there was no planet in the destination spot on the screen, but the autopilot did have a path set for somewhere straight ahead. The chicken scratch alphabet was still impossible for me to read, but the line from us to wherever the yellow path was taking us was way off-screen, so we’d have plenty of time to change it if we needed.

I hadn’t been on many trips without a plan, so it was cool to see what it looked like, though I did double-check just in case we were somehow redirected to the nearest outpost.

“You’ll likely be telling Captain Cross and Queen Catrina.” I pulled my attention away from the navigation system and walked over to check her shoulder wound. “They’re going to be the ones who actually decide if you’ll be allowed to stay with me, or if you’ll be shipped off to a prison to be interrogated.”

“You’re saying I’ll stay with you?” she asked with an amused twinkle in her gray eyes.

“You seem to have missed the potential ‘prison’ and ‘interrogation’ thing.” I smirked.

Kira’s lips curled into a coy smile. “I told you that you would accept me as your mate one day.”

“I’m warming up to the idea.” I shook my head and carefully pulled her shirt away from the wound.

It wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be, and the runes she’d combined earlier flashed through my mind.

“How is this doing so well?” I asked.

“I’m a Spiker,” she said. “My skill set includes harming others when they harm me. Most runes will just mirror the damage. This one here is for that. However, I knew someone a long time ago, a Harvester, and they shared one of their runes with me. They heal their team when they do damage. It took some work, but I managed to find a way to combine them so that I can do damage to my enemy while also healing myself. It’s difficult, and it can only be used once every twenty-four hours.”

“And you used it on a shoulder wound?” Paul scoffed as the old man joined us.

“Not all of us can keep moving when our muscles have been severed.” She smiled and bumped her injured arm against him. “We have to make do with what we have.”

“It was really impressive,” I said and then looked around the cabin. “Aren’t there any medkits around here? This has healed enough that it shouldn’t be a problem. Just one.”

“They’re probably in the bathroom,” Paul said and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “You should check the galley for food.”

The stress we’d all been under had been left behind in Volkan’s atmosphere and only grew smaller as we passed by the moon. There were no enemies nearby, no one who might burst in at any moment to kill us, and Paul was in perfect health. Well, maybe not mentally, but physically he was good. And there was nothing to worry about except for leaving Dax territory.

We could finally breathe.

And as an added bonus, there was no shit or zombie stench anywhere. Small things.

“You don’t have to tell me to find food twice,” I said and then glanced at the viewscreen. “We should find a route that’ll take us to Salus without going by any of the outposts. Or maybe a way to open a portal.”

“I might be able to make one,” he said with a glance down at my armor. “How many souls do you have in that?”

“See what had happened,” I laughed and tapped the broken soul batteries. “I used the Soul Stealers a few times, but then I used Killer Instinct, and it broke like six of the batteries. There should still be three in there, though.”

“Hmm,” he said and bent over to inspect the chest piece. “Not sure how much I can do with that. And I doubt they’ll have all the equipment I need. I could always pull apart the non-essential gear and see if I can come up with the tools I’ll need, but it’ll take—”

“I’m going to use a medkit and take a shower,” Kira interrupted as Paul tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Do not explode the ship. Or injure The Reaper. And Reaper, do not take apart anything. I might want some of those non-essentials. Like the coffee machine.”

“I’ll do my best not to hurt the old man.” I grinned and then watched her go before I turned back to Paul. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Something’s wrong.” He frowned and tapped where one of the soul batteries was located. “These should glow a little bit if you have souls in them. But they’re completely dark. It just doesn’t make sense. Are you sure three of them were okay?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Do you think you might’ve taken them when you were sucking in souls? It would explain why I wasn’t killed. I did keep zombies and Dax between us, but there had to be times when I was the one closer.”

“Maybe,” he said and stood back up. “Either way, we’re fresh out of souls, so no portal.”

“Can’t we make a regular portal instead of a Dark Folk one?” I asked.

“I don’t actually remember the runes for that,” he admitted as he pulled off the world-ending device. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen them. And I was a Lich knight, not a jump mage.”

“But you’ve been working for the Dax for so long,” I said and pulled off my backpack, handed it to the old man, and then started to pull off my chest piece. “And you made the Dark Folk portals. You had to have used the regular runes first, right?”

“No,” he said and carefully set the world-ending device by the pilot’s chair next to his bag full of journals and random inventions we just had to go back for. “I had my research into Dark Folk and the Dax portals. I just combined those.”

“And we can’t use a Dax portal?” I asked.

“Definitely not,” he said firmly. “There are Dax jump mages that specifically monitor the portals to make sure they are working accurately. Dax and Dark Folk. They have added many smaller kingdoms to their empire and don’t trust their newcomers. So, they monitor everything. If they find one that goes to Salus, then they’ll send everything they have to bring me back.”

“We don’t want that until we’re ready to bring them down,” I said and tossed my chest piece, circlet, and gauntlets by the space chute to be thrown out like garbage later. “Guess we’ll just have to find a way through the empire without running into anyone, and I mean anyone at all. Triumvirate ships would kill us on sight. And if we can’t hide our signature, then the Dax will realize who we are and blow us up so you can float in space forever and maybe actually die.”

“Ah… now that would be nice,” he said wistfully. “But I still have things to do. We need to take down the rest of the Dax. And there are other weapons I would like to get back. Nothing as dangerous as the world-ending device, but things I’d like to have in my possession.”

“We’ll go over it later,” I said around a yawn. “You can write a list while I get some actual sleep. But first, a shower. Wait. Food. Actually, first we have to hide our energy signature.”

“Do you know how to do that?” Paul asked.

“No, but I come from an extraordinary family,” I pointed out. “I think I can figure it out.”

“Go take a shower,” he said and waved a hand toward the bathroom. “Maybe join Kira. I’m sure she’d love for you to ravage her. I can handle hiding our energy signature. It’s practically child’s play for me at this point.”

“If I decide to sleep with her, it won’t be because you told me to.” I gave him a pointed look. “But I will let you hide our signature. You can explain how you did it after I’m rested. Something tells me it’ll come in handy in the future.”

“It is handy.” He winked. “Especially if you want to ambush people. Ah… we used to sneak up on people all the time. Good times, good times. Of course, none of us had a mutation that let us teleport.”

“I can’t just teleport between worlds,” I laughed. “If I could do that, then I would’ve gone back to Salus right after you brought me to Volkan.”

“Not necessarily.” He shrugged and headed to the pilot’s chair. “You could’ve made multiple jumps. And that initial teleportation was a freak accident. Really, we should’ve died.”

“Fair point,” I said. “We really should have died.”

“Your mutation aided us,” he said and plopped down, leaned over to look at me, and flashed a mischievous grin. “We should see if we can strengthen your abilities until you can actually teleport between planets. I bet it’s possible, given your heritage. We can’t tell Penelope, of course, and I’ll have to create a device that will bring you back if it looks like you can’t make it the entire way. That’s difficult. But I think I could do it. Might take a few years. No more than twenty. Ah, but you don’t have that kind of time. But by then, you might actually be able to handle that kind of power. Yes. I’ll get started on it—”

“Paul,” I interrupted the old man as he went down a bunny trail. “Before you start making new inventions, why don’t you hide our energy signal and find us a path to Salus? One that’ll avoid as many outposts as possible. I’m sure the computer will have them in the map so whoever drives this thing can actually find their destination.”

“Yes, yes,” he said and twisted back around to stare at the console. “I’ll do that first. Oh, but could you check the galley? If we do need supplies, then I’ll have to find an outpost that won’t be too hard to raid.”

“Sure,” I said. “The shower is occupied anyway, and I’m almost as ravenous as you after you use your runes.”

“No one’s that hungry,” he snorted absently.

Paul tapped the control screen, and what looked like a diagnostic menu appeared as a hologram. It didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for, and I watched for a few seconds to try and figure out what the Dax scribble actually said. The old man would have to teach me that too, because if we were going to take the empire down, then I’d need to be able to read their language.

I pulled myself away from what my uncle was doing and headed to the galley. The door slid open with a light touch to the control panel, and I headed straight for the refrigerator tucked into the back right corner. I wasn’t surprised to find it was mostly empty, but there were a few bottles of ale tucked into the door.

The cabinets along the wall next to the refrigerator were almost as bare. There were enough MREs to last us about three days, if we only ate twice a day, but there were a few snacks hidden behind the plates and cups. None of them were in boxes, but their individual packaging looked fine, and they looked like the protein bars we ate on the Stalwart.

“Nice.” I nodded with approval and shut the cabinet. “Now, let’s see if the coffee station is stocked.”

A small coffee bar was tucked into the corner opposite of the refrigerator. The drip coffee maker was industrial-sized and could hold about twenty cups of coffee at once. I doubted we would need that much with just the three of us, but it was good to have just in case, and there was a gigantic airtight container filled to the brim with that delicious coffee Kira’s ex-friend sold.

“Fuck yeah,” I said and took a giant whiff of the stuff. “Man, that’s going to be good when I wake up.”

“What is?” Kira asked in Dax as she entered the galley. “Oh. Coffee. That does sound delicious. But I think we both need a good night’s rest first. We will not share a bed. Unless you plan to have sex with me finally.”

I had to admit, it was tempting, especially with her speaking in her native tongue. It had never occurred to me that Dax could sound sexy, and I did love her accent when she spoke in Caledonian. Still, I had to resist for the moment.

“Not yet,” I sighed and set the coffee tin down. “Why don’t we get to know each other first?”

“What would you like to know?”

I turned to see the gorgeous woman in black fatigues she must’ve found in one of the rooms. They were a little baggy on her in some places, but in others, the zipper was hanging on for dear life, and the top of her creamy breasts stood out against the dark fabric.

I let my eyes wander down to the swell of her hips and almost changed my mind about taking her to bed, but I really should check with the other girls before bringing anyone else in. They were usually pretty cool about it, but Kira was a Dax commander, so it might take a little while. Voids, I was still on the fence when my paranoia spiked.

“How did you grow up?” I asked. “Tell me about your parents. Do you have any siblings?”

“I’m an only child,” she said and brought her long, wavy black hair around her shoulder. “My mother was an Andreiv, and my father became one. She sadly passed away in an accident. My superiors called it that, but my father and I were never sure. It happened after one of The Reaper’s experiments was used on a distant planet. I found out my father warned them to be careful, and gave specific instructions, but my mother’s superiors used it anyway, and she was a casualty. The battle could have been won without the device, but they insisted.”

“Is that when you started to distrust the Dax empire?” I asked. “And hate them for letting Paul make all their weapons?”

She paused for a long moment and then continued to braid her hair. “It is.”

Her hair was still a little wet from her shower, and I could smell the shampoo as she ran her fingers through the long strands to separate the beaded strands from the rest of her hair. The lavender and vanilla scent was almost as tantalizing as her luscious curves, and I shook my head to clear the lust that threatened to overwhelm me.

Kira really was a beautiful woman. And she’d definitely proven herself trustworthy over the last couple of days, but I still had my girls to think of.

“And what about your father?” I continued as I leaned against a counter across from where she sat down at the only table in the room. “Paul said he was a Thrasher. Was he like the guys we met today?”

“No,” she snorted and rolled her eyes. “He actually had brains. My father died of natural causes. As natural as one can get in the Dax army. His ship was bombed by an enemy who attacked one of our outposts.”

“So, you weren’t there for either of your parents’ deaths?” I asked. “I mean, I wasn’t there for my father’s, but I was a toddler. It sounds like you were older.”

“I was too young to have been of service to my mother,” she said in a regretful tone. “I had only just received my first weapon. But my father… I admit his death did seem wasteful. It did nothing to help the empire. And the only reason the outpost was attacked was because those in charge thought it was a good idea to make more enemies without a proper plan.”

“Ah.” I nodded and tried to process. “I can definitely see why you would defect after that. Probably didn’t help that Hitra and his men were willing to sacrifice children.”

“It did not,” she said as rage suddenly flashed through her. “As I’ve said, my primary purpose in life is to make strong children to carry on the Andreiv line. I love kids. I have bitten my tongue my entire life regarding how the Dax chose to handle The Reaper, but after my father died, I began to question everything, and things I could turn a blind eye to were no longer acceptable. Even more so after rumors spread about what Hitra’s men did to that girl who was in your sword. Evil is everywhere in the empire now.”

“And I came and gave you a reason to turn on them,” I said.

“Exactly.” She grinned, looked me up and down, and then changed the subject. “You clearly find me attractive. And we are both perfect specimens. I have proven my loyalty. Yet you hesitate in taking me to your bed and claiming me. Why?”

“I told you I have five other girlfriends,” I said. “They need to meet you, too. I love them all, and it would be a betrayal to add another woman without their approval.”

“You think they would not approve of me?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “Well, I mean yes, they would approve of you once they got to know you, but it’s going to be an uphill battle.”

“Would it be a problem for them if I met them after we’d slept together?” she pressed.

“Probably not,” I admitted.

The Dax woman frowned and tapped her foot on the ground, but her gray eyes glazed over as if she was processing what I’d just said. I waited patiently for her to answer. She finally nodded once and smiled the same way Elle did whenever the point clerk declared she would be my favorite wife.

“You care about your other mates,” she said. “This is good. It means you will also care about me and our children. I have not asked, but do you have any other offspring from your other women?”

“Not yet,” I said. “We haven’t been together for long, but we do want to have a big family. And every child will be treated equally and with love.”

“Of course,” she said with a dismissive wave as if that was just an obvious fact. “They will be considered part of the Andreiv family as well, if not the actual bloodline. I will teach them how to fight and be worthy of such an honor. Are any of your other women warriors?”

The translator had a little trouble figuring out the word for bloodline, like it wasn’t something it had ever encountered before, but then it caught back up with the rest of the conversation.

“They are all warriors in their own ways,” I said and headed to join her at the only dining table. “One has just started her official training. Her name is Faye.”

My feet were starting to ache from exhaustion, and I’d started to wobble a little as my eyes burned with every blink. I still needed to shower before I could pass out, and sitting down for a little while as we chatted would help reserve some of my energy.

“Faye?” she asked and tilted her head to the side. “What is she like?”

“Well,” I said and eased down into one of the chairs. “She’s kind of petite. But don’t let that fool you. She was a pirate king’s slave for several years and used to help run the underground fighting arena. Right now she’s a cook in our galley. Everything she makes is amazing. She’s a little shy sometimes and then bold other times.”

“But she is a warrior more than a cook?” Kira asked as she sat forward with an interested expression. “I imagine being the property of a pirate would require a backbone made from steel.”

“And she has that,” I said with a wide grin. “She actually saved our Berserker’s life during a Dax raid once. He’s taken her under his wing already, and she’s been dominating ever since. The queen wants to send her to the academy to become an official berserker at some point.”

“You will allow her to be away from you for so long?” the Dax woman asked with surprise.

“Allow?” I asked and then threw my head back laughing. “If you want to be my mate, then you need to know that I’m not ever going to tell you what to do. It’s your life. I will support your decisions. As long as they don’t betray my queen, or the crew of the Stalwart. If they put your life in danger… Well, then we’re gonna have to have a conversation, but it’ll be a calm one where both of us explain our points of view. No lying or screaming or generally being batshit about the important stuff.”

“Interesting,” she said with a hint of a smile. “I knew you would be a good mate. Tell me about the others. There are five, yes?”

“Yeah,” I said and then reached up to tug at the translator. “This thing is getting itchy. There’s too much blood underneath it. Are you okay if I take it off?”

“Of course,” she said in Caledonian. “My accent may be hard to understand sometimes, but I am quite fluent.”

“From all those interrogations,” I said.

“Yes,” she answered without elaborating.

I waited a few seconds, but it was clear the ex-commander had no intention of telling me more, and the collar really was starting to drive me crazy. It took me a little bit to figure out how to undo the latch, but my ears and throat felt like they’d been released from bondage when I finally tugged the translator free. I sighed with relief, scratched away some of the brown flakes of dried blood, and then tossed the translator onto the table.

“Your other women,” Kira pressed.

“Right,” I said and leaned back in my chair. “There’s Elle, she’s a Point Clerk. Brilliant and tough. She looks delicate because she was an aristocrat, but don’t let that fool you. She can find whatever weapon or shield you’ll need to perfect your armor.”

“A good mate to have,” she said.

“Then there’s Casey,” I continued. “She’s an enchanter. The best in the galaxy. Paul might be able to give her a run for her money since he’s been working with Dark Folk runes, but she’s the one who made the gauntlet I used to close the Dax portal.”

“A very hard task.” The ex-commander nodded. “Some of the higher-ups did attempt to draw the Dark Folk runes themselves, but it ended in disaster. And death.”

“Naturally,” I said. “But Casey managed it in no time flat. She’ll improve whatever armor Elle finds for you.”

“And the others?” she asked. “That’s three.”

“There’s Natali,” I said and then paused as I debated how much to tell Kira before she was officially part of our group, but it was important to let her know what she was getting into. “She’s a doctor. She can patch up just about anything. And her profession allows for her to adjust the strength of implants, like the one you have, when necessary.”

“There is more you do not want to tell me,” Kira pointed out.

“That’ll come with time,” I said.

“But you trust this woman?” she asked as she narrowed her eyes.

“With my life,” I said without hesitation.

“Then I will trust her,” she said with a firm nod. “Who is the last woman?”

“Well,” I said and adjusted in my seat. I wasn’t sure how she’d take finding out about Treyin. Kira did have one of the Ecomese implants that only a few people in the galaxy had access to, so she might have even met the ex-Prime Minister at some point, and there was a lot of bad blood between the Dax and the Ecomese. Mostly stemming from the fact that most Dax thought they had a right to Treyin’s people.

“Well?” the ex-commander asked.

“Her name is Treyin,” I said.

“The Ecomese Prime Minister?” Kira gasped as her eyes went wide. “She is one of your mates?”

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re actually perfect mates.”

“That is a myth,” the Dax woman scoffed. “There has never been a recorded instance of perfect mates. Especially not with an outsider. Only another Ecomese can be a perfect mate for an Ecomese empath.”

“Tell that to my abilities,” I snorted.

“That is how you have your empathic abilities?” she gasped.

“Yeah, she’s the reason I have empathic abilities,” I said. “I can’t explain exactly how it works, but she shared some of her power with me.”

“You have empathic abilities from a perfect match?” She gripped the edge of the table and leaned closer. “Mmm… You’re sure?”

“Yep,” I said and ran a hand through my hair. “They’re relatively new. I’ve been getting a crash course in them since coming to Volkan. But they’ve definitely been helpful when I’m fighting because I can feel the anticipation of others when they’re trying to sneak up on me.”

Kira went silent for a long time as if she needed to process the new information. I was glad I saved Treyin for last, because it had clearly blown the Dax woman’s mind. Her emotions were still hidden behind her implant, but she didn’t bother to hide her thoughts behind an indifferent facial expression.

“A perfect mate,” she finally spoke and then broke into a wide grin. “You are truly one of a kind. I was impressed with your battle prowess, but to be a perfect mate with an Ecomese, to share her empathic abilities and use them to make yourself a better fighter, and to have so many other powerful women in love with you… you are clearly more perfect than I initially assessed. Your children will be the most powerful in the galaxy.”

“Maybe,” I said. “You’re really okay with Treyin? Have you met before?”

“I have not met her personally,” she said. “But I’ve heard of the Prime Minister. She was a thorn in the Dax’s side for many years, even if she pretended to get along with the ambassadors. It would be an honor to share a mate with her. I am happy at the thought of meeting her. She has made you stronger with your new abilities. For that, I will forever be grateful.”

“Good,” I said and then yawned so wide my jaw cracked. “Any other questions before I shower and go to bed?”

“Many,” Kira laughed but waved a hand toward the door. “But we have a lifetime for me to ask them. Go shower and sleep. My mate cannot exhaust himself too much. Unless it’s in my bed. Of course, I will respect you and your other women for now. It will be difficult to quell the hunger I have when I see you, but it will make the taste of you that much sweeter.”

The Dax woman ran a tongue over her pouty lips and gave me a long once-over. My cock twitched in my pants at the obvious appetite she had for me, but she was right, and it would be that much better once I had introduced her to the other girls.

Kira would fit right in. At least, she would once they got over the fact that she used to be a Dax commander.

I shook my head.

These were not the sorts of things I ever thought I’d be dealing with.

I’d grown up as an Outlander, an outcast, but now there was this powerful, elite Dax woman who tried to claim me practically on sight, and had even betrayed her entire empire and everything she’d ever known just to be with me.

I had to admit, I loved it. The way she devoured me with her eyes when she thought I wasn’t looking, the way she kept trying to prove herself worthy.

It all sounded so impossible.

Almost as impossible as how okay I was with the idea of her now.

It was suddenly a whole lot easier to trust her now that we’d left Volkan behind us. It was even easier to picture her with my other girlfriends, or in my bed, and the realization shocked me almost as much as her actually leaving the Dax empire behind.

“You should get some sleep, too,” I said as I stood. “Paul will be taking care of our energy signature and finding a path through the outposts.”

I left Kira to process everything I’d just told her. It was a lot to take in all at once, and the wheels were already turning behind the Dax woman’s gray eyes. I was sure she would be fighting for the top spot just like the other girls, but that was fine with me as long as they didn’t actually fight.
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Chapter 24

“You check on the food?” Paul asked the second I came out. “Or were you too distracted by your new girlfriend?”

“We’ve got enough MREs to last us three days, six to twelve if we ration strictly.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m going to shower.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything, but you desperately need one,” he snorted and craned his neck around the pilot’s seat so I could see him wave a hand in front of his face.

“Yeah, yeah, old man,” I laughed.

Steam rushed out from the bathroom as the door slid open, and the lavender and vanilla scent still hung in the air. I checked to make sure there was still hot water and then stripped out of what remained of my armor and underclothes. There was more blood and bits of tissue stuck to it after the fight with the Star Spears, so it would need to be cleaned again before I could wear it, though hopefully I’d be back with my original gear soon.

Hot water streamed from the only showerhead in the whole room, not that the room was all that big, but thankfully the ceiling was high enough up that I could stand under the water without a problem. A small ledge sat halfway up the wall with the soaps and body wash Kira had used, and soon I smelled like lavender and vanilla, too. I expected the hot water to only last for a few minutes, but the commander hadn’t taken too long, and Paul probably wouldn’t take a shower for a few hours, especially since I saw the old man putting on headphones he’d connected to the control panel.

“I’m going to stand here until I become a prune,” I muttered to myself as I closed my eyes and lifted my face to the water.

Then the bathroom door opened, and I spun around to see Kira had entered. Without her clothes.

My eyes immediately dropped to Kira’s full breasts all the way to the curve of her hips. It was easier to see the Dax runes tattooed down her side, around her ass, and all the way down the commander’s thigh.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Didn’t we agree not to have sex yet?”

“Yes,” she said with a lustful look down at my dick. “But I changed my mind. I want to make love with you before we reach your women. They can accept me or not, but you will be my mate. You have no actual objections to having sex with me. You want me, clearly, and I will have your seed in me.”

The gorgeous Dax woman strolled across the bathroom and pressed her lips to mine. Kira’s nails dug into my chest as she slammed me up against the bathroom wall, and her tongue slid into my mouth as it fell open in shock.

“Kira,” I said as she moved to kiss my neck. “Kira… oh, my voids that feels good.”

“Do you wish for me to stop?” she asked and then nibbled on my earlobe.

“No,” I said and grabbed her hips. “I want to keep going.”

All thoughts about whether she would be accepted by my girls, the crew, or even the queen flew out of my head as I flipped her around and pressed her against the wall. I ran my tongue over her shoulder as a different type of hunger consumed me.

“Yes, Nick,” she gasped as I reached around to slip my fingers into her already slick tunnel. “Yes, oh, yeees.”

The commander bucked her hips against me as I massaged her sensitive nub, and soon she started to shiver with her first orgasm. Kira’s back arched as she let out a guttural cry, and I grabbed her chin and pulled her head back to steal a kiss.

“I’m going to fuck you so hard,” I groaned as she turned around to face me.

“Yes,” she said as hunger filled her gray eyes. “Yes. Fuck me. Claim me. Fill me with your seed. Right now.”

Kira leapt up and wrapped her legs around my hips as I reached up to yank her braid back. I claimed her long neck with my teeth, and then slid my dick inside of her. The commander used her muscular thighs to lift herself up and down as I thrust into her over and over.

“Yeeesss,” she groaned as her breasts bounced in my face. “Oh, yes. Voids you’re amazing. Fill me so well… Aaaaah.”

Another orgasm rocked the commander’s body as she convulsed like she’d been electrocuted. Her legs started to give out, but I quickly caught her and kept going. It didn’t take long for Kira to recover, and soon she had my hips in a vise grip as she held onto my shoulders for dear life.

I snatched one of her breasts in my mouth and started to suck on her pert nipple as she rode me like a prize bull. I pulled on her braid again, and she arched her back so her breast was easier for me to keep hold of, even as she bounced wildly on my cock.

“I’m about to cum,” I grunted as goosebumps erupted all over my body.

“Fill me with your seed,” she gasped. “I want to make a baby with you.”

“Fuuuck,” I gasped as the last of my willpower gave way and my balls tightened.

“Yeeeees!” The Dax woman latched onto me like life support as I poured my cream inside of her. She tugged my chin up to claim my lips with hers, and I eagerly explored her mouth with my tongue. It felt like the commander was pulling every ounce of my sperm from my balls as they squeezed, and I pumped deep inside her until I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Damn,” I panted as I thrust into her one last time.

“Damn is correct,” she whispered and laid her head on my shoulder. “You will fuck me like this again. In a bed. Outside. On a battlefield. We will fuck again and again until we can’t breathe. I will make wonderful children for you and be a better wife.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I smirked and then tipped her chin up for a gentler kiss.

Kira melted into my arms as I slid her to the floor, and the Dax woman’s kiss became less demanding, like she’d officially claimed me and could simply enjoy her spoils now.

“You are a very good mate,” she said when we finally broke apart. “I understand how you can be the perfect mate for an Ecomese. Do you think your empathic abilities will work during sex?”

“They have before,” I said. “I kind of shared them with Natali. Who is Rutheni and not Ecomese.”

“Mmm,” she said as I pressed kisses along her neck. “Your doctor woman will have to adjust my implant. You will fuck me with your empathic abilities.”

“Will that help you get pregnant?” I teased and pulled back to look in her gray eyes.

“I do not know,” she admitted with a small smile. “I want you for more than just your seed. Though I want plenty of that as well.”

“Your wish is my command, Commander,” I chuckled and then gave her another long kiss.

“I have changed my mind,” she said. “You may call me commander. Especially in bed. I like to be in control.”

“I noticed,” I said and then pulled away to turn off the hot water. “But I have to admit, I don’t mind.”

“Good,” she said and then slapped my ass. “I will share you with these other women, but you also belong to me. Don’t forget that. Now, I need to rest. You have taken what little energy I had left.”

“Sleep well,” I snorted.

I watched as the gorgeous woman stole the only towel left out, sauntered to the door, and then took one last look at me before she slipped back into the ship.

Paul had to have heard us over the headphones he’d put on, but the old man would just have to deal with it.

My original plan had been to introduce Kira to the girls first, and make sure she wasn’t going to prison, but damn did I like that she took control. I’d definitely be letting her order me around in the future. At least, if we were in the bedroom.

I looked around and found a few more towels in one of the closets, and even a few pairs of black fatigues like the ones Kira had on in the galley. I managed to find some that actually fit over my shoulders, tossed the towel on a hook to dry, and then stumbled out into the main cabin to find a room to crash in as the adrenaline from my encounter with the commander officially wore off.

One was already locked, and there was no sign of Kira anywhere, so the tough woman must have already gone to sleep. Paul was still in the pilot’s chair with a holographic map in front of him that showed our projected flight pattern, though the old man was focused on something he was tinkering with, but that meant I could have my pick between the last two rooms.

The first one I looked at was barely bigger than a shoebox, and the other one wasn’t much better. Clearly they weren’t built for long-term stays like my room on the Stalwart, but all I really needed was a bed. I went back to the first room, collapsed onto the lumpy mattress, and then let sleep wash over me without even locking the door.

I woke up with a jolt what felt like hours later. My heart pounded in my chest as if there was an attack, but no alarms had gone off. I probably just had another nightmare, but if I did have a dream, then it had already slipped through my fingers.

My prot-belt showed that almost ten hours had passed since I’d laid down. Clearly, I’d needed the sleep, and thankfully we must’ve been safe in space, because no one had come to grab me.

I still wanted to make sure everything was okay, so I quickly hopped out of bed and headed out into the main cabin.

“He’s risen from the dead!” Paul exclaimed with a wide smile as soon as my door slid open. “I was starting to think Kira fucked you to death.”

“Did you rest enough?” Kira asked me as she shot a sideways smirk at the old man. “I understand empaths need extra sleep after they use their powers too much. The Reaper has informed me you were using yours the entire time you were on Volkan. I still would have met you in the shower, but I might not have demanded so much if I had known.”

“I’m good,” I said around a yawn that seemed to contradict my words. “Really. Just waking up still. Is there coffee?”

“Freshly brewed an hour ago,” my uncle said and then waved a hand at the holographic map. “We’re almost free from Dax territory. Kira showed me some shortcuts that I wouldn’t have thought of. We’ll be in neutral territory within the hour.”

“How long will it take us to get back to Salus?” I asked.

“Another two days,” he said. “But we should be in signal range within a day and a half. We can let them know we’re coming and that we’re in a Dax glider, so they don’t shoot us down.”

“Sounds good,” I said and ran a hand over my face. “We’re sure the Dax portals on Volkan won’t be working? Or the Dark Folk ones? The last thing the Triumvirate needs is another surprise attack.”

“Liberty will make sure they aren’t fixed any time soon,” Paul said with a proud grin like Liberty was his favorite grandchild. “She’s going to do amazing things, Nick. You mark my words.”

“I believe it,” I said. “Okay. I’m going to grab some coffee and food, and then you can teach me how to block our signature so no one can find us.”

“I’ll be right here,” the old man said.

I headed to the galley and quickly found the biggest coffee mug in the whole place, filled it with the delicious-smelling brew, and then topped it with dried creamer and sugar.

It took me a little while longer to pick which MRE I wanted for breakfast, but honestly none of them sounded too appetizing. I finally settled on a breakfast burrito made with dried eggs, mostly because it was supposed to come with hot sauce that would cover up the disgusting chalky taste from the eggs.

The warming station seemed to take forever, but it was probably because my stomach was very empty, and hunger pangs shot through me as I smelled the food. I yanked it out a few seconds before the timer ticked all the way down, tossed the hot container on the counter, and then looked around for something to open it with so I wouldn’t burn myself.

An alarm went off just as I found a towel to cover my fingers, and I turned so fast some of my coffee sloshed over the edge of my mug. I rushed out to see red warning lights everywhere, and both Paul and Kira were staring at the message on the screen.

We’d been pinged.

Which was supposed to be impossible with our hidden energy signature. Unless someone had actually seen us, but there were no other ships on the map when I came over to look at it, so whoever it was still had to be pretty far away.

“Who the voids found us?” I asked.

“I’m running a search now,” Paul said. “We should know in a few–”

Another ding went off to interrupt the old man, and my heart leapt to my throat as the letters turned from Dax to Caledonian.

It was the Stalwart.

They’d found us.
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Chapter 25

“The Stalwart?” I asked and leaned closer to the screen like I’d read it wrong. “What are they doing way out here?”

“They’re in neutral territory,” Paul said with barely-contained excitement.

The old man tapped away at the screen, and soon the holographic map zoomed out to show a tiny red dot. Sure enough, they were almost at the boundary line between neutral space and the Dax Empire’s territory.

We could reach them within two hours. Maybe an hour if we pushed the engines to full throttle and gave it all we had.

“I’m finally going to see Vanessa again,” my uncle said and bounced up and down like a little kid about to be given a giant ice cream sundae. “I bet she’s still just as beautiful as ever. We might look about the same age.”

“You look older,” I snorted. “She doesn’t have any gray hair.”

“What do you mean?” he asked and whipped around to look at me with a confused expression. “She would be in her… what? Forties? Fifties? They came here almost thirty years ago, right? And they left when we were in our twenties.”

“I don’t know what to tell you.” I shrugged. “But she definitely aged better than you.”

“Of course she did,” he said with a dismissive wave. “She’s too beautiful to ever be ravaged by age. At most, she’ll age like a fine wine.”

I shook my head at the old romantic. He wasn’t wrong, exactly, because Commander Reynolds was still a very beautiful woman, but he’d clearly forgotten about her temper in his excitement. And I was more than willing to remind him.

“You know she’s going to try and kill you the second she sees you,” I pointed out. “You kidnapped her mentee.”

“Bah!” he shouted and threw both hands in the air. “I could use a good fight with a beautiful woman.”

“Reaper,” Kira said in a stern tone. “You should not be injured. I would like to make a good first impression. Killing everyone will not do that.”

“She makes a valid point,” I said. “You should stay behind me so no one can kill you. And we’ll both keep an eye on Leith so he doesn’t stab you.”

“Who is this Leith?” Kira asked.

“He’s a Slayer,” I said. “Our version of a Wraith.”

“Ah, then yes, we should watch him,” the ex-commander said with a nod. “Those types are normally strange in the head.”

“First things first,” I said and turned back to the little red dot on the hologram. “If they managed to ping us from that far away, then they must be searching for ships that are off the grid. And that means they’re probably planning to come into Dax territory to find me— and you, Paul.”

“I’m sure you are their priority,” he said. “But I look forward to seeing the old gang again.”

“I do, too,” I said. “And if we want to survive that encounter, then we need to hail them and let them know who we are. The last thing we need is for them to shoot first and ask questions second, which would make sense in this particular scenario, especially in Dax territory.”

“I’ll hail them right now,” Paul said. “We’re well within range.”

“Let’s go,” I said and gripped the back of the chair. “Connect with visuals as well so they can be sure it’s us.”

“On it,” he said.

Paul pressed a few buttons, and a hail request shot through space toward the Stalwart. It seemed like an eternity passed before we finally heard a response, but then Captain Cross’ grizzled face appeared on the viewscreen.

My uncle clapped his hands together excitedly, and my captain immediately narrowed his eyes at the ancient Lich knight like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

“Matthias said it was you who took Nick,” Captain Cross said. “But I didn’t believe him. How is this even possible?”

“I can explain all that later,” the old man said and practically vibrated with excitement. “But for right now… Is Vanessa there?”

“Calm down…” I muttered under my breath.

“It’s definitely Paul alright,” Leith’s voice preceded the thin man by only a second. “Damn, you look fucking old.”

“I am old!” he said stiffly. “It’s been over two hundred years since you lot went on your mission and left me behind.”

“Still salty, I see,” Commander Reynolds said as she came into view.

Vanessa’s eyes were narrowed, and barely-contained contempt was written all over my mentor’s face. We were lucky this first contact was through a video call, because it looked like all three of my crew mates were ready to stab Paul right then and there. Especially Commander Reynolds.

“You look beautiful,” Paul said wistfully and leaned closer to the viewscreen.

“Nick, are you well?” she asked as she purposefully shifted her attention to me. “He didn’t hurt you?”

“Not really,” I said. “I mean, Paul didn’t hurt me. But we did do some fighting on the way out.”

“And who is that young lady in the co-pilot’s chair?” Captain Cross asked.

“My name is Kira Andreiv,” Kira said and jutted her chin into the air. “I am a Star Spear Spiker and former commander in the Dax Empire. I am also Nick’s mate.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Leith started laughing so hard that he almost collapsed on the ground. “You really found another woman? What does that bring the count up to? Seventy-five? You have more women than kills at this point.”

“It would be six,” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “But that’s not important right now.”

“Nick is right,” Captain Cross said with a barely-contained smile. “His love life is secondary to the fact she is a former Dax commander.”

“She can be trusted, Captain,” I said. “Without her help, we wouldn’t have made it off Volkan.”

“You were on Volkan?” Commander Reynolds asked with a glance at Captain Cross.

“Where did you think we were?” I asked.

“We weren’t actually sure,” she said. “But Matthias followed your path as far as the Dax Empire.”

“And you just headed into enemy territory without an exact location?” I asked. “You know what? That checks out. I appreciate you guys coming for me.”

“We would never leave you in an enemy’s hands,” Captain Cross said.

“Yeah, we’d kill you first.” Leith smirked and winked at the camera.

“I’ll make sure to do the same for you when you get too slow,” I responded with a wide smile.

“You haven’t changed in two hundred years,” Paul chuckled and shook his head.

“It hasn’t been that long for us,” the Slayer said as his attention slid over to my uncle. “But I’ll be eager to know how you made it to this time. And why you kidnapped my mentee and brought him into enemy territory. Also, why the fuck you’re working for the Dax.”

“I thought Nick was Vanessa’s mentee?” Paul looked at me with confusion.

“Nick is everyone’s mentee,” Cross said. “Paul, why are you working for the Dax?”

“I’m not working for the Dax,” the old man snapped. “And I didn’t have a choice.”

“Okay, okay,” I said and put my hands up. “Let’s not get into it over a connection that can easily be picked up by nearby ships.”

“There’s no one nearby,” the ancient Lich knight huffed. “I have specifically set the scanners to look for any threats before they were close enough to find us.”

“We made it close enough,” Commander Reynolds said with a hard glare at Paul. “It would only take Matthias one jump to reach you and blow you into oblivion.”

“I’d welcome it,” he responded with a wistful smile.

“Gross.” I rolled my eyes at Paul and then turned back to the screen. “Captain, we need to find somewhere to leave this ship and join the Stalwart.”

“Just a moment,” he said and leaned over to talk to Leith.

The Slayer pouted for a second as if he wasn’t done with the conversation but then strolled over to the navigation system like it was no big deal.

“There’s an abandoned planet nearby,” Leith said and cast a hologram into the air. “It’s in neutral territory, so we’re less likely to meet with any Dax patrols.”

The planet was larger than Volkan with gray everywhere as if the whole place was one slab of concrete. A name appeared next to it in Dax like it had once belonged to the empire before it was abandoned. It was definitely big enough that we weren’t likely to accidentally run into any stragglers, and the main city Paul pulled up had silver and white vines crawling up the buildings.

“It was left to its own devices about thirty years ago,” Paul read from the Dax description when it didn’t immediately translate to Caledonian. “There was a problem with the terraforming machines. The atmosphere should still be breathable, but there’s not much in the way of drinkable water. Huh. That’s interesting.”

“What?” I asked and squinted at the writing like it would suddenly turn into Caledonian.

“It says here that the native plants are fed by the calcium in the granite,” he said.

“Fascinating.” I eyed the man.

“We will meet you there within the hour,” Captain Cross said and brought my attention back to the screen. “I expect both Paul and Ms. Kira to be unarmed. As a sign of respect and to ensure there won’t be any accidents.”

“We can do that,” Paul said and set our new destination. “No problem.”

“Ah,” I said before the captain could cut the feed. “Everyone. I don’t want to get into a deep explanation right now, but no one is allowed to hurt Paul, and I mean in any way. No punching, no knocking him out, and definitely no stabbing.”

“Not even a little light stabbing?” Leith gasped as he whirled around with wide eyes. “He kidnapped you, Nick. He deserves a little punishment. He’ll survive.”

“But we won’t,” Kira said.

“Is that a threat, Miss Commander?” the Slayer challenged. “I’ll be glad to show you that Caledonian knights can easily take down you Dax. Even a commander. Spikers aren’t shit. I’ve killed plenty of them.”

“Ex-commander,” she said and then smiled sadistically. “You’re more than welcome to fight me, Little Slayer, but I assure you that you will leave that battle with more injuries than me.”

“Oh, ho, ho,” he laughed and reached for his blades like he could strike at Kira through the screen. “I think I’m going to have to cut you to pieces. Don’t worry, you won’t see me coming.”

“Rein it in, Leith,” Commander Reynolds ordered. “If she turns out to be a threat, then you can do whatever you want with her. But Nick trusts her, so we will give her some leeway.”

“All the rope she needs to hang herself,” he sneered.

“I will never betray my mate,” Kira said and crossed one leg over the other. “So, you will have no reason to kill me. However, if you try to harm The Reaper in any way, then I will defend him.”

“The Reaper?” Leith scoffed and turned to Paul. “How does Paul have a cooler name than me?”

“We’ll explain all of that later,” I said and put my hands in the air to stop any more arguments. “But Kira is right. We can’t let you hurt Paul. Not even light stabbing, Leith.”

“Bullshit,” he grumbled. “I can’t wait to hear your explanation.”

“You will,” I said and glanced at the navigation system. “In exactly fifty-two minutes. I’m going to sign off now. Thank you for coming for me.”

“Of course,” Captain Cross said and put a hand on Leith’s shoulder, shook his head, and then flashed a smile at us. “I truly look forward to hearing what has happened in the last few days. And Paul, it should be a very good explanation if you want to keep your head.”

“You might have trouble believing it,” the ancient Lich knight laughed. “But I’ll tell you everything.”

“Signing off,” I said and then ended the transmission.

The screen went dark, and I stared at Kira.

“Really?” I asked. “You just had to provoke one of the most psychotic men on the Stalwart?”

“He challenged me first.” She shrugged without any remorse. “Also, he could not possibly beat me. I am the best Spiker in my brigade.

Great. There were two of them now. And Olav would definitely join in the second he met her.

I rubbed my right temple as a headache started to form.

This was going to be a very tense meetup. I’d have to watch everyone to make sure they didn’t try to get in a little “light stabbing,” or any other kind of stabbing.

“I’m going to reheat my coffee and eat my breakfast,” I said and headed to the galley.

The journey to the abandoned planet went by in the blink of an eye, though it probably helped that I kept staring into space as I tried to figure out everything that could go wrong. I did manage to eat the MRE, and the breakfast burrito was just as chalky and disgusting as I’d expected it to be, but the hot sauce did wonders. The coffee did more.

“We’re entering the atmosphere now,” Paul said as I came out of the bathroom after washing up. “We got lucky. It looks like there’s going to be a storm in about an hour. I already sent a message to Captain Cross to let him know we should park inside a hangar, just in case we end up staying longer than we meant to.”

“Sounds good,” I said and then turned my attention to Kira. “No weapons, right?”

“Just the ones in my hair,” she said as she stood.

Kira spread her arms wide to let me check her over. I ran my hands over the Dax woman’s curves a little slower than absolutely necessary, and her breathing shallowed as my hands slipped up the inside of her thighs.

The hungry stare she pinned me with matched the sudden need for her that welled up as I ran my hands over the swell of her hips.

“Your women will need to approve of me soon,” she whispered as I stood and took a step back. “If they do not, then I cannot be held responsible for my actions. My body will not wait much longer to feel you again. But out of respect, I will try to contain myself. Last night will be the only time we have sex until they agree.”

“We’ll talk to them as soon as we can,” I promised and ran a thumb over her pouty bottom lip.

The glider jerked a little as Paul brought us into the hangar, and I instinctively reached out a hand to steady Kira.

The ex-commander practically purred as she relaxed into me.

It was getting more difficult by the second to resist her, and the smell of her lavender and vanilla shampoo lingered even after she pulled away to stand on her own. But she was right, we needed to wait before we had sex again. At least until the girls approved.

“You are not allowed to touch me until your women have agreed to share you with me,” she said and suddenly pulled away.

“Yes, ma’am,” I chuckled and then turned to the viewscreen.

Runner lights flickered to life around the hangar Paul had found like they were on motion sensors. They were covered in dust, so they didn’t do much to illuminate the large square room, but it was enough to show us that no one from the Stalwart was there yet. The old man must have beat them, but then again he’d pushed the glider to its full speed as soon as the call ended.

A roar filled the room and shook our ship as two skiffs rushed into the barely-lit room. They stopped just before slamming into the wall opposite from the door, and I already knew that Commander Reynolds and Leith were piloting. Those two really liked to cut it close.

I turned to Paul and saw the old man running a hand through his freshly washed hair. The ancient Lich knight tugged on the fatigues he’d found, stood, and then fidgeted more until his clothes hung perfectly from his frame. I reached over and patted him on the shoulder reassuringly.

“It’s going to be fine,” I said. “A little awkward. Very volatile, but it’ll work out in the end. And they’ll understand. Olav might take a little while…”

“He always could hold a grudge,” Paul said with a tense laugh. “I’m more worried about Vanessa. I was a very stupid young man when they left. A complete idiot. And full of myself. She’s going to hate me.”

“Maybe at first.” I shrugged. “But you have plenty of time to make it up to her. You should be more worried about when we eventually bring you to meet mom. She’s going to want to stab you. More than Leith.”

“Oh, I’m aware,” he said and flashed a more genuine smile. “My sister always had a temper. It’s cute.”

“Let’s go,” I said and nodded to both of them. “Stay behind me.”

“I got it,” Paul said and took a steadying breath. “I can do this.”

“You just faced five skull ships,” Kira said with a firm nod. “You can face the ghosts of your past. I will be with you, Reaper.”

I smiled at the ex-commander, lowered the steps, and then trotted down to see the crew who’d come on the skiffs had already unloaded. Captain Cross, Commander Reynolds, Olav, and Leith stood together near the first one to enter. And all five of my girls stood next to the other.

“Nick!” Casey shouted and raced over to throw herself into my arms. “You’re alive. Let me see you. Natali, come make sure he’s okay. I don’t see any injuries. You’re really okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said and gave the redhead a quick kiss. “I promise.”

She was in jeans and an oil-stained shirt like she’d just been in the enchantry when they invited her along. I tilted her head up to look into her bright blue eyes and ran my thumb over her lips. The enchanter was just as gorgeous as always, and I realized just how much I’d missed my girls over the last few days.

“I will be the judge of that,” Natali said as she took out a medical scanner.

The good doctor had left her white lab coat back in the med bay, and I was very sure it was so that I could see the curves her skintight dress showed off. Her eyebrows furrowed as her brown eyes scanned the readout, but then she nodded, and relief washed over Natali’s face as she looked back up at me.

“You look like you’re in perfect condition,” she said. “There’s some strange readings that are more similar to the ones I see in my empathic patients. Have you been having more trouble with your new powers?”

“Yeah,” I said as I wrapped my arms around her. “The implant is completely fried. I had a crash course in how to separate myself from everyone around me.”

“Fried,” she gasped and then looked up at my forehead like my brain might start leaking out of my ears any second.

“I checked him, Natali,” Paul said in a small voice from behind me. “The boy is fine. I couldn’t remove the implant, but I did make sure it wasn’t going to hurt him.”

“Oh?” she asked as her attention shot to my uncle. “Like teleporting him all the way across the galaxy? You’re lucky you didn’t kill him. I should ask Leith to stab you.”

“I’m more than willing!” the Slayer shouted from near the other skiff.

The senior crew stayed far enough away from us to let me have a moment with my girls, but Olav, Leith, and Commander Reynolds were shooting eye daggers at Paul.

“No stabbing,” I reminded him. “No injuries of any kind. And for the love of everything in the galaxy… do not knock him out.”

“Why?” Natali asked as curiosity overcame her rage.

“We’ll explain that soon,” I promised. “But first I want to greet the others and introduce you to Kira.”

“Yes,” Treyin said as the Ecomese woman strolled over to us. “I heard you were bringing an ex-commander. Of course, I was less worried when I heard she was an Andreiv. They have a reputation that spread even to Ecoma. They’ve always been deadly, and had a weird thing with breeding.”

“It’s not weird, but practical,” Kira said as she stepped up next to me. “We must find the best mates in order to create strong children. Nick is the perfect specimen. You should know since he is your perfect mate, Prime Minister.”

“Ex-Prime Minister,” Treyin said as irritation bubbled up in the normally seductive woman.

Treyin put a hand on my arm and ran her long fingers down the sleeve as lust washed over me. The gills in her cheeks fluttered with excitement and a promise to be alone with me later to test my now stronger empathic abilities. Her silver skin almost glittered under the pale light, and I had to admit taking her to bed sounded like a very good idea, but it would have to wait until after everything was settled.

“Very nice,” she said with an approving smile. “Most men would not be able to resist me.”

“It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done.” I winked and then glanced over her shoulder at Elle and Faye. “Are you guys not happy to see me?”

“Of course we are!” Faye gasped and covered her mouth. “I-I just wanted to make sure you had time with the others.”

The petite blonde wasted no time running to me, and the others managed to back out of the way just in time to avoid being knocked down by the busty woman. Faye threw herself into my arms, and I twirled her around as I kissed her passionately.

“How is your training going?” I asked.

“Fine,” she said. “Actually, really good. Richard’s been working with me, too. He’s not as good as Olav, obviously, but he’s really smart. I didn’t think he would be with all the drinking.”

“He’s good at multitasking,” I chuckled and then looked up as Elle walked over.

Faye backed away to give the Point Clerk room, and I spread my arms wide in greeting. Elle wrapped her arms around me and hugged me so tightly it was hard to breathe. I returned the pressure and then pulled back to kiss her until we were both breathless.

“Welcome home,” she said and then turned her attention to Kira. “You must be the new addition. I’m Elle.”

“Kira,” the Dax woman said and offered the Point Clerk a warrior’s handshake. “I hear you can get me any weapon or shield that I might require.”

“It’ll be hard to find Dax armor,” Elle said. “And I’m not allowed to sell it to you since we’re Caledonian. It would be considered treason.”

The two women stared at each other like they were having a full-blown fight, even as they continued to hold each other’s hands in the warrior handshake. I glanced at the other girls, but they were all watching Elle and Kira’s strange stand-off.

If this was how they would figure out whether they’d let the Dax woman into our group, then I was willing to allow it, as long as it didn’t end in bloodshed.

“I’ve already committed enough treason in my lifetime,” Kira said with a small smile despite the fierceness in her gray eyes. “I will remain loyal to my mate and his kingdom. In this regard, I will need your guidance in selecting new weapons and armor.”

“She speaks the truth,” Treyin said. “She may have an implant, but I’m strong enough to read her even with it.”

“If she’s really loyal to Nick, then I’ll help her out,” Elle said and glanced at the others, waited for each of them to nod in approval, and then turned back to Kira. “Welcome to the Stalwart.”

“I will still have some say in that, Ms. McGrath,” Captain Cross said in an amused tone. “And Queen Catrina will have the final say. However, I am glad to know there won’t be any catfights on the ship. I have enough trouble with my knights.”

“Speaking of which,” I said as I realized Leith was missing.

A mixture of giddiness and malicious intent came from behind me, and I whipped around to tug Paul out of the way.

Air swished right next to my arm as if Leith had just stabbed the spot where my uncle had been standing, and I ground my teeth together.

“What part of no stabbing did you not fucking understand, Leith?” I snarled. “You could get us all killed.”

The Slayer reappeared with an evil glint in his eye that was usually reserved for the battlefield.

“He deserves a little stab, Nick,” he groaned. “He stole you away and took you into enemy territory. And he’s been working for the Dax.”

“Which can all be explained if we’re actually alive,” I said and stepped in the way as Leith tried to get around me. “But if you hurt him in any way, then we’re all going to die. Terribly. Trust me on this one.”

“Leith,” Captain Cross said as he strolled over to us with the others right behind him. “Hold off on hurting him for the moment. Nick seems very adamant that Paul should remain uninjured.”

“And tell me, Little Brother,” my mother said as she suddenly appeared behind him with a blade to his throat. “Why shouldn’t I slit your throat right this second?”

“Because I’m your elder now?” he croaked.

My mother’s face twisted with rage, and I quickly held my hands up. The sweet woman who I’d grown up with, the one who was supposedly cleaning houses just to scrape by, she’d completely vanished to be replaced by the most terrifying Lich knight in the galaxy. The one who could destroy anyone she wanted, and who had killed half a planet in the span of an afternoon.

“So, you’ve been alive this entire time?” she asked and took a step back.

“Sadly,” he said and double-checked that she hadn’t accidentally cut him.

Then the old man turned to look Penelope in the eye, and his shoulders stiffened with emotion. He teared up and started to sniffle too, but I wasn’t surprised by this. I was, however, a little surprised that my ball-breaker of a mother rolled her eyes as she pulled out a handkerchief.

“Really, Paul?” she sighed. “We haven’t seen each other in two hundred years, I put a knife to your neck, and you’re crying? Do you want to go back in time and tell mom that I was picking on you again?”

Paul managed a sniffling laugh at this. “I’m the older brother now, so you sh-should show me some respect.”

Paul took the handkerchief from Mom, blew his nose, and then passed it back. A soft chuckle echoed in the silence that had fallen on the hangar as Mom took the used handkerchief back and stared at her little brother with complete disgust.

“You haven’t changed a bit,” she grumbled and tossed the used cloth to the ground.

She made a show of wiping her hand on Paul’s clothes, but then she finally smirked at the old man. The hatred had vanished in an instant to be replaced with something like hope and apprehension.

The pair of Lich knights quietly shared a few genuine smiles between themselves before Paul pulled his shoulders back like a soldier preparing for inspection.

“You should know right away that… Well, I have changed,” he finally said. “I’ve… I’ve done terrible things, Penelope. More terrible than what you did to bring the crew here. I’m not proud of them, but I learned my lesson, I swear it. And I’m going to make it right. My mistakes won’t cost the galaxy any more lives. At least, not if I can help it.”

My mom narrowed her eyes. “Paul, what did you do?”

“A question we all have,” Captain Cross said as I pulled Paul closer. “And why is Nick so protective over your safety?”

“Because if I’m injured, and if I’m knocked out while injured, then… well, things go terribly wrong,” Paul said in a small voice.

My uncle’s shoulders were slumped in on themselves as if being in front of his big sister all these years was enough to finally break him. I reached over to pat his arm reassuringly and flashed a smile when he glanced up at me.

“We’re trying to keep things in hand,” I told the group. “It’s just that—”

“He’s an ancient Lich knight with more powers than is good for him, aren’t you,” Mom snarled as if she’d already figured everything out, which wouldn’t surprise me, but then again if she knew, then she wouldn’t have put a blade to his neck.

Paul winced at her tone. “You hate me, don’t you?”

“I don’t hate you, Paul,” my mother huffed and sheathed her knife. “But I might beat the shit out of you. Don’t worry though, you won’t lose consciousness until I’ve made sure you’re healed. Natali, you have medkits at the ready, right?”

“Yes,” the good doctor said with the most ferocious look I’d seen on her yet.

“Okay, okay,” I said and held my hands up. “Let’s stop talking about beating Paul up, alright? Mom, I know you’re pissed. I know everyone’s pissed. He messed up. He knows it, I know it. Voids, even the Dax Empire knows it. The point is that we can use that monumental fuck-up to our benefit.”

“And how is that?” Captain Cross asked and stroked his scraggly salt-and-pepper beard.

“To start with,” I said and motioned to Kira. “Him bringing me to Volkan allowed me to meet Kira. She was a high-ranking commander in the Dax army and is willing to tell us what she knows about their inner workings.”

I watched everyone’s reaction as they processed the new information. It was definitely a game changer to have a former commander in the Dax military with us. She’d know more about their bases and troop movements than any of our spies, even my mom’s.

I’d never been so happy to defeat someone in a one-on-one battle.

If it hadn’t been for that moment, and Paul kidnapping me, then we would never have gotten such a leg up.

I could see Captain Cross warming up to the idea as he nodded and continuously stroked his scraggly beard. He’d be even more excited when he found out about Paul, after the initial shock and outrage, but then he’d realize that our two new additions could turn the tide of the war with the Dax.

We wouldn’t have a repeat of the surprise attack on the Rutheni base, where so many people lost their lives. It would be us sneaking up on the Dax.

“We’ll have to vet you,” the captain said with a nod as he finally made a decision.

“I’ll be doing that,” mom said with a sharp side-eye. “If she’s going to be my son’s… mate, then she needs to be worthy of him.”

“I am,” Kira said with complete confidence. “I will also tell you everything I’ve learned about the Dax. It is substantial. It will be enough to take the entire empire down.”

“But we have to make sure we don’t hurt civilians,” Paul said adamantly. “I can’t be responsible for any more Volkan deaths. Even if it’s not by my hands.”

“How many Volkans have you killed?” Olav spoke up for the first time.

“Too many,” the ancient Lich knight said so quietly it was almost inaudible. “But Nick is right. My mistake can be Caledonia’s boon.”

The rest of the group narrowed their eyes in intrigue, and even Leith leaned closer for the purpose of listening instead of stabbing.

“How so?” Captain Cross asked.

“Because…” Paul looked at me.

He looked small again, like he somehow doubted everything he’d accomplished would impress anyone in this room, but I knew how his strange, incredible mind worked. And I’d seen all he’d done.

I gave him a reassuring nod, and he turned to face the others.

“Because I’ve made every weapon for the Dax army for the last one hundred and sixty years,” Paul said as his confidence finally returned. “And I’ll teach you how to defeat them once and for all.”
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End Notes

Thanks for reading Space Knight Book 9! Hope you loved it. Leave a review and tell your pals to read it. FOR THE QUEEN! If you want to see NSFW artwork for this series and other series, check out my Patreon.

 

If you are looking for a place to hang out and talk with fellow fans of my books, my Facebook fan club is quite popular. Check it out here!
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