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Chapter 1

“Fields up, Cadets!”

I flicked the switch on my belt, and the surrounding air crackled. For a second I was blinded when the magical device activated. When I could see again, the readout on the left corner of my visor listed:

 

Prot-field: 100%

 

The steaming hot jungle where the other RTF Academy cadets and I were situated had likely grown after the terraforming systems in Tyranus’ atmosphere degenerated, creating a tropical wilderness. My armor’s recycling systems collected my dripping sweat for repurposed drinking water and to cool my equipment’s systems.

I swatted at a massive mosquito as it made the mistake of flying into my prot-field. The field zapped the bug, and its guts exploded.

“Great,” I said, wiping at my carapace breastplate. Sticky mosquito innards pasted the synthetic fabric between my light chest armor and spaulders. These low level forcefields only protected against projectiles, which, it seemed, included mosquitoes.

My readout flashed again, and the prot-field registered 97%. If a mosquito reduced it so easily, I hated to think what a Grendel bullet might do.

“Ha!” Alice Jones, the mission’s jump mage, slapped me on the back playfully. “Making new friends, Nicholas?”

The mage’s purple robes looked striking when set against the jungle greenery. The prot-belt cinching the flowing garments around her thin waist would keep them from getting in the way during the battle. Although Alice wouldn’t do much fighting; her role was to take us back to the Academy starship once we’d finished clearing the rift.

“Hey, all creatures seem to like me,” I said to the beautiful mage. Dust-embossed symbols on her robes enhanced her magical abilities, but they also made her blue eyes glitter. She wasn’t wearing any armor at all, unlike the cadets who were equipped in a hodgepodge of light suits.

I’d considered asking Alice out a few times, but the Academy staff frowned upon student relationships, and I didn’t want anything to jeopardize my chances of graduating or of getting assigned to the best starship possible.

“Save your affections, Poor Boy,” Ludas said from in front of us. The nobleman squire strangled his axe handle with both hands as his gaze darted around the jungle. He seemed terribly nervous for someone who was surrounded by three burly knights. Heavy power armor covered their large bodies and the swords in their gauntleted hands pulsed with power. Ludas was the son of Duke Barnes, so these bodyguards accompanied him on every mission. They were only meant to intervene if his life was endangered, but he often ordered them to do his bidding and complete his objectives.

Needless to say, I didn’t like the guy.

It wasn’t merely his bureaucratic lineage or his unlimited wealth that soured my opinion. I was, of course, jealous of his status and riches since I’d grown up as the ‘poor boy’ Ludas branded me. Still, he needn’t remind me of my social status or my Academy scholarship every time he spoke to me.

“Got it, Ludas,” I replied as I forced a smile to my face. His bullying had been the most intense during our first year, but I’d gone out of my way to swallow my pride and be nice to the arrogant aristocrat. My strategy worked, and by the end of our first year, he no longer insulted me every chance he got. He still called me ‘Poor Boy’ though, and everyone but Alice had quickly adopted the name.

I wouldn’t have to deal with any of my snobby classmates in a few days. This was my last mission as a cadet. After we defeated the low-level Grendels today, I’d be promoted to squire, and well on my way to full-fledged knighthood within the Royal Trident Forces.

Just like Dad was.

Then I would be assigned to a Caledonian Kingdom starship and dispatched across the galaxy in service of the Queen. My life would consist of clearing rifts and collecting loot. In a few months, I’d earn enough to afford a decent place for my mom to live. I’d be able to follow in my father’s footsteps and provide for her as he once did. It was my dream, and I wasn’t going to let some spoiled rich kid distract me from it.

“Level One rift incoming,” the navigator’s voice entered my mind telepathically and kicked me out of my daydreams. Even after three years at the Academy, I wasn’t accustomed to someone speaking inside my head.

“Activate runic weapons,” Sergeant Myers barked as he marched through the ranks, ensuring everyone was following protocol. He sneered at Ludas and the heavily armored bodyguards as he passed them, muttering something under his breath that sounded a lot like, “Fucking nobles.”

I removed my sword from its scabbard. As soon as the temporary rune on my palm pressed against the matching Novice rune on the sword’s handle, the weapon glowed with arcane energy. Cascading hues of muted yellow light swirled around the blade’s double edges. The corner of my visor displayed the sword’s stats as it activated:

 

Weapon type: Iron Gladius of Minor Edge.

Additional damage: None

Power class: Novice

Weapon effect: Minor Edge - adds 5% weapon damage. Edge lasts longer without sharpening.

Runes inscribed: None

Rune class: Novice

Rune effects: None

 

Alice activated her dagger while Ludas activated his axe. Where my gladius was tarnished with age and glowed a dull yellow, their weapons burst with a green brilliance.

Lights sparked from all around the jungle swamp as the fifty other cadets prepared themselves. They were all wearing Novice armor, fashioned like the suits of armor human warriors wore before the gods gifted us technology to cross the stars.

The gravity runes inscribed on every Runetech item meant they could be constructed with unwieldy material. Even with gravity runes, some armor pieces weighed upwards of twenty kilos, so every cadet needed to be in peak condition. Our ethos was “strong, fast, and fit”, and there wasn’t a single cadet in this jungle who didn’t mirror that.

Using the electronic inventory on my prot-belt, I displayed the weapons screen on my visor. I selected the Iron Gladius, and activated the dampener. Immediately, the sword dimmed to grey carbon.

“Listen up!” The point clerk yelled as he appeared a couple meters in front of us. His wrinkled head bulged with the bionic implants all clerks wore to interface with the kingdom’s database. “Remember, whatever loot you bring back from this mission will count towards your Kingdom Balance. Return it to me after the mission is complete, and I’ll provide you with Kingdom Points.”

I nodded and tried to keep the pleased smile off my face. After graduation, I’d be able to buy my first piece of Runetech equipment. I appreciated the basic gear the Academy gifted me, but I was really looking forward to building my own kit with KPs earned from this mission.

The rift site was about twenty meters in front of my designated position. The portal’s center appeared to glow a deep purple. Most of the Level One rifts we’d seen in classes had been closer to blue. Its edges were expanding, becoming less ephemeral. Soon Grendel Grunts would filter out of it.

“Enemy arrival in 10 . . . 9 . . . 8 . . .”

I hadn’t faced any real Grendels before. There was a big difference between simulations and the real thing. My hands were streaming with sweat, and my heart hammered in my chest with urgency.

“7 . . . 6 . . . 5 . . .”

I shook myself free of my worries. I needed to focus. If I failed today, then it was back to the enchantry in Bratton and its meager pay. Mom needed me. I’d come this far; I wasn’t ready to give up now.

“4 . . . 3 . . . 2 . . .”

I thought about Dad and his exploits as a Space Knight. I wanted to do him proud today. What little I remembered of him stayed in my mind as the final second passed. Had he ever been afraid? I doubted it, so I swallowed the lump in my throat and ran my tongue across dry lips.

“ . . . 1.”

The designated drop zone hummed with low vibrations. Dazzling light burst from the rift as it opened. For a few seconds, I was blinded. When my vision came back, I expected to see a small squad of Grendel Grunts moving through the jungle and the closest cadets preparing to engage them in combat. But there was nothing. The rift whirled with color and crackled with energy, but there were no Grendels.

“Something’s not right,” Alice said. “Where are they?”

I caught a shimmer, like light reflecting off a body of water, moving through the foliage around the drop site. The cadet closest to the rift suddenly fell onto his back screaming. His stomach tore open, and his guts flew out as if of their own accord. The shimmer vanished. In its place was a bipedal lizard-man atop the cadet. Blood stained its serrated talons. It jumped from the dead cadet to another like a giant grasshopper.

“Those fuckers are Grendel Elites!” Sergeant Myers screamed. He ran past me, grabbed Alice, and sprinted away from the combat area. “Fall back! Protect the jump mage at all costs. Rendezvous at the extraction zone.” His voice faded, giving way to screams of terror.

All around me, Grendel Elites were materializing and taking out cadets. Grendel talons cut them to pieces, but I was too far from any of them to help.

Ludas’ three knights jumped in front of the nobleman, preparing themselves for the impending onslaught. One of the knights suddenly roared and pushed something away from him. The air shifted, and a Grendel appeared. Up close, the monstrous aliens looked even bigger. They were seven feet tall walking lizard-men with dark green scales, wide mouths, and two-inch long razor teeth.

The knight on Ludas’ left swiped his greatsword in a two-handed swing, but before he could complete the movement, blood exploded out from his stomach where a second Grendel’s talon pierced his armor. This one appeared out of thin air instantly, and it followed up its talon cut by lopping the head off the dying knight.

“Prot-fields won’t hold up long against Grendel Elites!” another knight said as he fell back to the duke’s son. “Get behind me, Ludas.”

Ludas jumped behind his two remaining knights. I stood beside them, holding my gladius while the more experienced men engaged the two Grendels. One of Ludas’ knights shuffled forward with a sword thrust aimed at the lizard-man that just killed his friend. The beast raised his arm to push aside the knight’s thrust, but the armored man pulled his blade back, jumped forward to slam his shield into the Grendel, and then clocked the lizard upside the head with the pommel of his blade.

The attack spun the Grendel to the side, and I felt my body move forward without my brain giving it the order. My sword wasn’t as long as the knight’s standing next to me, but my swing still caught the stumbling creature at the back of its knee. The monster was wearing armor, but it was thinnest in that spot, so my blade cut the bottom half of the beast’s leg off.

The Grendel growled as it tipped over away from me, and I cocked my sword into my chest in preparation of my next attack. But before I could stab the stumbling monster, the knight next to me pivoted around my left shoulder and brought his longsword around to cut into the creature’s chest. His powerful blow sliced halfway through the creature’s breastplate, and it flailed around the blade before it died.

Ludas’ knight and I turned to the remaining Grendel, but the other knight had already downed the creature and was pulling his blade out of the dead lizard’s skull. The young aristocrat was standing a few paces behind us, and his axe was shaking in his trembling hands.

“Good job, Cadet,” the knight next to me said.

“Uhh. Thanks,” I replied as the emotions swirled in my stomach. I was glad to see the Elites felled by the knight’s powerful weaponry, but the terror in my body was almost overwhelming. Something had gone wrong with the portal. While it was too bad the rest of the cadets didn’t have Space Knights like these to protect them, I didn’t think three, well now two, knights were going to be able to keep us all alive.

I knelt to grab the dead knight’s sword. Wielding two weapons would give me some comfort. Even though this one wasn’t Novice class, and I wouldn’t be able to use the magic abilities.

“Out of the way, cadet,” the other knight hissed as he pushed me aside. He clipped his shield to his back and pulled the weapon from my hand before my vision could display the sword’s stats. “This one’s not for you.” He tested the weight of the weapon before pushing Ludas forward. “Let’s get to the extraction zone.”

The petrified screams of my fellow cadets filled my ears as we sprinted northeast. I heard a chorus of insect-like sounds behind me, and I turned to see a flood of Grunts the size of greyhounds filter out from the rift. They swept through the jungle, running along the ground on their ten legs and swimming just as easily through the swamp water.

None of the monsters were cloaked so I could see them coming. One jumped at me with its bloody maw opened, but I managed to cleave its head off with a horizontal swing of my short sword. The strike messed up my running form, and another lizard made a jump for my legs. I sprung forward, tripped a bit on my feet, and then turned around with my sword out.

I’d only intended to keep the thing at bay, but it made a jump at me, and the tip of my blade pierced its maw and drove into the thing’s tiny brain. There weren’t anymore coming at me, so I continued to run. These were the creatures we were meant to fight with a Level One rift, not the Elites who could appear and disappear in an instant.

I followed Ludas and his two knights into the thicker part of the algae covered jungle. As soon as we entered darker foliage, I heard the screams of the other cadets and stopped. The terrified shrieking and the bellowing of pure agony surrounded me, filling my ears and making my heart slam into my chest repeatedly. I couldn’t possibly help them all, so I sprinted after Ludas’ knights.

The warriors pressed forward, pushing the duke’s son in front so he was better protected. I thought about Alice and hoped Sergeant Myers had taken her to the extraction zone. The alien’s insect-like chorus filled the air, signaling another wave of Grendel Grunts. Their legs clicked behind us as they surged forward.

Two Grendels dropped from the tree branches above me and landed atop Ludas’ guards. The knight who I’d helped kill the earlier Elite didn’t get to raise his shield in time, and the lizard man’s sword cleaved through his glittering helmet as if it was made out of an eggshell. The other knight lifted his shield to check the enemy’s next attack, but the Grendel tackled him to the jungle floor.

The second Grendel grinned at me with its razor teeth. I leaped into the air and slammed my gladius down onto the lizard-man’s left shoulder. My sword pierced its armor and reptilian hide easier than I expected. It let out a surprised gasp as its green blood sprayed over my visor, obscuring half of my vision.

Annoyed, the Grendel twisted around to glare at me as it drew the blade it held in its right hand back to strike. I chopped down again on the creature’s left arm, and the limb came off the shoulder. Its dark-green blood erupted from the wound and sprayed my armor, but I didn’t let my disgust distract me.

It was kill or be killed.

I flicked my blade out a half second before the Elite’s weapon would have impaled me, and its head came off its thick neck with another grotesque spray of green gore.

I turned to the other Grendel and expected it to have already killed Ludas, but the nobleman was nowhere to be seen, and the monster was staring straight at me with its milky eyes. The alien tilted its head as though studying me. To my left, I could see Ludas inching behind me as I stared down the armored lizard.

“Ludas,” I said from the side of my mouth as I held my sword in front of me. “Now would be a good time to grow some balls and help me out.”

The Grendel was still looking at me, and I was wondering why it hadn’t attacked me yet. I knew as soon as I made a move to attack, it would be on me. This Grendel was an Elite, and the only reason I’d killed the other one was because I’d surprised it.

Ludas screamed like a madman as he ran toward the creature. He was far too slow, but a distraction was all I needed. The Grendel looked away for less than a second, and I charged. Before I could get to the Elite, its tail shot out and grabbed my feet.

My helmet smacked into the jungle floor, and I felt tension on my ankles. I tried to stand, but the lizard’s tail tightened around my legs and pulled me into the nearby swamp water before I could cut myself loose.

Scum filled my lungs as I tried to breathe, and the Novice rune on my hand was the only thing keeping me from losing the gladius. The alien thrashed me about, but my armor shielded me from breaking any bones. After a minute, my enemy’s movements slowed. It was getting exhausted. Every time it slammed me against a tree or back down into the swamp, my armor crumpled. It wouldn’t last much longer, and the Grendel was too strong for me to wrestle from its grip.

I gritted my teeth as my equipment took almost the entire force of being thrown against a tree trunk. My armor was only a few blows away from fracturing. The alien must have exhausted itself because it paused for a moment. With my gladius in my right hand, I gave my prot-belt the command for a burst of speed, and I jumped out of the swamp water. I didn’t give the Grendel enough time to glance up before my sword skewered it right between the eyes.

I pulled the weapon out from the alien’s tear-shaped skull, wiped the gunk from my visor, and peered at the trees above me. From what I could tell, there were no more aliens waiting to pounce on us. I waded out from the swamp and returned to find the corpses of Ludas’ last two knights. Their weapons and armor might have been useful, but none of them were Novice class, so I couldn’t wield them. Selling them could lead to lots of Kingdom Points, but I didn’t want to be too encumbered. The extra weight would keep me from getting to the extraction zone speedily, and I couldn’t help Mom if I was dead.

“Poor Boy?” Ludas came out from the bushes where he’d been hiding. “I don’t know if I can do this. I’m not cut out to be a knight.”

I couldn’t really tell him he was great knight material, but I was saved from lying when I heard a voice moan somewhere in the undergrowth.

“Cadets,” the voice said between groans.

Keeping an eye out for any other shimmers that might signal a cloaked Grendel, I found the person who’d called out. It was Sergeant Myers. A Grendel had savaged his lower half, ripped apart his armor, and turned his legs into a pulpy mess. Corpses of four lizard-men surrounded the dying sergeant, but I couldn’t see any sign of Alice.

Sergeant Myers gripped my chest armor and pulled my face into his. “Find the jump mage,” he said as I leaned down. “She’s your only way off this planet.”

“Yes, sir.” I nodded, and his grip slackened around my light armor. His head sunk into his chest. For all his harrowing drills and hard exterior, I’d liked him.

He’d never called me Poor Boy.

Where was Alice? What was the chance she’d somehow evaded the Grendels by herself? I glanced around the dark jungle and searched for any footprints in the mud.

I pulled up my control screen from my prot-belt. The readout on my visor showed the telepathic link to the Academy starship’s navigator was still down. This rift was far stronger than a Level One, so the estimated distance needed for our telepathic comms to work was out of whack.

Sergeant Myers was right. Our only hope now was to find Alice before a Grendel did.

I returned to Ludas and saw him tugging on the armor from one of his fallen knights.

“That’ll be no use to you,” I said. He’d obviously not been listening when we were taught the requirements for using Runetech. When enchanters built magical weapons or armor with Dust, they sealed it with a specific rune class. All cadets were initiated into the Novice class, so we could only use matching Novice gear.

I signaled for him to follow me, and we moved through the swamp. There was the sound of a battle up ahead, and we soon came upon a pair of cadets engaged in combat with a Grendel Elite. It was Cadet Jenit and Cadet Erinhien. They were both from wealthy families and had joined in the name-calling with Ludas, but the few seconds of observation convinced me they were going to need my help. The Elite was just too powerful for them.

“I say we wait here,” Ludas whispered as he grabbed my arm. “We are safe here in the bushes. Let’s get around them and keep running. No point going out there and—Hey! Poor Boy! Where the hell are you going?”

I yanked my arm free of his grasp and charged into the clearing before I could explain to Ludas the finer points of honor. My sword threw out bursts of color while I twisted it in a circle. Before I closed the distance, the Grendel drove its short spear through cadet Jenit’s stomach. The young woman screamed with agony, and Cadet Erinhien tried to use the opportunity to behead the lizard-man. The Grendel was too fast though. It sidestepped Erinhein’s clumsy attack, pivoted to bring its spear around, and knocked Jenit’s dying body into Erinhein.

The Elite ripped its spear from Jenit’s stomach, and I was still too far away to do anything. I screamed to try and get the armored lizard’s attention, but the monster ignored me and thrust its weapon down into the young cadet’s skull.

I activated my armor’s speed sequence with a practiced flurry of keys on my prot-belt. The runes along my boots and leg armor hummed as I sprinted at the heightened speed granted by my equipment’s rune effects.

Using every bit of my enhanced musculature power, I jumped ten feet into the air and descended with my sword pointed at the neck of the Grendel that had killed my two classmates. This was a move I practiced hundreds of times during training, but I never thought I’d have to use before graduating.

The gladius slammed into the Grendel’s neck, and the extra force of my rune-aided attack helped drive my short blade all the way through the monster’s thick armor. Noxious blood fountained from the alien’s neck, and green ichor sprayed across my chest when the lizard’s head popped off.

Something slammed into my back, and warning signs flashed on my visor.

 

Prot-field: 15%

 

I didn’t know what had struck me, but it nearly negated all of my forcefield with one hit. I leaped behind a tree, hoping I wouldn’t get tagged again. The water around me kicked up as half a dozen burning plasma balls struck the surface.

Ludas dove behind the tree next to me and narrowly avoided getting struck by three smoking plasma balls. The energy shots smashed into the tree where I had taken cover, and I guessed we had a few more seconds before it either burst into flame or fell over.

“We need to find Alice,” I screamed at Ludas over the shrieking noise of the plasma balls pounding into our trees. “We’re not going to be able to get off Tyranus if she dies.”

There was, of course, the matter of sealing the rift before a jumper could open an exit portal. Technically, we weren’t meant to jump back to the starship before the mission was completed. A return to the Academy vessel didn’t seem likely with the Grendel Elites flooding the jungle. The longer the rift remained open, far worse things than Elites could come through.

“Nicholas!”

I turned and sighted Alice wading through the swamp. Her hands clutched her stomach, and her head slumped as though she was caught in a daze. She was injured, and she was about to walk into a deadly line of fire.

I ran to my friend as plasma balls pulsed behind me. Even through my armor, I could feel their heat on my back as I took Alice in my arms and dove for cover. The tree behind me exploded into splinters, and I tried to shield her with my body.

Ludas came running, narrowly missing the alien projectiles by sheer chance. Who needed knights for bodyguards with luck like that?

“We’re sitting ducks while they’ve got those plasma weapons,” I said as I inspected Alice. Her prot-field was almost depleted, and she was bleeding from a deep cut in her stomach. She’d already applied a few medkits to the wound, but they weren’t enough to stop the infection from poisoned talons. I pulled out my medkit and administered it to her. “The Elites we just killed don’t have any guns. Those hiding out beneath that hill might be the only Grendels with them. We take those lizards out, and it’s close combat fighting from here.”

Unlike the more powerful prot-fields available above Novice class, low-level fields had limited protection against projectiles. They were better than nothing, but we couldn’t laugh off Grendel plasma rifles.

“Great,” Ludas said. “My knights are dead, and I’m expected to take on these aliens with only you and an injured jump mage?”

“Don’t be such a coward,” Alice groaned between breaths. She really knew how to make me smile. She winced as I applied my last medkit. “My prot-field went down, and one of the Grunts got me. I put a dagger through its throat.”

I grinned at her. Despite being a jump mage, she could handle herself pretty well. “Ludas and I will deal with those Grendels firing at us.” I looked at Ludas, and his face greened under his helmet. “Well, maybe I’ll deal with them, and Ludas can keep an eye out. Then, we’ll get to the extraction zone, and you can jump us out of here. You think you can do that?”

“Sure,” she said with a weak smile.

I let Alice lean against a tree while I scouted the area in front of us. As far as I could tell, there were only those lizards with rifles beneath the hill. Every few feet I paused and listened for any Grendel clicking noises. I saw no shimmerings or any traces of uncloaked aliens. We could probably circle around the Grendels with the plasma rifles to get to the extraction zone.

I was making my way back when I spotted a squad of Grendel Elites sneaking up on Alice. Ludas was oblivious, busy skulking beneath a tree a few meters away.

“Alice!” I called out, hoping to alert her so she’d get the fuck out of there.

My friend turned her head to look at me. Then she noticed the Grendels, and her eyes widened as she tried to move. A plasma ball shot through the air and hit her forcefield before she could twist out of the way. The forcefield stopped it, but a dozen more balls came for her. She screamed as the last fiery sphere seared through what remained of her prot-field and melted off her arm.

Seeing the jump mage go down drove all the wind from my chest. Red bathed my vision as I realized those lizards had probably killed Alice.

Every part of me ached to spill Grendel blood.

It took all of my willpower to think of a plan rather than burst into battle. The Grendels would all have forcefields since human prot-fields had been reverse-engineered from the aliens. As much as I’d like to shove one of their guns up their nostrils and pull the trigger, I’d have to settle for skewering them with my gladius.

I activated my speed sequence, and runic power coursed through my body. My feet padded along the water’s surface as I darted through the trees. Plasma balls boomed out from the Grendels’ guns, but none of them connected. Tree trunks exploded into splinters, and flames engulfed bushes.

Another activation of my speed sequence, and I was soaring through a gap in the trees and above the Grendel Elites. Before they’d brought their rifles to bare, I was among them, hacking and slashing. I killed the first two as soon as I landed. The third raised its rifle to block my swing. My sword hit its weapon and bounced off with a thunderous clang, but then I flipped the blade under its arms and pushed the point into its lizard heart.

There was another next to him, and it tried to strike me with the butt of his rifle. I ducked under its blow, cut through its legs and then ended the lizard’s life with a second chop.

Rage screamed within me. My sword danced through the ranks of the lizard men as if I didn’t even control the arm wielding it.

I needed to save Alice. Not just because she was my only friend, but also because she was the only one who could get me off this planet and back on our starship. If she died, then I died. If I died, then my mom would be alone, and I’d never get her out of the Dobuni tenements.

I was suddenly standing before the last Grendel Elite. It dropped its rifle and brought its talon up to parry my gladius. Shock waves reverberated up my arm, and I was thankful a second time for the runes gluing the weapon to my hand.

From out of nowhere, Ludas’ axe came down on the Grendel’s reptilian head, splitting it in two. The monster gave a few twitches as it fell to the ground, and the duke’s son let out a groan as he dislodged the blade from the lizard-man’s skull.

“Looks like you grew some balls,” I said with a nod.

He gave me a sheepish grin before bowing over and vomiting.

I surveyed the carnage around me. Every one of the aliens was dead. There were at least ten, and I couldn’t remember killing them all. I’d been in such a fury. I shouldn’t have been able to defeat them. These were Grendel Elites, and I was wearing borrowed Novice armor and I’d never been in a real fight.

Among the lizard corpses, half-buried in the swamp water was a familiar figure with his head covered in dark mud. I pulled him up, and he coughed out a bucket of foul water.

“Thank the gods; you’ve saved me!” The point clerk gasped. Then he coughed again, and blood poured out of his nose and mouth. Swamp scum and what looked like alien brain matter covered his long beard. He was bleeding badly from a cut on his head, and the skull bone next to his implants was exposed. The man was dying, and his body quivered as I held him.

“It was a Level Three. Something messed with the rift,” the point clerk struggled to say. “Some kind of foreign magic. I’m sorry, Cadets, I don’t know what happened. The starship’s going to leave within the hour, but not before they drop a rune-nuke on the site. It’s protocol. We can’t let the Grendels get this planet.”

The clerk traced a triangular sign on his forehead, some religious symbol I’d seen a few nobles use, coughed a final time, and then died.

I left the clerk’s corpse behind and returned to Alice. My heart raced as I checked her over. She was still breathing, but she was unconscious.

“You need to hang in there,” I said to her even though she couldn’t hear me.

My pouch was empty of medkits, and Alice was on the verge of death. She needed to survive to jump us out of here. I could get her to the extraction zone, I could fill her with drugs from the supply crates and wake her up long enough to summon a portal. The distance between the Grendel rift and the extraction zone was sufficient for a clean jump.

My friend just had to survive until we got there.

I hauled Alice over my shoulder. Regimented weightlifting within the Academy meant I’d have no trouble carrying her unconscious form through the jungle. Although it might be a little difficult to fight while carrying her, I couldn’t leave her here to die.

“My prot-field’s almost depleted,” Ludas said. “Looks like yours won’t hold up much longer either. You want to run into enemy fire, you’re more than welcome. But I’m waiting here. My father will hear about what’s happened and send an extraction team to get me out.”

“Remember when I said you’d grown some balls? I was wrong.” He had a point though. We couldn’t take on another squad of Grendel Elites. Not while I was carrying Alice.

I needed something better than a gladius. I recalled the rifles the Grendel Elites had been carrying and doubled-back with Alice over my shoulder.

When I got back to the dead lizards, I set the jump mage down and picked up one of the plasma rifles. It was still attached to one of the alien’s limbs, merged with organic material. I used my gladius to sever the connection.

The Academy might have given us stronger prot-fields if they’d known what we’d be facing today. Part of this mission was to see how the cadets would fare with only close combat weapons available to them. This was meant to be a ‘controlled scenario.’

I sheathed my sword and inspected the rifle. I’d seen Grendel weaponry like this before while working as an enchanter apprentice. Most of the time, they were dismantled for Arcane Dust and made into weapons more appropriate for humans to wield. When I opened my control screen, my fears were confirmed.

 

Weapon type: Undocumented Plasma Rifle

Additional damage: [unknown]

Power class: Expert

Weapon effect: [unknown]

Runes inscribed: [unknown]

Rune class: [unknown]

Rune effects: [unknown]

Warning: Undocumented. Use with extreme caution. Abusers will be prosecuted.

 

Even if I’d wanted to break the law and wield the weapon, I couldn’t risk it. If I tried to use the plasma rifle, it might backfire. There was a slim chance it’d work, but it was a chance I wasn’t willing to take.

Still, I slung the weapon over my shoulder. It might be worth a decent amount of Kingdom Points if we ever got off Tyranus, and the strap on the rifle meant I could carry it over my shoulder without sacrificing run speed.

“Everyone is dying all around me,” Ludas said, bordering on delirium. “I’m not going to make it, am I?”

“Keep your head on. We aren’t dead yet. We need to get Alice back to the extraction zone.” I knew our odds were slim, and my prot-field was almost gone, but I wasn’t going to quit even though things looked impossible. I wanted to become a Space Knight more than anything. Mom needed me. I couldn’t abandon her by taking leave of my senses.

With Alice in my arms and the useless plasma rifle hanging from my shoulder, I weaved through the trees, using whatever cover I could find. With my prot-field at such a low capacity, a single plasma ball would probably kill me. Ludas must have changed his mind about waiting for his father to help him because he was following closely behind me. Thankfully, we got to the extraction zone without encountering any more Grendels.

I put Alice down in the small clearing. Standard procedure was to leave supplies in planned extraction zones, and I easily found the crate containing the basic medical kits. I took out the correct drugs to give my friend, punched the needle into her heart, and pushed the drug into her veins.

“Can you open a jump portal?” I asked her when her eyes opened.

“I think so.” Alice squeezed her eyes shut, and the air shimmered in front of her. A crack showed and expanded until it was a few inches wide. She groaned, and the tiny portal vanished. “I can’t do it. I’m too exhausted.”

“We need to find some other medkits. The ones here aren’t strong enough.” I stood and faced the way we’d come. “Maybe someone was carrying something better. We’ll double back and check Sergeant Myers’ corpse. Maybe he had some rune-level kit.”

It was a stupid plan.

The sergeant’s body was a kilometer away, in the enemy infested territory. I should have searched him for advanced medkits before I’d left him.

Ludas’ face drained of color as he stared at Alice. “Poor Boy . . . She’s not breathing.”

“Alice?” I asked as I knelt beside her. Her eyes were open, but there wasn’t any life behind them. My stomach sank, and I blinked away tears. I knew it was futile, but I ripped open another medkit and applied it to what remained of her arm. I might as well have been trying to heal a rock.

My friend was dead, and I would soon be joining her.

Clicking sounds came from the surrounding jungle, and I could see flashes of green scales through the thicket. It sounded like a dozen Grunts were coming toward me, and I knew there would be another group of Elites following them.

Ludas’ eyes widened. “There’s no way out of here. I can’t die! I’m not even meant to be here! I should have graduated without any field missions.” His voice turned into a shriek. “I told my father I’m too important to go on the field. I’m meant to be an officer!”

I swallowed and opened my control screen. The link to the navigator was still broken and incapable of carrying even the smallest message. The rift’s scrambling effects reached even to the extraction zone.

“I’ll take as many out as I can,” I whispered as I stood from Alice’s side.

I felt the same frustrations as Ludas, so it was hard to be angry with him. This mission wasn’t supposed to turn out this way. I’d worked my ass off to get through the Academy like my father had done. Who was going to take care of Mom if I died here? She never wanted me to become a knight. When she told me about the scholarship waiting for me, I’d gone against her wishes and started at the Academy.

If only I’d been quicker to get to Alice’s side. If only I’d fought harder. If only I’d been able to afford better equipment. There were so many things I could have done differently.

The sounds of the Grunts grew closer, and I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. After I’d taken out my share of lizards, the rest would eat me alive. Even if I somehow survived this wave, the starship would nuke the place, and there’d be nothing left of me to send back to my mother.

Angry Grendel screeches filled my ears. They were all around us now.

I wished I was back on the Academy starship with Alice and Ludas.

My stomach lurched suddenly, and I gasped with surprise.

I was standing on the starship’s bridge, cold steel beneath me, with Alice on the ground and Ludas standing behind me.

“How—“ Ludas gasped as his eyes opened.

“Captain . . .” the commander said as she noticed us.

“What is it, Commander?” the captain growled. “We have fifty cadets missing on Tyranus, one of which is Duke Barnes’ beloved whelp. Not to mention a sergeant, and a point clerk. Beyond reason, our navigator cannot contact a single person. Unless you’ve discovered some way of—“ He turned from the computer interface. As he glanced from me to Ludas, his surprise outmatched the commander’s. “You’re cadets. But there was no extraction portal? How did you get here?”

“Our jump mage,” I said quickly. “She brought us back.”

Ludas cocked his head at me, but he didn’t say anything.

Alice was definitely dead before we’d jumped, and if I’d somehow been responsible for our instantaneous escape, it was outlawed magic which would send me straight to the Facility.

I didn’t know if Ludas understood what I’d done, but the brief flash of suspicion vanished from him as he broke into tears.

“I’m alive!” he screamed. “I’m fucking alive!”

“Get this one cleaned up,” the captain said to a yeoman. “Barnes will shit bricks if we deliver his son to him looking like this.”

The yeoman took a blubbering Ludas while I was left to stare at a dead Alice.

Without saying anything to me, the captain turned back to the display screen. He brought up a holographic image of Tyranus and zoomed into the rift site.

“What happened down there, Cadet?” the captain asked.

“We were overcome by Grendels,” I said. “The point clerk said it was a Level Three instead of Level One.”

The captain bristled. “My God . . . then we cannot delay. The Grendels cannot take one of our terraformed planets. Commander, blast it.”

“Yes, Captain.” The commander returned to her console.

“There might be survivors,” I blurted out.

The captain narrowed his eyes at me before returning to the commander. “Do it. Then find out what happened there. This colossal fuck-up won’t be on my head.”

“Yes, Captain.” The commander initiated the countdown.

When it reached zero, I watched the viewscreen as the warhead ejected from the starship’s weapons hangar. It hit Tyranus, and a mushroom cloud enveloped the entire left side of the planet.

The commander stepped out from her console and approached me. “This is the jump mage who brought you back?” She nodded at Alice.

“Yes,” I said. A yeoman came and took Alice’s corpse.

The commander studied me for a moment as though she knew Alice hadn’t been the one to bring us to the starship. “I’ll see she gets the appropriate honors at the graduation. We have thirty minutes before our ship mage brings us back to Caledonia. In the meantime, you’ll need to come with me.”

I nodded to the woman and stood without her help. Then I let her lead me into the briefing room so I could give her a full explanation about the failed mission
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Chapter 2

The Academy starship’s commander interviewed me for seven days while the ship was docked at the Fortress Bratton. I repeated every action I’d taken during the Tyranus mission dozens of times and answered every question with the absolute truth.

Except how we got back to the ship.

“So Alice Jones opened a portal, at which point, you all arrived on the starship?” the commander asked. A holographic map of the rift site floated above the escritoire in her office. Various markers indicated where I’d fought the Grendels, and digital scrolls recounted the events from the rift site to the extraction zone.

“That’s correct, Commander.” I hated lying to an RTF officer, but if the Academy discovered I’d somehow gotten us off Tyranus, I’d end up on a table with a probe up my ass.

Or worse.

The commander sighed as she gazed at the holo and shook her head a dozen times. “I’m afraid none of this adds up . . .”

My heart stopped. Was she about to call in the guards and have me taken away to the Facility? I’d had hardly any sleep for the last week because I’d been wondering when this moment would come.

The mind-reading mages known as diviners would then rifle through my mind, and they’d know for certain I’d performed unauthorized magic on the planet. Kingdom law forbid the use of diviners outside of criminal courts, but such stipulations would vanish if I was facing charges.

“. . . that is unless my hypothesis is correct,” the commander finished after a long pause. “And now it’s conclusively proven.” She nodded to herself, removed her spectacles, and then her eyes met mine. “One of your fellow cadets must have manifested while the rift was opening. We are done here. You can--“

“Manifested?” I shouldn’t have even asked. I should have gotten my ass out of her office right then, but I was curious about what she meant.

“Unauthorized magical abilities. A mutation event. It adversely affected the Tyranus rift. Such events are so infrequent these days; it’s an anomaly we hadn’t accounted for. Suffice it to say, you’re lucky you survived. I’m sorry these interviews have taken so long. I’m sure you would have rather been celebrating your upcoming graduation with your family members.”

“It’s not a problem.” I was just glad not to be shackled and hauled off for dissection.

“Do you have any family coming to the ceremony?” she asked, and I was a bit surprised by her interest.

I shook my head. I didn’t want to tell the commander my home was a two-thousand-mile trip from Bratton, and Mom didn’t have the currency to take a shuttle. The thought only made me more determined to get through the graduation and start earning Kingdom Points.

“No matter,” she said. “You’ll have more than a few fans cheering you on. By the way, Ludas Barnes put a word in for you. He organized the assignment you desired.”

“To be honest, I wasn’t expecting him to follow through.” After we arrived on Bratton, Ludas thanked me profusely for saving his life. I’d been taken aback by his gratefulness. He asked if he could repay me, and I told him getting me on board the RTF Valor as a squire would be great. Ludas agreed, and he seemed sincere.

“We normally don’t have young men with your background joining the ranks. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad to see an Outlander like you in the forces. It’s just unusual.”

I understood what she was inferring. I was poor, and the Royal Trident Forces was meant for the upper crust of our society. Being a squire in the RTF was dangerous, but it was also glorious.

“Still, you earned your way,” she continued. “I see you scored in the top 5% of your class. In fact, if the circumstances of your graduation had been different, you might have been given awards for having set a number of records. Anyway, your test scores meant it didn’t take a lot of wrangling for Ludas to get you where you wanted. Must say, I’d have thought you’d have requested something a little more challenging.”

I wasn’t sure of the commander’s intent, but I assumed it was a nice way of telling me I didn’t belong on a starship like the RTF Valor. I didn’t let it get to me though. I was used to people making assumptions based on where I’d come from.

After the commander dismissed me, I left the briefing room and realized that I had forgotten to ask her about the Grendel plasma rifle that I had carried with me onto the bridge. She had confiscated it for evidence, but it would have been worth a lot of Kingdom Points to me. I debated returning to the room to inquire about the weapon, but I also worried that she might want to ask me more questions. I needed to get to my graduation, so I decided to forget about the rifle and focused my legs on exiting the Academy starship.

The doors opened onto the docking bay. All around me were the vessels of the Royal Trident Forces. I didn’t need to access the kingdom’s inventory on my prot-belt for the details of each starship. I knew every model like an old friend. There were Omuras with forklifts transporting giant containers into their cargo holds. I eyed the sleek Orcas, painted black and white, and imagined sitting inside one while their ionic thrusters shot them through space.

The last vessel I passed was the Valor. It was an Assault Cachalot and the best starship in the entire fleet. I couldn’t help but stare at the gleaming metal of the massive combat vessel as I walked by. I wasn’t the only one either. The ship was docked here to attend the ceremony, and I threaded through a crowd of spectators staring at the magnificent ship.

After graduation, I’d be on this warship, sailing across the galaxy and earning my keep. Maybe Ludas wasn’t as bad as I thought. He’d gotten me the assignment of my dreams, after all.

I was so busy looking at the starship, I wasn’t watching where I was walking, and I collided with the back of a robed man. He grunted with annoyance and turned to face me.

“You lost, kid?” The man rubbed speckling powder over his silver enchanter robes as I stepped back from him. Long gray hair hung in a braid over one of his shoulders. The man was a bit too tall, and his shoulders too wide for a usual enchanter, so I figured he must have been a washed up soldier.

“Oh, sorry for bumping into you.” I was wearing my civilian garb so the enchanter couldn’t have known I was a few hours away from becoming a squire. “I’m about to be assigned to the Valor, so I was a bit distracted looking at her.”

“Assigned to the Valor, huh? You’re a lucky man, then.” The enchanter scrubbed his hands with a cloth, leaving behind remnants of the glowing arcane specks used to draw runes.

“Sure am,” I said, ignoring the man’s smirk of disbelief. “I’m graduating today.”

“So you’re one of the cadets who survived Tyranus.” His smirk faded into an expression of admiration. “I hear you’re an excellent soldier. Although you’re going to be a tardy one if you don’t get moving.”

I checked the time on my prot-belt and realized I was running late. I sprinted out from the bay and into the fortress’s main drag. Hailing a sky carriage, I got inside and punched in the numbers for the Academy’s spire. While the carriage swung and swayed as it moved from one cable to another, I stared outside at the grand sky fortress known as Bratton. The fortress orbited my home planet, Dobuni--one of eighteen celestial bodies under the Caledonian Kingdom’s rule.

Bratton was like a primitive castle made entirely of bleached metal. The imposing fortress was built on an orbiting platform comprising over seven hundred square kilometers. Hundreds of carriages moved along metal cables from one spire to another. Wrapped around the spires were silver wheels etched with gravity runes glowing brilliantly. I remembered watching Bratton orbit the planet from my home in the tenements, always fascinated by its pulsing lights. Now that I was soaring along the skyline, I wasn’t any less impressed.

When the carriage arrived, I linked my belt to pay the fee. The carriage interface beeped loudly and registered an error. Before I could check my currency balance, a knight poked his head into the carriage.

“This one taken?” he asked. His dreadlocks were tied back, and faint runes glowed against the dark skin of his neck. My eyes were then drawn to the four-pronged kite shield embossed on the chest of his white dress uniform--the shield knight sigil.

“I’m just arriving,’ I said. “I . . .”

He glanced at the interface and gave me a knowing smile. “I’ll get it,” he said as he keyed his Master-class belt. Everything about the knight was massive. Most shield knights were big, but this guy was at least seven feet tall, and his muscles bulged beneath his uniform. I wondered how he ever found armor big enough to fit into. In full-gear, he’d probably look like a walking tank.

“Thanks for taking the fare,” I said as I stepped out of the vehicle.

“Wait a minute . . .” The knight looked me up and down. “You’re one of the cadets who took on a whole Grendel horde, aren’t you?”

I shrugged. “It wasn’t exactly like that.”

“Don’t be modest,” he said with a grin. “Everyone has heard what you and Duke Barnes’ son did on Tyranus. You might end up a grand knight one day.” He winked at me and entered the carriage.

“Thank you. I’ll do my best.”

“I’m sure you will. Take care,” he said with another wink, and then the doors closed.

As I took the elevator to my lodgings, my steps were lighter, and I couldn’t help feeling like things were finally looking up. The doors opened with a hiss, and I crossed the long corridor to my room.

I unclipped my prot-belt and laid it on my bed. The Novice class item identified me as a cadet in the RTF, granted me access to the Caledonian network, and, most importantly, enabled me to modify the kingdom’s Runetech. As soon as I graduated, I was going to purchase a new belt, among other things. I couldn’t wait to see what I could buy with the Kingdom Points I’d accumulated.

Folded neatly beside my belt was my ceremonial uniform: a full white coat with matching trousers. The items once belonged to my father, and from the way the coat hugged my shoulders when I buttoned it over my shirt, I was a little bigger than he’d been.

I attached my belt and glanced in the mirror. I didn’t see anything indicating I was a mutant. But then I’d never seen a mutant before. I couldn’t be sure there were any outward signs. The commander certainly hadn’t identified me as one from the way I looked.

For all I knew, Alice had been the one to bring us back to the starship somehow, and the mutation event was some cadet other than me.

No, it had to have been me. I desired more than anything to be on the Academy starship, and then we were there.

What was my ability to teleport if not a mutation? My skin paled and my mouth lost all moisture as I considered the implications. Was I responsible for the deaths of my fellow cadets, for the death of Alice?

I spun away from the mirror, not allowing myself to think along those lines. If I wanted to remain a squire after graduation, I couldn’t teleport ever again.

With renewed resolve, I turned back to the mirror and traced my finger over the intricate embossing on my coat. On my right breast was the royal symbol of the Caledonian Kingdom: a glowing trident. Today, I would become a squire, and take the first step toward knighthood. I wished Mom could have been here, but I knew she would be proud when she watched the ceremony on the Cube.

I exhaled and left for the amphitheater in the Academy’s carriage. I didn’t need to key-in my belt for this trip since it was inside the same zone. I watched hundreds of other carriages make their way to the massive amphitheater for the graduation. My heart fluttered as I thought about all those people looking at me. It wouldn’t only be them; the ceremony would be broadcast to billions of others. For a few hours, I’d be on every Cube throughout the Caledonian Kingdom.

Situated in the middle of the spires, Bratton’s amphitheater was an enormous domed arena with seating for over ten thousand. From my vantage point high above the arena, I could see the seats were full, despite only two cadets graduating today. Core World nobles and foreign dignitaries sat in the elevated circle, members of the Royal Trident Forces lined the center auditorium, and civilians amassed on the ground floor.

The carriage lurched to a halt, and I made my way through the arena’s reception. By the time I reached the podium overlooking the arena, I was feeling unsure about my presence here today. Behind me were dozens of caskets. I glanced at them for only a second, but the thought lingered that I was responsible for the deaths of my classmates.

Ludas stood beside me in a uniform similar to mine, except the Core World noble crest ran along his cuffs and collar. We awaited the arrival of whichever royal would be knighting us. I would have liked it to be Queen Catrina, but she didn’t attend the graduations personally any more.

I’d been to three other ceremonies as a cadet. Normally I couldn’t hear myself think for all the cheering family members, but today a somber atmosphere silenced the crowd. Most everyone was garbed in the black robes of mourning. Even the nobles seemed to have chosen to don darker clothing, rather than their usual gaudy attire.

“Thanks for following through for me,” I said to Ludas.

His grin vanished, and he gave me a confused look.

“You got me assigned to the Valor,” I clarified.

For a moment I thought Ludas hadn’t fulfilled his promise and I was going to end up on some backwater planet, but then recognition entered his eyes.

“Oh, that,” he said. “It was the least I could do after you saved me from the lizards.”

I was starting to wonder where the Ludas who I’d endured while at the Academy was, but then he returned.

“Try to smile, Poor Boy,” he said to me from the corner of his mouth while waving to the dignitaries above us. “You’re meant to be celebrating.”

“All of our classmates and friends are dead,” I said.

“But we are alive. So be happy, at least for the broadcast.”

I was ecstatic to be here awaiting my graduation, but the caskets behind me drained any desire to show it outwardly. All forty-eight of them represented the bodies of the fallen cadets I’d spent three years training with. The other two were for Sergeant Myers, the only person besides Alice who hadn’t called me Poor Boy; and the point clerk who’d died in my arms.

I tried to avoid looking at the parents of the fallen cadets. One face caught my attention, and suddenly I was walking down from the podium. Every eye watched me as I waded through the crowd on the ground floor and climbed the steps to the middle section where the members of the RTF were seated.

Alice’s family was gathered together, her mother clutching a tear-soaked handkerchief, her brothers and sisters silent. Under different circumstances, they might have been cheering and waving as Alice prepared to graduate as a jump mage. Standing above them all like a sentinel of honor, was Alice’s father. I shook his hand, and he returned a firm grip. Dozens of medals lined the right breast of his RTF veteran’s royal blue robes.

“Congratulations, Nicholas. You’re a fine lad. You deserve this.”

“I’m sorry Alice couldn’t be here today, sir.” I choked out the words.

“I’m sorry, too. At least I know she’s a hero.” He sniffed and gave me a strong clap on the shoulder. Alice’s mother smiled weakly at me, though she didn’t seem able to bring herself to speak.

With a nod, I walked back to the podium. Alice was definitely a hero, even if she hadn’t been the one to jump us back to the Academy’s starship. I wiped a stray tear from my face as trumpets blared.

A disc laced with gravity runes carried two figures over the crowd to the podium. Duke Edmund Barnes and a man I didn’t recognize wearing the purple robes of a mage stepped between Ludas and me.

The duke wore a bright red coat lined with expensive fur and a white silk tunic pulling against his ample belly. His hand sat on the pommel of his jewel-encrusted sword as he looked out at the masses. I couldn’t help noticing the sneer he gave them, but it soon vanished when he turned to me. “Hello, Nicholas.” I bowed my head, and he turned to Ludas. “Son.”

Ludas seemed to cower before the imposing presence of his father. I didn’t blame him. The duke exuded a commanding aura, and it wasn’t just the Legendary runes glimmering along his garments when they caught the light. This man wielded power beyond anything even the grand knights of the RTF were granted, and he had a personality to match.

Duke Barnes raised his jeweled hands to the audience, and the runes glowing around his clean-shaven neck enhanced his voice as he spoke. “Greetings nobles, dignitaries, warriors in the Royal Trident Forces, and subjects of our illustrious Queen Catrina, who wishes she could have been here today. Unfortunately, the constant threat of insurrection has made her presence impossible. Nevertheless, this ceremony is marred by a horrible tragedy. These empty caskets behind me represent those cadets who might have become squires today, were it not for the Grendel hordes which took them from us.”

When the duke finished speaking, the trumpets began the funeral ode, and the crowd silenced until the final stanza played. I thought of Alice and how much I cared for my only friend in the Academy. I swallowed back my tears as the trumpets died down. I should have asked her out. I should have at least told her how I felt about her, but now I would never be able to.

“With the Fallen watching from the furthest star, I present the cadets who will become squires today.” The duke adjusted the crown sitting atop his permed mop and held out his arm toward me. “Nicholas Lyons, Outlander, and survivor of the Tyranus Tragedy. His low birth was not the only obstacle he conquered to be here today. This cadet showed himself valiant against insurmountable odds with the assistance of the other graduating cadet.”

The duke raised his other arm to Ludas. “Ludas Barnes, nobleman of the Core Worlds, Heir to House Barnes, and my son. Showing an unmatched bravery, he fought against an innumerable horde of Grendel monsters, and brought a fellow cadet home.”

I bristled a little at the duke’s exaggeration and tried to ignore the way Ludas puffed up his chest. I was a few seconds away from becoming a squire, and I didn’t want a spoiled aristocrat to sour it.

“I present these squires elect to the subjects of our beloved Queen.” Reaching both arms to the stars, Barnes asked the crowd, “Do you, the people of the Caledonian Kingdom, accept these men as squires in the Royal Trident Forces?”

The crowd broke into applause, and my chest blossomed with pride. Even in the tragedy, there was a silver lining. The broadcast drones zoomed over the crowd and faced me. I stared into their optics and thought about Mom watching me from home.

“This is for you, Mom,” I whispered.

Duke Barnes faced the mage. “Then I shall request High Sorcerer Silvester Polgar to anoint these men with the graduation honors of squire runes.”

The dour sorcerer took my right palm. All along the surface of his hand were scars. He removed a small canister from his robes and flicked it open. Bright gas fluttered out from it and then vanished. Inside, was the precious substance known as Arcane Dust. Grendel items brought back from rifts could be dismantled to produce this incredibly powerful material. The sorcerer placed a jewel-encased pinky finger into the canister and removed a tiny fraction of the glowing mineral.

His eyes met mine, and for the first time, I noticed the scars fracturing the runes tattooed to Polgar’s pale cheeks. The sight only increased my nerves as he held my right hand and used the Dust-soaked jewel to pierce my palm. I clenched my jaw as Polgar made an incision in the shape of the squire rune.

Arcane energy warmed my hand and flowed along my limbs until every part of me was about to burst. The magic infused my soul, making me something more than I had been before. This was the secret humanity stole from the Grendels, the secret granting us untold power from across the stars. Rune magic. The sensation faded, and all I was left with was a throbbing hand.

Polgar crossed the podium, his cloak billowing out behind him. He took Ludas’ hand and went through the same process.

“Now,” the duke said, “you shall kneel before me as the vector of our Queen’s divine graces, and enter the Holy Order of Squires.”

I took my place in front of the duke with Ludas beside me. I bowed my head as the duke pressed his ceremonial sword onto each of my shoulders three times.

“Stand, Squires. Your path to knighthood has only just begun. Go into the vast corners of the universe, fighting our Grendel foes and winning their relics for the kingdom. Once you have achieved bounties equal to 50,000 Kingdom Points, you shall be eligible for the knighthood examination.”

The duke grabbed our arms and thrust them into the air. “Honor your Queen and serve your kingdom for the rest of your days!”

Trumpets erupted into a celebratory chorus, and streamers burst from the drones, showering the crowd in dozens of colors.

The air above the crowd crackled, and the image of Queen Catrina appeared. Her golden hair framed an angelic face, and the sapphires encrusted into her crown made her azure eyes sparkle. She raised an ivory skinned hand and stretched her slender fingers in a royal blessing. Unable to do otherwise, I genuflected. Everyone followed, and the amphitheater went quiet as she spoke.

“Congratulations, Squires. For as long as the Caledonian Kingdom has existed in this section of the vast galaxies known to mankind, we have needed warriors. You shall defend against the terrors from beyond the rifts, and, should there be a need, you shall be called upon to fight against enemies in this dimension.”

Her beautiful face became sorrowful, and I wanted to reach out to her so I might give her solace. Everything I’d heard about the Queen’s irresistible allure was true. I couldn’t tell if I was feeling this way because of magic, or because she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

“My condolences for the many losses on Tyranus,” she continued. “Your sons and daughters were heroes, giving their lives for the Caledonian Kingdom.”

“What happened to my son?” a nobleman screeched from the arena’s midsection, and the Queen’s image flickered before she disappeared. “I demand an explanation! It was supposed to be easy! No one was supposed to die!”

The audience let out a collective gasp as they turned to the man. I could see Alice’s father nod, and it looked as if a few other nobles were about to speak.

“Thank you for your devotion,” the duke said to the nobleman before anyone else could speak, “but please refrain from calling out.”

The duke’s strategy didn’t work, and others from the crowd voiced their anger until there were dozens of voices hurling demands for an explanation at Duke Barnes. They soon became a furor, and I feared these mourning noble families might scale the podium.

The duke nodded at Polgar, and the sorcerer signaled with his hand to someone behind the velvet curtains. Suddenly, a strange white noise filled my ears. I strained to hear a stringed instrument play beyond the noise, and then it was gone.

“Rest assured, the fallen cadets are heroes.” The duke seemed like he was having trouble maintaining his smile. “The proceedings are now over.”

The trumpets played another song while the crowds shuffled out of the amphitheater in single file. I couldn’t understand how their moods changed so swiftly. They’d seemed on the cuff of rioting, now they were exiting the ceremony in an orderly manner rivaling an army of marching soldiers. I knew the reason for all of it when Duke Barnes led Ludas and me through the back curtain.

An ensemble of knights clad in armor were busy strumming stringed weapons. Their chest plates were inscribed with silver mandolins. These were herald knights with the magical equipment that affected others with their music. Their presence here explained the sudden change in the crowd’s mood.

“Sometimes people require a slight push in the right direction,” High Sorcerer Silvester Polgar said as he came alongside me. “A few runesongs from these heralds and the people calm down soon enough.”

I sighed and nodded. Those people the heralds manipulated with their magic were right to be angry, but I couldn’t tell the sorcerer that. The nobleman’s outburst had soured the ceremony, and he had not been wrong. They did deserve an explanation, but if the duke had told them about the mutation event , they would only wonder if it had been their son or daughter who had caused the anomaly.

The sorcerer touched me on the shoulder, and the scars made his face pull into a hideous approximation of a smile. “You’ll learn in time that the people out there,” he pointed through the curtain, “can’t possibly understand everything which occurs in the Royal Trident Forces.” He slinked away, his robes grazing the floor as though he was levitating.

I knew then the sorcerer wasn’t my kind of man.

I walked to the amphitheater’s reception, and lost count of the accolades from passing men and women along the way. I took their praise with gratefulness, but the deaths of my fellow cadets were never far from my mind.

At the reception, a yeoman was standing in front of a console, and she smiled at me as I approached the assignment board.

“You’ll be pleased to know you received your requested assignment,” she said.

My heart pounded as I read the board.

Squire Ludas Barnes (Caledonian noble) - RTF Valor (Assault Cachalot)

Squire Nicholas Lyons (Outlander) - Deira Sector Outpost

“There must be some mistake,” I said aloud, unable to believe what I was reading.

“Impossible,” the yeoman said, still smiling. Behind her pleasantness, I could tell she’d endured a long day. Although she was beautiful, her eyes were puffy from a lack of sleep. She’d probably been dealing with all the paperwork after the disaster on Tyranus, and the last thing she wanted to deal with was me.

“Marquess Ludas Barnes specifically requested you be sent to this station,” she said. “Normally we don’t call in favors, and I told him as much, then he threatened me. Said I’d lose my job if I didn’t put you on Deira. He told me you wanted a break after what happened on Tyranus. I don’t blame you.” She touched my arm lightly. “It couldn’t have been easy seeing what you saw.”

I heard laughter from the exit corridor and cocked my head so I could see past the yeoman’s slender figure. Ludas was busy talking with a bunch of robed nobles gathered at the doorway, a shit-eating grin on his face.

“Thank you,” I said. The yeoman winked at me, and I stormed over to Ludas.

He shone with pride under the attention of the other nobles, making grand sweeping motions with his arms. “I was exhausted and barely able to move, but I persevered. Using all of my energy, I cut off one of the Grendel’s heads. At least a dozen more came for me, so I performed a spinning attack. Like this.” What Ludas did next looked more suited to a ballroom than a battlefield.

I pushed through the nobles and grabbed him by the shoulders. “What do you know about the Deira Sector Outpost?” I was trying not to screech, and my voice cracked. The nobles gasped, but I ignored them.

Ludas avoided my gaze. “Uhhh…I…You fought really well on Tyranus, and I figured you deserved a break.”

“Is this the one you saved, Ludas?” a noblewoman asked, looking at me as if I was some kind of pauper. “You should be grateful, Poor Boy.”

I ignored the wench and narrowed my eyes at Ludas. I could have kicked his ass right there in front of his friends, but I didn’t really care whether the nobles knew the truth about what happened on Tyranus. I just wanted him to fix my assignment.

Ludas pulled me aside, out of hearing range of the nobles. “The truth is, Poor Boy, I didn’t get you assigned to the Valor because there was only one open slot for a squire. It’s the best ship, so I’m going to need the spot to help with my career.”

I gritted my teeth and tried to dismiss the aching desire to pummel him. “Why the Deira Sector Outpost?” Deira was the furthest location under Caledonian rule, and it bordered Deep Space. Nothing ever happened there. It was practically a place for knights to retire and still earn currency.

Ludas looked down at my clenched fists and gulped. “Uhh. . . actually, I wanted you as far from the kingdom as possible. I can’t have you going around telling everyone about how you brought me back from Tyranus, or reminding me I owe you favors.”

My stomach sunk when I heard his admission of betrayal. I wanted to believe Tyranus might have changed Ludas. The horrors we’d seen should have turned him into an honorable man. Instead, it seemed being labeled a hero had made him more of a dick. Maybe I should have left him planetside to become Grendel-meat. At least I wouldn’t be looking at his smug face right now as he explained why he’d got me the worst assignment possible.

Ludas puffed his chest up when he realized I wasn’t going to pummel him. “You understand the position I’m in, don’t you? You’re an Outlander. The RTF doesn’t work like it used to. Not since King Justinian died. We nobles run things now. You should be happy about the Deira Sector Outpost. If the Pure-Blood faction gets their way, there won’t be any Outlanders among the Space Knights. Stationed all those light years away might allow you to avoid that. Besides, at least you won’t have to fight any more of those terrible lizards again. I’m doing you a favor, Poor Boy.” He gave me a smile filled with gleaming white teeth. They looked like bowling pins, and my fist was one bad decision away from scoring a strike.

The more I stared at him, the more I thought about pinning Ludas against the wall by his throat and feeling the last of his breath leave his lungs. But I controlled myself. With a grunt, I turned away and left him to resume telling tales of his bravado to the other nobles.

“I knew you’d understand, Poor Boy!” Ludas called out as I walked back to the yeoman.

She fluttered her eyes at me as I approached. “Did you sort things out with Marquess Barnes?”

“He made a mistake. I’m not meant to be on the Deira Sector Outpost. Can you arrange a new assignment? Please,” I added.

“You’re much politer than Marquess Barnes was, but there’s nothing I can do. Changing your assignment now would require someone with authorization far beyond what I have. Even if you are a hero.” She stepped out from behind the console and leaned against it in a display of her long legs. “Do you have any plans tonight?”

I gently pushed her hand away from where it was playing with my coat collar. “Thanks, maybe some other time. I have to see someone.”

Someone with high enough authorization to get me onto a half-decent starship. I squared my shoulders as I walked past the group of sneering nobles and made my way to the carriage station.

If Ludas wasn’t going to change my assignment, I’d go ask his father.
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Chapter 3

I pressed the notifier-button beside the steel door bearing the red crest of the House of Barnes. The intersecting curls and slashes looked like a tower wrapped in vines. Apparently, the more elaborate the crest, the more important the noble family. Every crest I’d seen looked a bit ridiculous, but I didn’t understand much about the way the aristocracy did things.

“Enter,” the duke’s voice crackled from the intercom above me.

The doors folded open, and I stepped through.

Duke Barnes sat on a high-backed throne at the far end of the vast room. As the expensive carpet deadened the sound of my footsteps, my eyes were drawn to the suits of Runetech armor standing to either side of the aisle. The Arcane Dust had not yet faded, so many of them glowed with runic power. Every item was Legendary class.

At the end of the aisle, I bowed to the duke. When I straightened, a servitor painted in the Barnes house colors approached me. A white light shone from its mechanical arms as it ran them up and down my body. Once it finished the scan, it trudged backward until it came to a halt beside Barnes.

“You’ll have to excuse my attendant,” Duke Barnes said, nodding at the servitor. “The constant threat of the insurrectionists has made me cautious. Even lords are not safe from their blackguard.”

“I’ve come to request a new assignment, my lord,” I said hastily, my nerves getting the better of me.

The duke held out the goblet in his hand, and the servitor poured dark wine into it. “These servitors are good for other things, too, which is why I still keep them around,” he said, ignoring my request. “Some of the other houses think me old-fashioned, but it’s so difficult to find good quality service these days.”

I eyed the robot and wondered whether it was scanning our conversation with its biofeedback surveillance systems. Technically, it was against Caledonian law to scan without verbal agreement, but the duke wasn’t exactly beholden to legislation within his private residence. I just had to make sure I avoided any questions about Tyranus.

“Ah, yes, your assignment,” the duke exclaimed as if only now hearing what I’d said. “I have it here.”

Barnes flicked his hand, and the Assignment Request Form materialized on a holographic display between us. Ludas had filled out the form on my behalf. The muscles on my shoulders bunched up when I read my assignment: Deira Sector Outpost.

The duke brought the digital document forward with a wave, magnifying the final line. “This clearly states Ludas recommended the outpost on your behalf. It looks to me like he was doing you a favor by adding his name. I understand you may now wish to retract this, but you should know there’s no shame in wanting to be away from the battlefield.” The way he was smirking made it clear he thought it most shameful.

I considered how best to bring up the truth. I couldn’t exactly say his son was both a coward and a liar. The duke dismissed the document with a flick of his hand and stared down at me behind thick eyebrows. He was a busy man, and he probably didn’t have a lot of patience for random squires meeting with him on such short notice.

The stained glass windows behind the throne made the room swirl with colors, and I was having trouble focusing. Although I was wearing the ceremonial dress of a squire, and my throbbing palm bore squire runes, I was an outsider here. This was the first time I’d even been inside a noble family’s spire. A single thread in the tapestries hanging behind the throne was probably worth more currency than I’d earn in a whole year as a squire.

Yet I had graduated. I wasn’t simply an Outlander anymore.

I stared the duke straight in the eye. “I am sorry, my lord, but your son wasn’t exactly telling the truth.”

“He lied?”

Under his penetrating gaze, I shrugged my shoulders and cleared my throat. “My hope was to be assigned to the RTF Valor, my lord. Ludas said he would recommend me for the squire position on that vessel.”

“Instead, Ludas got you sent to this outpost. Now, why would he do that?” Duke Barnes sipped from his goblet thoughtfully. His mouth broadened into a grin, and he slammed his goblet down, splashing wine on the throne’s golden arms. “Ha! Ludas wanted the Valor’s squire position for himself! He is a wily young man, of that there is no doubt.” A proud smile settled on the lord’s face. “He’s certainly the fruit of my loins!”

This meeting wasn’t going as well as I would have liked, but pressing the point that Ludas had pulled a swift one on me might just anger the duke. “I was hoping you could get me another assignment, my lord. Honestly, any ship would do. I’m a proficient fighter, and I think my skills would be of greater service to our Queen if I were clearing rifts.”

“Let me see.” The duke twisted his right hand, and my details materialized in front of him. He took a long draw from the goblet as he scanned through to the bottom. “You’re more than proficient. In fact, I’m surprised you were able to pass most of the tests given your poor lineage.” He swirled his goblet and gauged me with his eyes, as though maybe I’d somehow cheated. “The Deira Sector Outpost might lack allure, but squires are sorely needed there. Deep Space is not as uneventful as you might have been told, and someone has to watch the Starline.” His words made my heart slam into my chest, and I tried to think of a way to change his mind.

“My lord, I am your servant. There must be some ship you can place me on where I might have more of an opportunity,” The sentence came from my mouth hastily, and I lowered my head more. I hated bowing before anyone who wasn’t the Queen, but my pride didn’t matter at the moment. I’d never be able to pay for a new home for my mother if I was stuck at the Deira Sector Outpost.

“Hmmm. Now that I think of it, there is a ship who desperately needs a squire recruit,” he said, and I looked up to see the man wearing a coy grin.

“There is?” My surprise gave way to intense gratitude. “Thank you, my lord!”

I couldn’t believe my bad luck had turned around. Finally, I was going to be on a starship. It didn’t matter what class of vessel it was, as long as I wasn’t stuck on an outpost. An Omura class frigate wouldn’t be too bad. At least I could get used to it. Even a Sei class frigate would be tolerable. A few years, and I could request a transfer to a larger vessel. Anything but an outpost assignment would mean I could climb the ranks.

“But—“ The duke raised a finger. “There is a condition. You would be working for me. I need eyes and ears on that ship.”

“I’m not sure I understand, my lord,” I said.

“I’d like you to be on the vessel as a squire and then report back to me everything you see and hear while you are there. It is a simple mission really. Your ability to pass the Academy tests show you are more than able to help me.”

“You want me to be a spy?” I struggled to keep the shock out of my voice.

“Not at all. The vessel is owned by the Caledonian Kingdom. You would be simply keeping an eye on things, making sure the crew is obeying the laws of our beloved Queen. I would have a servitor assigned to the vessel, but something makes me think they wouldn’t make great squires.” He held out his arm, and more wine trickled into his goblet from the servitor. “Have you heard of the RTF Stalwart?”

My mouth dropped. I tried my best to close it, but it wouldn’t obey.

Who hadn’t heard of the Stalwart? It was the laughingstock of the RTF. The kind of starship drill sergeants would threaten cadets with if they didn’t fold their tunics into perfect squares or properly polish their prot-belts. It was one of the oldest starships in the fleet, and no one could understand why it hadn’t been decommissioned yet.

“I take it the ship is known to you, then?” the duke asked.

I tried not to look disappointed. “I have heard of it, my lord.”

A thought came to me. Maybe the Stalwart was one of many ships the duke wanted someone to have a closer look at. Maybe there were others he might assign me to. I only had to ask.

“A ship like the Stalwart is bound to have hundreds of non-regulation modifications, my lord. I’m not sure I’d be able to list everything wrong with it even if I was on the ship for a decade. Do you really need someone on the ship to confirm it’s not space worthy?”

“You won’t be there to detail failures in the enchanter code, Squire Lyons. You’ll be watching for insurrection.” He raised an eyebrow as he said the word. The duke must have noticed my shock, because he then said, “Yes, now you see this is an assignment of the highest order. One deserving of a hero.”

I knew his intention was to make me overblown with pride, but I really didn’t feel like a hero. And this assignment was making me feel the complete opposite.

This was almost as bad as being posted at the Deira Sector Outpost.

Maybe it was worse.

No, it couldn’t possibly be worse than manning what served as a retirement home. Aboard the Stalwart, I’d be working for the duke, and he was directly under Queen Catrina, so this secret mission was practically given to me by the Queen--in a roundabout fashion. Maybe the spacecraft wouldn’t be so bad. Drill sergeants told all kinds of stories to cadets. The ones about the Stalwart could have been exaggerated.

“I’ll do it, my lord,” I said with honor.

“Of course you will. Apart from the possibility of insurrectionists among the crew, you’ll find the Stalwart an otherwise uneventful craft. Humanitarian missions are just the thing for someone who wants a break from the action.”

My stomach dropped, and my throat became dry. “Humanitarian missions?”

“The Stalwart avoids combat zones. There’ll be no rift clearing for you. No more Grendels to worry about. You’ll be delivering supplies to the kingdom’s provinces. Food and things. All the while keeping an eye on the crew and reporting everything you see.”

This was definitely worse than the outpost. I would be a glorified trader, paid some meager sum while expected to spy on the crew. This was nothing like I’d imagined my first mission as a squire would be.

“My lord, is it possible I’m not the right person for this mission?” I blinked a dozen times in a row, but the duke wasn’t paying much attention to my emotions.

He dismissed me with a wave. “Don’t be foolish. Ludas told me all about what happened on Tyranus. Someone like you is better suited to humanitarian missions.”

I clenched my fists, and my nails dug into my palms. “What did Ludas say to you about Tyranus?”

“He told me you couldn’t deal with the combat.” Barnes smiled at me with pity. “He also said he dragged you to safety.”

I was a fraction away from bursting into laughter at the ridiculousness of his son’s recount. If I hadn’t been so mad, I might have done so. Ludas was still making my life hell, even after graduation. One look at the visual feeds from my Academy training and the duke would know his son was lying.

Maybe it was too much effort. Maybe it didn’t really matter what Duke Barnes thought of me.

At least I had a job now, and it wasn’t on a backwater outpost. I’d report everything I saw on the Stalwart and find a way to make extra currency. The duke might underestimate me, and Ludas might have made things difficult, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t going to fulfill my dream to become a knight, one way or another.

“Now,” the duke continued, “your point of contact will be High Sorcerer Silvester Polgar. I will be unable to speak with you for the duration of your assignment, so please try not to vex him. He can be . . . difficult at times.”

“Yes, my lord.” I didn’t care whether I’d have to shine the sorcerer’s boots to be on a starship.

“Very good. Then I wish you luck in your venture. Remember, your service is to our most gracious lady, Queen Catrina. If the crew are indeed insurrectionists, they’ll believe themselves her servants. But any mission performed outside of her Royal Trident Forces’ chain of command is treasonous. You understand?”

“Yes, my lord.” I was starting to sound like a broken servitor, and I felt a wide grin come to my mouth.

“Polgar!” the duke called out. “Nicholas Lyons here is the Stalwart’s new recruit.”

I turned to see the sorcerer glide toward the throne. When he came beside me, he leaned on his staff and studied my face without saying a word. I could hear the thrumming of magical power reverberating from the twisted wooden staff and see the arcane aura making the air around it shift.

He had been somewhat jovial toward me after the ceremony, but now he glared at me from behind his hooked nose. “I was curious about your history, so I looked up your file. Almost perfect test scores. Difficult for a noble. Impossible for one of your stock.”

I fought back the urge to tell him I’d never cheated on a single test and the only reason more Outlanders weren’t in the Academy was because the tuition was so expensive. I had my father to thank for mine, and I’d worked my ass off to pass those tests. While the nobles were partying, I was either in my room hitting the books or in the battle chambers fighting simulated Grendels.

I could have told Polgar all those things, but an argument might mean me losing my new assignment. Instead, I swallowed my pride and tried not to show the sorcerer how much I despised him.

“What does it matter how Squire Lyons managed those results?” Duke Barnes said as he flicked his fingers through the air to bring up my test scores. “He showed ingenuity. The kind of untraditional thinking these Outlanders excel in. It makes him the perfect candidate for our mission aboard the Stalwart.”

“Perhaps,” Polgar continued staring at me, his scarred fingers strumming his glowing staff. “I’ve been meaning to ask Lyons about what happened on Tyranus.” The sorcerer’s gaze moved to the servitor. “I heard the report, but some of it doesn’t make sense. Tell us, Outlander, how is it that you and the duke’s son were able to jump to the starship when your jump mage was already dead?”

The servitor beside the throne beeped, and I realized it was scanning everything. Was this conversation planned? An elaborate ploy concocted by the lord and the sorcerer to find out whether I’d been responsible for the mutation event?

I shook myself out of the stupid thought. I was becoming too anxious.

“Alice must have died during the jump.” I swallowed as the servitor’s front interface flickered strangely.

Polgar didn’t remove his eyes from the robot. “Do you know the probability of a successful jump when the mage’s heart has ceased to beat midway through a transfer? It is infinitesimal.”

“I guess I’m just lucky,” I said with a shrug.

“Ha!” the duke roared. “You hear that, Silvester? The man is lucky. After all, he did get out of Tyranus alive.” He turned to the servitor to refill his goblet and frowned as its lights flashed an array of colors before settling on amber. The lord looked up at me. “What do you know about servitors, Nicholas?”

“They are primitive tech which existed since before the First Pioneers discovered Arcane Dust. I don’t mean to offend you, my lord, but I don’t believe non-magical technology is all that reliable.” I swallowed as the servitor’s lights remained a dull amber. I was telling the truth, and the robot’s display hadn’t changed. Maybe it was malfunctioning, making me the luckiest man alive.

“You appear to be correct, Squire.” Duke Barnes slapped the servitor. It let out a series of high-pitched beeps, and the power gauge flashed. It was just my luck when the robot suddenly blinked out, probably from the force of the duke’s blow. “Polgar, will you have my retainer order me another of these models?”

“Yes, my lord,” he answered, though he was now staring at me as if I’d somehow caused the robot to die.

I let my shoulders relax, and from the duke’s sudden anger, I guessed he might have lost all the robot’s truth records when it short-circuited.

“I noticed your Kingdom Balance was low when I pulled up your file,” Duke Barnes said to me as he flicked his fingers through my test score reports again. “It looks like you were assumed dead after the Academy starship was unable to communicate with anyone on Tyranus.”

Polgar’s bearded face twisted into a grin, and a sinking feeling threatened to overwhelm me. What was I going to do now? I needed to buy gear before I went on my assignment. I couldn’t show up to the Stalwart with only Novice equipment.

I’d worked so hard to save those KPs. I couldn’t believe what the duke was telling me, but I now knew why the carriage hadn’t registered my payment.

“Don’t be troubled by this, Nicholas. This is a fault of our kingdom’s efficiency. I shall correct our error immediately. Silvester, give the word to my retainer that the Barnes account shall transfer 3000 Kingdom Points into the account of Nicholas Lyons.”

The sorcerer bristled, and my heart did a double-jump. I liked seeing Polgar peeved at my turn of fortune, but I was even happier about the duke’s generosity.

“Thank you, my lord.”

“You are most welcome. Ensure that you serve me, and your queen,” the duke said, and it was obvious that I was being dismissed.

“I will, my lord.” I bowed again before leaving the throne room, feeling the sorcerer’s eyes bore into my back. The Duke might have dismissed his servitor’s objections to my story, but the sorcerer clearly hadn’t. Polgar might be able to pull the data from the dead robot, but it’d likely be corrupted. I would have to be careful around him from now on.

Once I’d left the plaza of noble family spires, I decided against taking a carriage. Thanks to the advanced atmospheric systems, the air on Bratton was far cleaner than it was planetside, and I wanted to take in the scenery before spending months on a starship. While I crossed the park greenery, I accessed the Caledonian database from my prot-belt. Without my helmet, the menu displayed on a holo projected by the belt’s buckle. I searched for the Stalwart and read the ship’s details.

 

RTF Stalwart (Beluga class Transport Support)

Hull: Crystalanium-ST Composite

Length: 180 meters

Mass: Approximately 271,728 metric tons

Crew: Approximately 80 current crew members. Maximum 220 crew members.

Arcane chamber: Matthias

Rune lances: 4

Plasma quarrels: 10

Heavy cannons: 2

Shield stations: 5

Fighter craft: 2

Shuttle craft: 4

Heavy Tanks: 4

 

It was clear from the low-res image accompanying the readout the Stalwart was the product of a mad engineer’s experiment. No part of the starship was regulation. There was no guarantee it wouldn’t fall apart while we were voyaging through the universe. Maybe it would fail to leave the docking station.

How in the hell was it allowed to fly? Someone could make a call to an inspector and have the ship docked, giving me enough time to organize another assignment.

I stopped myself. Even though it wasn’t the Valor, I was still well on the way to becoming a full-fledged knight and helping Mom get out of the tenements. It might be a little harder to earn Kingdom Points on humanitarian missions, but I’m sure Duke Barnes would pay me well for providing information on the Stalwart’s crew. Come to think of it, we’d never discussed any form of payment. He’d given me 3000 Kingdom Points, but they wouldn’t last long. I sighed. He was probably expecting me to do the right thing for the sake of the kingdom. Working for the kingdom wasn’t a bad thing, but I needed currency to purchase a home for Mom that wasn’t located in a neighborhood renowned for all the wrong reasons.

Some of the citizens I passed stopped to congratulate me, and I realized I was still wearing my ceremonial uniform. I didn’t have much time to purchase new gear and get to the Stalwart before it set sail, and I couldn’t waste time talking with every second person I walked by. I rushed along the path and took a carriage to my lodgings.

When I arrived in my room, I donned my Novice armor, in case I ran into any trouble. It was unlikely, but unexpected things could happen inside the Business Spire.

I slipped my armored pants on, then my boots, followed by my breastplate. My rerebrace, spaulders, and gauntlets clipped together into a single item, and I pulled them over each arm and then attached them to the magneton fasteners on the chest piece.

The Novice armor set wasn’t spectacular, so I hoped to replace at least some of it with better items. It was bulky and a little difficult to maneuver in, but it was still RTF-approved equipment.

My final item was a surcoat I’d inherited from my father, and I flipped it over my shoulders and fastened it to my spaulders. It would obscure most of my armor so I wouldn’t cause too much of a stir while walking through the spire. I didn’t wear my helmet for the same reason.

When I attached my gladius to my prot-belt, the memory of Tyranus whirled through my mind.

All of my classmates had died. Alice had died. I would honor their memory. The Stalwart might not be the most prestigious starship, but I’d make the best of it.

I packed all my remaining belongings into a duffle bag and requested the concierge to send it to the Stalwart. My steps were somewhat surer as I caught a carriage.

While I was making my way across Bratton’s skyline, I recorded a message to Mom, letting her know everything was fine and I’d been assigned to the Stalwart for humanitarian missions. I could imagine how overjoyed she’d be when she learned I wasn’t clearing rifts on my first assignment. As soon as the message sent, I glanced up at my destination. This was the Business Spire, and I was fifty-one floors away from getting my first Squire class equipment.

I needed to hurry my ass up if I wanted to purchase new gear and make it to the Stalwart on time.
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Chapter 4

Hundreds of shuttles flew in and out from the many docking bays of the bulky spire. Most of the vessels would be delivering goods for the many shops and factories inside. The top half of the spire was made of the same bleached material seen throughout Bratton, but the bottom half was constructed almost haphazardly of multicolored scrap metal.

There was one entrance to the right, leading to a private elevator. Unfortunately it was restricted to nobles, so I entered the left hand archway into the marketplace filled with my people--Outlanders.

Our bodies tended to be leaner, stronger, and more athletic than the Core World peoples. The physical differences were slight, but they allowed for an easier regulation of our bodies’ biological rhythms on planets where rune-forming hadn’t gone perfectly.

The predatory life forms my ancestors lived among were almost as terrible as Grendels, and we evolved to better combat those deadly enemies. The creatures on our home worlds emitted a glow from within their stomachs, and our silver irises allowed us to detect blue light easier. Eventually we wiped those monsters out, but then we’d faced a new kind of threat: human civilization.

I’d learned to appreciate my Outlander heritage from my Mom, and there wasn’t much racism against our people outside of the “Pure-Blood” faction on the Core Worlds. Most citizens only judged Outlanders by how much wealth their family possessed, and now that I was a knight, they would only care about how many Kingdom Points I brought into the realm.

Outlanders also loved music. Which is why on every corner I passed buskers strummed their guitars and pounded their drums while beautiful women with jingling bracelets danced in circles. Children ran barefoot, waving balloon animals over their heads. In many ways, these lower levels were like the tenements on Dobuni, and this was the closest I could get to being home.

I couldn’t allow myself to reminisce, since I was in a rush to get my new equipment and make my way to the docks. I pushed through the crowds to reach the elevator. Many of the Outlanders gave me strange looks. At first, I thought it was because I was a walking contradiction. I might have looked like them, but my surcoat couldn’t quite obscure the light armor of the Royal Trident Forces or the sheathed gladius which swung from my prot-belt.

Then I realized many of the people I passed would have seen the ceremony on the Cube. Massive holographic projections provided viewing in the center square of every level, and my face would have been broadcast on it only a few hours ago.

Merchants stood in my way, and some refused to move until I looked at the minor enchantments displayed at their stalls or rested my hand on my sword hilt. Runetech designed for combat use was forbidden to civilians, but there were plenty of other things available to purchase. Sport bats built to strike an endless number of balls but not split, gowns which molded themselves to the woman wearing them, and runic implants granting their users access to virtual worlds.

None of them interested me.

The enchantments I’d come to buy were only available legally on the upper levels. There were some shadier stalls available on Level 8, but going there was almost as dangerous as battling a Grendel rift.

After pushing a particularly insistent merchant out of the way, I entered the public elevator and punched in the code for Level 51. While the levels blurred as the box ascended, I thought about what I’d purchase.

Besides a prot-belt, every member of the RTF could wear ten pieces of armor. There were slots in the belt for a helmet, a chest piece, arm pieces, shoulders, gloves, leg armor, boots, an amulet, and two rings. We could equip as many weapons as we could carry. Thanks to our strength conditioning and armor enhancements, that was a lot.

The whole system sounded simple, but when you added in weapon effects, runes, and set item benefits, there was an entire world of augmenting possibilities.

When the elevator doors opened, I made my way through the marble-floored corridors, almost at a run. When I nearly bowled a noblewoman over, I slowed down. But only a little.

A sign bearing the name The Silver Rune pulsed above a shop filled with equipment. Outside the entrance, a holographic projection displayed a slideshow of the many items available for purchase.

An attendant came alongside me as I examined the squire equipment inside the store. From the silver-colored vest worn over his white tunic, the man beside me was an enchanter. All RTF enchanters wore the silver-colored uniform. Unlike the craftsmen on the lower levels, these bore the official seal of approval from the RTF, and they prided themselves on their pristine appearance.

“Do you see anything to your liking?” he asked.

“To be honest, there’s so much here. I barely know where to start.”

The man smiled at me, and as he stared a little longer, his eyebrows shot up. “You . . . You’re one of the heroes of Tyranus! Well, I think you should come with me. There are much better items out the back.”

What I’d thought were all the Squire items in the front of the shop had been only a small selection. The attendant took me to a room that was almost impossible to walk through because of the many shelves packed tightly together, all overflowing with Runetech items.

The enchanter walked behind me. I stopped at one shelf, noticing a sleeveless chest piece. Runes were inscribed into buckles stretched across its midsection, and without its dampener activated, the whole item glowed a dull blue. I couldn’t tell its stats from just looking at it, so I scanned it with my belt.

 

Armor type: Brigandine of Might

Absorption rating: Advanced

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: Negation - negates 15% of initial hit damage.

Runes inscribed: Might

Rune class: Squire

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

 

I stared at the Brigandine of Might and imagined myself wearing it. Maybe it was overkill for humanitarian missions, but at that moment, I didn’t care. With this kind of equipment, no one would call me Poor Boy again. I’d need a two-handed weapon to best utilize its rune effect, but I possessed more than enough currency to purchase both items.

“Is it to your liking?” the enchanter said, standing proudly beside the shelf with his arms behind his back. “It is a fine piece of armor. One of the best items available to the Squire bracket, actually. Perhaps I can show you an equipment list to complement the Brigandine of Might. What’s your total budget?”

My heart was racing as I counted the figures in my head. I’d have to allow for Mom’s payments, as well as some currency for the new place I wanted to get her. After that, I could pretty much spend everything in my account since my food and lodgings were covered while I was aboard the Stalwart.

“I have 3000 Kingdom Points, but I’d like to keep the total cost to under two,” I said. The enchanter’s eyebrow tweaked. Was 2000 KPs not enough?

“Oh dear. I’m so sorry.” The store clerk frowned, and his shoulders slumped. “We don’t have anything in this store for that price. I’d really like to give you a bargain, but times are tough. Surely you’ve heard about the price hikes?”

I shook my head. “Before I went to the Academy, 2000 KPs would have been more than two month’s wages for the average person.” Duke Barnes mustn’t have known about them either, but then he probably had rooms filled with accountants to manage his treasury.

“A lot has happened in three years. Relations with the other kingdoms in the Triumvirate have led to an increase in taxes.” The enchanter sighed. “Typically, RTF graduates don’t come to the spire to buy their gear. You didn’t inherit any items?”

My face melted into a frown, and I looked away from the enchanter. My dad had been a knight, but whatever he’d done in the RTF was classified. He hadn’t left Mom and me any money or Runetech gear in his will, only the Academy scholarship. As far as anyone else knew, my dad was just another Outlander who’d left his wife and son behind after gambling away everything he owned. The only people who thought otherwise were Mom and me.

“Is there anything at all I can buy with 2000 KPs?” I asked the enchanter. “It wouldn’t have to be amazing. Functional will do.”

Humanitarian missions might not earn me much currency, so it’d be a while until I got an upgrade. It’d probably be better to have more humble gear anyway. At least for a little while.

“No, I’m so sorry,” the man said.

I looked out at the vast shelves available to squires. I probably looked like an idiot, walking in here thinking I could get myself a bunch of new gear. The display lights were making the brigandine shimmer on the shelf, and I turned away from it. There had to be an enchantry somewhere in the spire selling half-decent equipment for a lower price. I’d make my way down each level until I found a store.

Then I remembered what the duke said about the Stalwart leaving the dock in a few hours and figured I only had enough time to visit one or two shops.

“I better be going,” I said, but the enchanter grabbed my arm to stop me.

The man looked at his pointed shoes, as though what he was about to say wasn’t completely licit. “Listen, I know a guy on Level 8 who can help you out. His name’s Max. He’s as good as any one of us up here. He’s an Outlander like you. I probably don’t need to explain the reasons why Max couldn’t work on the upper levels. Anyway, if you’d like I can send a message through to his enchantry to let him know you’re coming.”

The shop clerk’s offer made my mouth broaden into a massive grin. This would save me a lot of time. Then my relief was shattered when I recalled what level the enchanter mentioned. “You said Level 8, didn’t you?”

“I know what you’re thinking. I’m sure you’ve heard stories, but the place is safe enough if you’re in and out nice and quick. It’s mostly the Wayfarers who live there now, and they’re no trouble. Max is worth enduring the few folks who might heckle you down there. You’ll not find anything you can use up here for 2000 KPs, but he’ll probably have some gear.”

“Thanks. Please send him the message.” I waited for the enchanter, and after he’d finished the call, I thanked him. He gave me directions, and then I took one last look at the Brigandine of Might before taking an elevator bound for Level 8.

In the reflection of the elevator’s chrome walls, I could see my cheeks were bright red. I couldn’t help my embarrassment showing on my face. The enchanter attendant had been far nicer than I’d thought a noble could be, but I still felt like a fool for even going to such a high level. With my time running short, I was glad I didn’t have to move through the levels. I figured the enchanter from The Silver Rune wouldn’t have sent me to Level 8 unless he really thought this Max guy could make good gear.

The elevator doors opened, and I was immediately hit with the familiar ionic scent of dismantled Grendel equipment. Unlike the regulated enchanters on the upper levels, the craftsmen here didn’t care about the slightly toxic gases the dismantling process emitted. As I walked, I was surrounded by the steady clang of hammers upon workbenches and puffs of green smoke belching out from loose pipes. I didn’t see any of the Wayfarer groups the enchanter mentioned earlier, but there were dozens of workshops and micro-factories.

Before I’d entered the Academy, I’d served on Level 14 as an apprentice enchanter. The most important thing I’d learned was to respect good craftsmanship. I’d seen the results of dodgy runic equipment that left the wearer in stasis chambers while they were repaired atom by atom.

I’d enjoyed working as an enchanter’s apprentice, but many of the jobs weren’t exactly legal. After one too many close calls, I decided it was too risky to keep working there. Helping Mom would have been impossible from inside a jail cell. The day after I quit my job, I received a message from the RTF Academy asking why I hadn’t registered for classes yet. They told me there was a scholarship in my name and, since I was of age, I was expected to attend the very next semester.

I came to the rusted metal building The Silver Rune’s enchanter had described. It was fashioned like a fort with a drawbridge to add some real authenticity to the primitive ensemble. The pool beneath the bridge stank like sewage, and a fleet of questionable vessels floated on top of the water.

The doors creaked open as I approached, and I was hit with a wave of heat. Machinery stations filled the cramped enchantry, their pistons firing as workmen fed items along their conveyer belts. The enchanting process differed from almost every other industry because much of the work was still performed manually.

Molten metal belched from a pit at the far end of the shop, and a man wearing goggles was standing beside it. I went to him as he fished out a mold with a pair of tongs.

“Are you Max?” I yelled above the sound of machinery.

He pulled his goggles up and rested them on his forehead between patches of wiry gray hair. “You the hero?”

I felt awkward about everyone calling me a hero, but it was better than ‘Poor Boy,’ so I nodded.

“Heard you wanted some decent gear at a cheap price. Don’t know I can do that for just anyone.” Max slipped his goggles back over his eyes. The spectacles elongated, and images flashed over their screens while he took a glove from the stand next to him and started drilling delicate runes along its knuckles.

As the microscopic fragments of Arcane Dust drifted from the glove, I swallowed back the harsh air and blinked away the stinging vapors.

I should have known I’d have problems getting gear even on Level 8. Time was running out for me to get to the Stalwart. This guy was going to have to sell me something, even if it was the worst gear in his shop.

“I’m about to set sail on the Stalwart, and I need gear,” I yelled over the sound of the other workers in the shop.

Max paused midway through a rune. Without taking off his goggles, he jerked his head toward me. “You say the Stalwart?”

“Yes, sir. The ship will be leaving in a few hours, and I need gear.”

“That can’t be right. If you’re the hero, whose cereal did you shit in to get assigned to that dogpile?”

“It was because of a misunderstanding, but it’s my assignment now. One I’m hoping to make the best of, and I’ll need equipment to do that, sir.”

The enchanter sighed, put down his drill, and removed his goggles. “What gear do you need, kid?”

“Some basic Squire items.” The Novice equipment the Academy had allowed me to keep was functional, but it wouldn’t last for the duration of my assignment on the Stalwart even if we were just doing humanitarian missions. Low-quality Dust faded with time, and the gear would lose their magical properties in a few months. Then I’d have to spend countless hours repairing the armor and sword.

Max grunted, but he stood and walked over to a wall filled with metal cabinets. He started pulling the drawers open and tossed items onto the ground. Before long, there was a pile of equipment a meter high.

“First thing you’ll need is a decent prot-belt.” The enchanter walked up to me. Suddenly, his hands were around my waist as he removed my gladius, unclipped my old belt, and fitted me with a new one. “Fits you well. The good thing about this particular Squire belt is your forcefield recharges. It’s pretty slow, mind you, but it’s a godsend when you’re in a bind.”

“I could have done with one of these on Tyranus,” I said mostly to myself.

“Link it with the rune on your hand,” Max said, and I thought he mustn’t have heard me.

I fired up the prot-belt’s power and allowed its scanner to read my palm rune. My details filtered into the new belt’s holographic interface which projected itself from the belt’s buckle. Besides this advanced interface and a few additional functions, the buttons were all in the same place.

The belt linked with the rest of my equipment, and the activation sequence scrolled down the holo menu. My preferred technique I called a speed sequence showed at the bottom. I’d relied on the synergy between my leg armor and my boots to get off Tyranus, so I was glad this prot-belt wouldn’t have any compatibility issues.

I went over a few of the other functions and almost choked when I read the time. Less than two hours before the Stalwart was scheduled to leave.

This was a massive upgrade when compared with my old belt, and probably expensive. I smiled at the item bitterly. I was about to ask the enchanter the price so I could get the disappointment over with and leave for the Stalwart when he thrust a heavy chest piece into my arms.

“You’re a big lad, so you’ll need armor large enough to cover your vitals.”

The chest armor was a cuirass with outer guards dropping from the main piece and flanking the hips. I was excited to try it on, but I’d just been slammed with major disappointment in The Silver Rune. I didn’t want to get my hopes up with Max’s equipment. I sighed and rested the cuirass on a bench.

“Listen, Max. I don’t have a lot of Kingdom Points.”

Max’s thick eyebrows bunched together. “How much?”

“3000 total, but I need 1000 for my mom.”

“Helping out your mother, are you?” The enchanter gave me a proud smile. “We don’t get many Outlanders finishing from the Academy. Let alone being called a hero to the Caledonian Kingdom. You’ve done us all proud. So I want you to keep the belt, the armor, and then take a weapon from this pile. You can give me 800 KPs for the lot if you leave me your gladius, old prot-belt, and chest piece. I’m losing a bit of money, but helping you is like helping our people.”

I couldn’t remember the last time someone had been so nice to me, and it made my chest swell. Three years at the Academy had made me forget how Outlanders tended to stick together since I was the one in the whole institution. Maybe our camaraderie was one of the reasons the Pure-Bloods thought we were problematic.

Max scanned my prot-belt and my balance readout updated.

 

Current Kingdom Balance: 2,200

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 0

 

I hadn’t earned the KPs the duke gave me, so my total earned was still zero.

“Thanks,” I said to the enchanter.

“Don’t mention it,” Max said.

I scanned the cuirass with my new prot-belt.

 

Armor type: Cuirass of Triumph

Absorption rating: Standard

Power class: Squire

Armor effect: Battery - an ionic supply source used to replenish a prot-belt’s forcefield.

Runes inscribed: Enhance

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Added ionic prot-field recharge rate of 15%

 

The cuirass was a good defensive item that synergized well with my new belt. Together they’d make a great starting kit if I wanted to advance in the shield knight role. I hadn’t thought much about my progression because I’d been so intent on finishing at the Academy. Seeing all these weapons piled up made me realize there were so many paths I could take.

It was a little overwhelming.

I wanted to see how a weapon felt while I was wearing the cuirass, so I unequipped my light armor and slipped on the new chest piece. Max helped me tighten it until it was snug around my chest and waist.

“Looks good on you,” the enchanter said as he stepped back.

I started sorting through the weapons pile for something to synergize with the cuirass and prot-belt. Thankfully most of the items were scabbarded so I didn’t worry about slicing my hands. I didn’t have time to sort them all, and I definitely didn’t have time to scan them one by one. I’d have to use my gut to choose something that wasn’t too unfamiliar.

There were single-bladed axes with short handles, double-bladed axes with long handles, and combinations of both. I pulled out what looked like a staff, only to find a massive spiked ball chained to it. I’d seen some cadets use similar weapons in the Academy’s battle rooms. I imagined crushing a Grendel’s lizard skull beneath the iron ball and smiled.

“Good flail, that one,” Max said as he indicated the weapon in my hand.

I scanned the item.

 

Weapon type: Two-handed Flail of Crushing Detection

Additional damage: None

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: Changes color when in proximity to high Arcane Dust items.

Runes inscribed: Greater Gravity

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Spiked ball magnifies in gravity when swung, granting 20% more weapon damage and ignoring lesser armor.

 

The flail was more offensive than weapons I’d wielded in the past, but I couldn’t use a shield with it. The ability to find powerful Dust items was useful, although I wasn’t sure how much use it would get on my current assignment. I thought about using the big flail in combat and my smile widened. The massive ball on the end would probably crush most Grendel warriors with one hit. I could almost hear the sounds of their armor breaking with the might of my imaginary attacks.

“What about this one?” I asked as I set the flail down, grabbing a short-handled axe with a single-edged head instead. After I gave it a few swings, I scanned it.

 

Weapon type: Short-Axe of Fortification

Additional damage: None

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Fortify

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: When the short-axe strikes successfully, prot-field recharges at a rate of 1% per second for three seconds.

 

The axe didn’t have any weapon effects, but the rune effect was so powerful it didn’t need them. Unlike the flail, there was synergy with my new belt. With the cuirass’s increased recharge rate, my prot-field would have almost constant uptime. The axe was also one-handed, so I could carry a shield in my off-hand, or even wield a second weapon. These weapons were the kinds berserker knights used. I imagined myself wading into a crowd of Grendels while the axe spun in my hand. I would be able to laugh off their attempts to take down my prot-field.

“Not a bad choice,” the enchanter said. “You could go either way, really. Mind if I make a suggestion?”

“Sure,” I said. Both the axe and the flail were excellent items, so I was hoping the weapon Max was about to suggest would make my decision easier.

The enchanter handed me a longsword from the pile. It looked unremarkable compared to the flail and the axe, but the twinkle in the man’s eye made me think it held many secrets.

The sword fit well in my grip, and I made a few gentle sweeping movements to test its weight. The blade was only a little heavier than I was accustomed to, unlike the flail, but it was still much heavier than the axe. I attached the scabbard to my belt and ran through a few forms while the enchanter watched.

The longsword reminded me a lot of the gladius I’d used on Tyranus, except this sword was wielded with two hands. Satisfied with the blade’s balance and weight, I scanned the item and watched its details manifest on the projection.

 

Weapon type: Longsword of Propulsion

Additional damage: None

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Forcewave

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: [Unknown]

 

I couldn’t determine any synergy with the cuirass because the longsword’s rune effects were unknown. I could try activating the Forcewave rune, but without knowing its function, I was asking for trouble. I restarted the prot-belt in case there had been a glitch, but when it rebooted the information was the same.

“What’s this Forcewave rune?” I asked Max. “I haven’t seen it before, and the kingdom database doesn’t have a description for its effect.”

“That’s because it’s non-regulation.”

“Is it safe?”

The intense way Max looked down at me, made me feel like I was being scolded. “You think I’d put it on the pile if it wasn’t?” he asked. “I’m not some kind of sick bastard who gets his kicks--“ He stopped and sighed. “I invented the Forcewave myself. It was meant to be for grand knights, but then King Justinian died, rest his soul. With all the drama in the hierarchy while Princess Catrina became Queen Catrina, my patent wasn’t approved. I tried again, and it was rejected. So I did some reworking. Made a less powerful iteration which would work with Squire runes. The new version is the one on this longsword.”

I stared at the glowing sigil on the sword’s handle. “What does it do?”

“Projects the prot-field from your belt out through the sword. Initiate the rune, and you can give it a try.”

Waves of excitement rolled over me when I thought about the term forcewave. Sending out my prot-field via the longsword would cause it to deplete, but with the cuirass and rune effects increasing my forcefield’s recharge rate, it wouldn’t be so big of a trade off.

A part of me wanted to put the longsword back on the pile and find something with less potential for dangerous malfunctions. Max looked like a trustworthy guy, but the kingdom had regulated runes for a reason. But I figured I’d try the sword out before deciding against it. The rune was unlikely to malfunction while I was standing next to its inventor.

I summoned my inventory, selected the Longsword of Propulsion, and activated the Forcewave rune. Nothing happened. After a little thought, while Max smirked at me, I activated my prot-field. The weapon thrummed in my hand as the link between belt and sword finalized.

“Go on,” Max said, now grinning. “Try it out.” He pointed toward a stack of iron boxes ten meters away.

The sword trembled with active power while I held it in front of me. A bead of sweat trickled down my forehead. I’d never wielded such a powerful magical weapon before so I was a little nervous about using it.

I brought the sword above my head and slashed downward so its tip touched the ground. The movement didn’t produce anything, and I turned to the enchanter with a look of disappointment.

“You gotta end the movement with a twist,” Max said.

I slashed the sword again, but this time I twisted my wrist a little. The action produced a loud thrum as a wave of energy pulsed from the blade. The iron crates slammed together and bounced apart. A few of them rolled the length of the workshop, clattering to a halt at the feet of some of the workers.

The enchanter chuckled behind me, and I got the feeling he was laughing at my attempt.

“Did I do it wrong?” I frowned at the Longsword of Propulsion. It definitely seemed like projecting my prot-field into a concussive force was the intention.

“It was damned near perfect,” Max said. “Maybe a little less power next time. You’re trying to usher your forcefield forward with the blade, not slice someone’s head off.”

“Got it,” I said. “Anything else?”

“If you do decide to take the weapon, you’ll need to make sure you have plenty of room between you and whatever you want to hit. Otherwise, you’ll find your prot-field will backfire. And that won’t be pretty.”

“How far?” I asked.

“At least four meters.”

I committed the needed distance to memory and tested the weapon some more. Every time I thrust my sword forward, my prot-field dimmed. On my next swing, I changed the angle as I bought the weapon down in a slash, and my forcefield didn’t weaken. Different maneuvers seemed to produce forcewaves of varying strength, whereas others acted like regular attacks, leaving my prot-field intact. Each forcewave used  a little of my prot-field’s power, with variations depending upon how much kinetic force I invested into a strike.

“It projects a blunt force,” Max said after I’d finished. “The potential changes depending on the prot-belt you’re wearing. With the Squire one I gave you, it’s not particularly powerful without using almost all of your forcefield. But lower strength attacks will generate enough room for you to use the longsword as it was intended.”

Throwing forcewaves made me feel like a god. The only thing stopping me from hollering with glee were my doubts about the rune’s reliability.

I was stuck with the choice between three equally good weapons. Well, the longsword might have been better, but I worried about it malfunctioning.

With the flail, I’d be smashing Grendels in single hits. A few months wielding it and I’d gain a few kilos of extra muscle. It was a fighting style I could get used to.

The axe would satisfy my penchant for diving headfirst into enemies. I imagined leaping into a group of Grendel Elites and whirling around like a cyclone. Rapid attacks would make me nearly invulnerable as long as I kept mowing the lizards down. Berserker knights had always fascinated me. This axe would give me plenty of practice in the role before I ascended to full knighthood.

But the longsword provided something unique. Since the forcewave wasn’t technically a projectile, regular prot-fields wouldn’t be able to stop it. One heavy swing and I’d be able to crush reptilian armor like a tin can. Except I didn’t really know what specialist role would best suit this weapon.

Three options, and I could only choose one.

Except it wasn’t really an option.

“I like the longsword,” I said to the enchanter.

“Of course you do!” Max gave me a wink, and he pulled out his tablet and punched a few keys.

The shop suddenly quieted. The workers all stopped, and their machines ground to a halt.

The iron doors opened at the entrance, and a rotund man entered the workshop, flanked by two men holding glowing assault rifles.

Calling the man rotund was just me being polite; he was probably the fattest man I’d ever seen. The frills around his collar and sleeves, along with the sheer size of his linen shirt, made it look like he’d stripped a bed to clothe himself. When he moved, every part of him jiggled, and the protective runes along his clothes shimmered. He wore high-powered Runetech, which meant he was someone important. And dangerous.

His guards were both wearing black doublets, and if it weren’t for the faintest glow along the seams, I wouldn’t have noticed the garments were laden with runes.

These men were prepared for a fight.

“Better put that away, lad,” Max said as he nodded at the longsword, and I sheathed the weapon. “Gregory is all sorts of scum. Let me do the talking and don’t do anything heroic.”
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Chapter 5

“Maximillian,” the fat man said as he approached between his two thugs. “It’s been a while.”

“I don’t have anything to sell to you, Gregory,” Max said. “Bad enough the nobles come around asking me for equipment, but at least they don’t use my gear to kill children.”

“You heard about that, did you? I don’t suppose you’ll believe me if I said those casualties were unavoidable?” Gregory grinned, and his chins multiplied. “It’s only a matter of time before the Pure-Bloods get their way and there’s none of us Outlanders left. We need to help ourselves before it’s too late. That’s gonna take some casualties on the Caledonian side before they realize they can’t push us around.”

“How long do you think it’ll be before Caledonian officials iron out your little uprising? You think they don’t know about you guys hiding out in the Business Spire? I give it a few months before you’re all hanging from the parapets like every other rebel who ever fought against the kingdom.”

“You have so little faith in our operation. Our numbers are growing by the day,” Gregory said. “Why delay in joining us?”

I was wondering how long this conversation could go on. I had to get to the Stalwart. Neither man seemed like they were going to budge. I knew how arguments like these tended to end, and it wasn’t in a group hug.

“No Caledonian has ever done me harm, and the Pure-Bloods are a tiny faction. They’re unlikely to ever get the influence to organize a kingdom-wide genocide,” Max spat. “I don’t want any part in the little war your boss is cooking up.”

“What makes you think you have a choice? You’re an Outlander. You have to do your part for our people.”

“What the fuck do you think it is I’m doing in this enchantry? I earn my keep, and what I don’t need I give to others. I’ve done more to help our folk than all you thugs put together.”

“Listen, Maximilian.” Gregory paused to sigh loudly like he was explaining something to a child. “We can spend all day debating the nature of our respective charitable works or we can get down to business.”

“What about ‘I have nothing to sell you’ do you not understand? You’re a fucking slimeball.”

“Now, now, there’s no need to be like that. I’m only trying to help you out. The boss has other, less tactful members he could have sent to your workshop.”

“Tell him to send them. My men have their own firepower, and I can tell you they’re better than those peashooters the enchantry down the street manufactures.”

The air was tense, and the other workers on their benches armed themselves with rifles of their own. I wondered how long it’d be before guns started firing. Max’s crew outnumbered Gregory and his men four to one, but there’d be casualties on both sides if it came to a gunfight. Gregory didn’t seem like the smartest guy in the galaxy, so maybe he’d take the gamble.

At least my forcefield was still up from before. I could probably jump over one of the workbenches and use it for cover. I might get hit with a few bullets on the way, but my prot-field would easily protect me from them. Plus I’d be able to use Max’s longsword to wreak some havoc.

“This isn’t working out, is it?” Gregory asked. Tenseness turned into outright hostility as Max’s men raised their weapons on the fat man. To my surprise, Gregory didn’t cower in the slightest. The man was stupid, which made him all the more dangerous.

Gregory’s two armed men stepped forward a little, and my hand went to my sword handle. The move didn’t go unnoticed, and one of the thugs cocked his gun toward me.

“Who’s this?” the fat man nodded at me.

“A customer,” Max said. He indicated with his hand for his men to lower their guns, and they obeyed.

“Looks like a Hero of Tyranus to me.” The fat man glared at me with his beady eyes. “Is that right?”

The business end of the goon’s gun was pointed straight at me, so I nodded. “So I’m told.”

“He’s got balls, doesn’t he?” Gregory said as he looked to the thugs standing on either side of him.

“Had to have balls to survive Tyranus,” the one whose gun wasn’t pointed at me said with a hint of admiration.

The flabby man walked over to me and stopped a few inches from my face. I could smell barbecued meat on his breath and see each grease-filled pore on his bulbous nose.

“I bet you got yourself a nice assignment after what you did on Tyranus,” he said. “What ship they put you on?”

Both thugs behind Gregory pointed their guns at me and their fingers were tickling the triggers.

“The Stalwart,” I said, trying not to breathe in the potent air escaping through the other man’s mouth.

“Fuck off,” Gregory said. “That isn’t funny.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Max called out. “Kid got put on the Stalwart. He said it was because of some misunderstanding.”

“Must have been quite the misunderstanding to be assigned to that shitheap,” Gregory said, and I inhaled a waft of his meaty breath. “I could use someone of your talents among the crew. Quit the RTF and join me, and I’ll pay you 20,000 KPs a month.”

The mouth on one of Gregory’s henchmen dropped. I didn’t know the exact value of KPs after the price hikes, but Gregory’s offer must have been the real deal.

Gregory smiled at me. “What do you say, Hero?”

There were a few positives to the proposition: Humanitarian missions weren’t going to earn me many Kingdom Points, and Mom desperately needed a new place to live. Every day she spent in the tenements and wasn’t brutally mugged was a stroke of luck. I’d have to find some way of earning currency.

But the negatives were non-negotiable.

I didn’t trust a guy who needed two bodyguards to enter an enchantry, nor would I ever do anything to dishonor my Queen or the Caledonian Kingdom.

I chewed my lip as though I was seriously considering the offer. My mind raced as I searched for some way out of this bind. Gregory seemed to have become less hostile after he’d noticed the guns Max’s men were now holding. I figured there was no way he would try anything now. So there wasn’t really any reason not to tell the fat man exactly how I felt.

“I say you’re rebel scum,” I said to Gregory. “I’ll fight for the Queen in the RTF until I die.”

“Your years at the Academy have left you brainwashed. It angers me to see a young Outlander so filled with love for his masters.” The veins on the fat man’s bald scalp were pulsating, and he seemed like he was having a hard time keeping his voice level. “This service you think you owe to the petulant bitch who calls herself queen is nothing more than slavery.”

I could have backed down then, but something inside me sparked when he called the Queen a bitch. I had given my life to serve her, therefore I’d defend her honor.

“The gods have granted Queen Catrina the right to rule over us,” I said. “I know Outlander history. We were once a mighty people, but we devolved into a hundred warring tribes, each more barbaric than the next. Our priests prayed for change. In answer to those prayers, the Caledonians came on their starships. They united us and gave us peace.” My words quavered with anger. This fat man wanted to drag us Outlanders back to a world at war. Our people might struggle under Caledonian rule now, but it was better than our past.

Gregory’s head turned a bright purple, and he let out a screech. “I am not a man to be refused!” He sucked air in and out of his mouth so fast and loud, it sounded like he was on the cusp of a seizure.

“You said I’m a slave to the Queen, and now you want me to be your slave? That’s what you’re asking, isn’t it?” I was surprised by the calm in my voice. I wouldn’t give up my dream to become a knight for anything, especially not this scumbag.

Gregory’s massive breasts heaved as he calmed. “Normally I wouldn’t allow someone to talk to me like you did, but I like you.”

“You sure my boys’ guns don’t have something to do with it?” Max cut in.

“I value bravery,” Gregory said as he ignored Max. “It’s important in the business. I’ll give you 25,000 KPs. The kind of money a squire in the RTF can only dream of. You’ll be helping your people free themselves of the Caledonian Kingdom’s yoke. So what will it be, hero?”

“I will not betray my Queen.”

“Fuck the Queen!” Gregory screamed. “You are an Outlander--“

A thunderous click interrupted the fat man, and every head turned toward the sound as Max finished loading a buzz-cannon the size of a rocket launcher.

He pointed the massive firearm at Gregory. “I’ve had about enough of you today. Get the fuck out of my shop, pig shit.”

I’d seen the cannon’s make before. Its massive chambers would be filled with proximity buzzsaws, each one of them painted with a rune enabling them to hit their targets with precision. Rune-laden firearms were banned weapons, but I didn’t think Max gave a shit about kingdom law at the moment.

“You’re making a mistake, Maximilian.” Gregory lifted his meaty hands and shuffled backward. Both his men had their weapons aimed at Max as they followed their boss.

“You’ll remember I have this giant gun? That’s smart of you,” Max said. “Don’t come back here, Gregory.”

The iron door slammed shut with Gregory and his thugs on the other side of it. Max put down the buzz-cannon. The workers cranked up their machinery again, and the choir of clangs and hisses resumed their chorus.

“Never heard another Outlander speak of the Queen like you did,” Max said as he put down his cannon. “You earned a lot of respect from me today.” The enchanter smiled at me, and I found myself not knowing what to say. “You made our people proud in Tyranus. I hope you keep doing it, even if you’re on the Stalwart.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said.

“It’s a good thing you’ll be leaving soon. Gregory isn’t the kind of guy to let an offer stand, or let it be refused. He’ll do nothing more than threaten me since there are plenty of other enchanters without consciences he can buy weapons from. But Academy-trained warriors? Those don’t tend to be Outlanders, or heroes to our people. You would’ve been a boon to his boss’ movement.”

“Are you sure you’ll be okay? What if Gregory comes back?”

Max grinned. “My buzz-cannon will be waiting if he or his goons darken my door again. So don’t you be worrying about me. Get your ass to the docks. The sooner you’re on the ship, the better.”

I left the workshop, walked to the end of the street, and turned my head before I took the corner. Two unsavory looking men were lingering behind me, and they glanced away as soon as I peered at them. I didn’t recognize them from the armed thugs who’d come in with Gregory, but they were wearing similar black doublets.

I turned into the next street, hoping they wouldn’t follow. But they did. Assault rifles hung from their shoulders, and there was a slight glow to the weapons.

The sheer size of each level made these places within the spire look like real towns. Scrap metal buildings stood twenty meters high on either side of the narrow street. The structures balanced precariously on top of each other. A miracle of Outlander engineering, and our luck, prevented them from toppling over.

I found myself constantly blinking, my eyes still unaccustomed to the UV-sunlight imitating lights beaming down from the thirty-meter ceiling. Atmospheric systems blew air through massive vents on the walls like a light breeze in some areas and a gust in others. In many ways, towns like these were microcosms of the Outlander areas on Dobuni.

The olive-skinned people were packed closely together, buying food and other items from the stalls beside the multi-storied buildings. Families sat on balconies, and I could smell the spiced meat roasting on their barbecues.

If the thugs stalking me decided to use their weapons, a lot of innocents would get caught in the crossfire.

Since this place was so much like home, I figured there were probably side streets I could use to lose my tails. In fact, I recognized this square. It was a replica of the very same town center I’d been to a dozen times with Mom when I was a kid.

I pushed through the crowd until I came to an alley tucked between two buildings. Filthy rugs hung over cables, shaping a low ceiling. More rugs draped down the sides and formed a tunnel of woven threads. The place reminded me of a labyrinth, except with blankets for walls instead of topiary or stone structures.

From the swirling patterns on the rugs, I gathered it served for a Wayfarer commune. I’d never met one of the traveling people before, but I’d heard disturbing stories about their magic, so I didn’t think my chances were any better in the alley than out on the street. I could get lost and miss the Stalwart. Or worse, I’d become the character in a fable about not venturing into Wayfarer communes.

I nestled myself between the two foundation pillars of a workshop so I couldn’t be seen from the marketplace and opened my belt’s interface. A few flicks of my wrist and I was looking at the dock’s itinerary for outbound vessels.

 

RTF Stalwart: Departure 20:00

 

I had about seventy minutes to get to the docks. Duke Barnes was relying on me now, so missing my ship could mean something worse than the Deira Outpost. I couldn’t think of anything worse, but I was sure the duke could.

The carriage ride to the docks would take at least twenty minutes, and I couldn’t take the shortest route to the spire’s elevator without crossing paths with Gregory’s thugs. I created a countdown to display on my belt so I wouldn’t lose track of time.

Yelling from the market drew my attention. I looked up and saw the thugs, along with the two men who’d been with Gregory. All four were raising their guns in the air as the people on the streets moved aside, either fleeing into buildings or cowering beneath canvas stalls.

The thugs were moving through the streets, inspecting every stall they passed. They mustn’t have seen where I’d gone, but the crowd was quickly thinning. I couldn’t go back out onto the street without them noticing me.

Without another option, I lowered my head and entered the rug tunnels. There’d have to be a path through to the other side. I inhaled the thick air, and my nostrils filled with the sickly smell of incense and drugs.

Most of what I’d heard about the Wayfarers had been from Mom. They were a mystical people who used potent incense in their religious rituals. Most of the time those rituals ended with bloodshed. Supposedly, the heavy smoke opened their minds to another world.

A hallucination was the last thing I needed right now.

I continued through the tunnel, ducking to avoid the hanging carpets. There were a few Wayfarers seated along the way, drinking from clay bowls. The liquid inside the vessels shifted colors, and I assured myself what looked like blood probably wasn’t.

“Do you know where the exit is?” I asked them as I checked over my shoulder for the four men trying to find me. The colors of the rugs started to blur together from whatever drug was in the smoke.

The dark-skinned men grinned at me but didn’t say anything. Their drooping eyelids barely covered bloodshot eyes. I was about to ask them again when their faces contorted and pinwheeled. The turbans on their heads uncoiled, and forked tongues poked out of their hissing mouths. I shook myself out of the beginnings of delirium and forced myself to carry on.

As I plunged deeper into the commune, I glanced down at my prot-belt. The countdown’s numbers were crawling across the display like worms. My heart was racing, and sweat soaked my shirt beneath my cuirass.

My feet plodded along, and the ground started to feel like cushions beneath my boots. I held my hands in front of me a few times to make sure they hadn’t ballooned out; the smoke I was inhaling made my fingers feel like giant sausages. The thought of food made my mouth water, and I forced myself to think about getting to the harbor. I’d never become a knight if I chewed off my fingers because of a drug-induced delusion.

When I’d almost totally lost myself to this maze of blankets, I heard a female voice call my name. I thought the smoke was messing with my head again, but then I heard my name a second time. The gravelly voice belonged to an elderly woman. The haze grew thicker as I followed the sound, and before long, I could no longer see in front of my face. But I could still hear the voice.

“Hello, Nicholas.”

The haze vanished with a gust of wind, and I was standing in front of a gray-haired woman wearing the turquoise robes of a Wayfarer. A wire crown rested atop her silver hair, and her white eyes were without pupils.

“Sit,” she said.

Enraptured by the strangeness of this situation, I obeyed. I crossed my legs and stared into the woman’s milky eyes.

A metal jug sat between us, and she held out her hand. “Drink. It will clear your head of the mind-balm.”

From the way my head was swirling, I couldn’t imagine feeling any worse if the jug contained poison. So I drank until I’d drained it. Within a few moments, I was thinking straight again.

“How do you know my name?” I asked as I looked down at my belt. The timer read 42:46. I almost choked. The blanket maze had swallowed almost thirty minutes of my time.

“I know many things,” the woman said, and she gasped as I stood. “Where are you going? You cannot leave yet. The telling is incomplete!”

I pulled aside one of the rug walls with a finger and peered into the next room. There were two Wayfarer men seated around a smoking pipe, and I slipped it shut again.

“Where is the exit?” I asked the old woman. “I need to get to the elevator.”

“I will tell you if you sit back down. I must complete the telling. I have already opened myself to you.”

I knew a stubborn person when I saw one. She reminded me of Mom, except this woman’s wrinkled skin was a few shades darker and she had bright red hair. If hearing her out would mean getting out of this maze and to the elevator, then I’d have to do it.

I sighed and sat in front of her with my legs crossed. “What’s a telling?” I was curious, even if I could see the timer blink away the seconds.

“You’re about to find out.” She touched my hand, and a foreign presence entered my mind. Ethereal fingers rifled through my memories as though they were inside old-fashioned filing cabinets.

I realized what this woman was, and my mouth went dry. A diviner. Normally anyone who showed signs of this incredibly rare gift was taken into the Arcane Institute and trained for Caledonian Kingdom service. If their abilities couldn’t be harnessed and controlled, they were killed.

This woman must have been unknown to the kingdom because she was hidden within these strange rug tunnels. I’d never seen any Wayfarers at the Academy or any of the other kingdom-operated training facilities. Maybe if any Wayfarer displayed a penchant for magic, they were deemed too troublesome and dealt with.

I’d often wondered the extent of a diviner’s power, and now I was about to find out.

As the woman’s projection maneuvered through my memory banks, I saw fragments from points along my life and experienced a multitude of emotions with each one.

A tear-shaped amulet that was all I recalled of my father flashed before me. I longed to see him again; if only to tell him goodbye. My sadness deepened when an image of my mother appeared. Her uncontrollable sobbing as she lay on her bed could have been taken from a hundred different nights after my father left for his final mission.

The vision swirled until I was in my room at Mom’s apartment, accepting a message from the Academy. My heart filled with joy, and I could feel myself smiling.

My emotions took a sharp turn when I was at the Academy’s Great Hall. Ludas sat beside me, and when he’d discovered where I’d come from, he called me Poor Boy. I’d laughed at first, thinking his opinion would change once he got to know me. Memory after memory of the Academy flickered in quick succession, and all of them involved the moniker Ludas had branded me with.

All except my memories of Alice Jones. After completing her Novitiate at the Arcane Institute, she’d transferred to the Academy. On the morning I first met her, the mage walked into the male dormitories by accident, and her entire face bloomed to a bright red. I escorted her to the female wing, and she’d asked my name. From then on, she only called me Nicholas, never Poor Boy.

My heart leaped in terror as the image of a juvenile Alice morphed into the Grendel rift on Tyranus. Tears flowed down my cheeks when Alice died in my arms.

Then came a feeling without a memory. Only blackness. Light pierced the darkness, and suddenly I was outside of my body. I watched my atoms tear apart and float through a new dimension, only to recompile on the Academy’s starship.

Shame. All I could feel was intense shame. Was I a mutant? Was I responsible for the dead on Tyranus?

“Power has taken residence inside your soul,” the diviner said aloud, tearing me from the peculiar recollection of my past. “A . . . mutation.”

I almost choked as she said the word. Had she confirmed the very thing I feared? Did she know I was a mutant, and the rift malfunction caused by a mutation event had been my fault?

“You think yourself responsible for the deaths of your classmates.” The diviner shook her head, and something like sorrow darkened her face. “The past is done, my child. The future, however, is not yet set in stone. You must tread carefully for there are those who would seek to use your gifts for their gain.” The woman tilted her head, and her presence was torn from my mind. My whole body shivered like I’d been thrown into an icy wasteland.

“Someone is coming for you,” she said. Her eyes twitched, and pupils and irises formed in their center. “You are in grave danger!”

My heart raced as I stood. Had the thugs found me? I couldn’t let them hurt this diviner woman. I gripped my longsword, and the blade sang when I set it free from its scabbard.

“Stay back,” I said over my shoulder. “These men have . . .”

The diviner was nowhere to be seen, and her promise to point me toward the exit had disappeared along with her. But I had bigger problems to worry about now than missing the Stalwart. Gregory’s men were following me, and their scowls earlier said they intended violence.

My senses were reeling from the peculiar mind-invasion, and my body swayed as I listened for my pursuers. I heard dirt crunch and whirled around. A rug wall swayed in the wind, but there was no sign of anyone.

I quickly activated the longsword’s rune and pushed aside the rug with my left hand. Behind it was one of the atmospheric vents, gently blowing out air. Beside the vent, and hidden earlier by the rug, was a short pathway leading out from the Wayfarer tunnels. I was relieved to see it and guessed this was where the diviner had gone.

Before I could escape along the path, a strong hand gripped me on the shoulder. I cocked my elbow and brought my sword up in two hands as the person pulled me around. When I’d turned completely, the longsword’s edge was resting against a thug’s neck.

The man raised both hands. “I just want a chat,” he said. “Gregory thought he didn’t exactly leave you on the best of terms.” An assault rifle dangled from his shoulder, and I wondered where the other thug was. Something hard pressed against my back, and I didn’t need to wonder anymore. With all the blanket walls around me, there could be dozens of enemies waiting.

“Put the sword down, hero,” a deep voice cracked from behind me. “You feel that? It’s my dagger against your spine. It’ll go shoot straight through your fancy armor and leave you a paraplegic. I call it my Knightslayer. Don’t suppose I need to tell you why.”

“What do you want?” I kept my sword pressed against the other goon’s jugular.

The goon with the gun narrowed his eyes. “Sword down, Hero.”

I wasn’t ready to give up my newly acquired weapon, but I would have to wait for a bit so I could skewer these guys with my sword. We were in a quiet area now, but the rugs around us could be hiding a bunch of innocent Wayfarers. If bullets went flying, I didn’t want innocents to get harmed. The vent was behind me, and there wasn’t anyone there, so I had to ensure their gunfire was in that direction.

Simple.

I lowered my sword slowly. As soon as the thug had room to move, he clocked me with a hard right. Prot-fields only absorbed fast moving bullets, lasers, and plasma shots, so my neck snapped back with the impact of his fist. My vision flashed for a moment, and I tasted blood in my mouth.

“Throw your sword on the ground,” the guy with the dagger said from over my shoulder.

From the corner of my eye I could see the thug held a pistol in his other hand. He was close to me, and I could probably cut him down before he fired his weapon. Probably wasn’t good enough. I had to wait for a better moment. At least, for now, the two goons didn’t seem like they wanted to kill me.

I let go of my longsword, and it stuck on my palm for a bit until the runes deactivated. The weapon clanged as it hit the ground. Then the guy in front of me kicked my sword, and it skittered six meters away from us before it bounced off the brick wall of the alley.

“Gregory doesn’t want you killed,” he hissed. “Working for him isn’t all that bad, and it pays really well. You’d be an idiot to give it up.”

These two hadn’t been in the enchantry so they couldn’t have known how adamantly I’d refused Gregory’s offer. Maybe I could string these thugs along for a bit. The situation might turn deadly when I told them where to shove Gregory’s offer. But I’d be prepared by then.

“Tell the Hero what we’ll do otherwise!” the thug who’d punched me said.

“Let’s just say we’d hate to dirty my Knightslayer on a squire.”

“I thought you said you wanted to talk?” I asked the guy who’d hit me as I rubbed my jaw. The bastard had loosened one of my back teeth. If I managed to find a way out of this, I’d pay him back.

The man grunted and massaged his right hand. In an instant, he dropped his rifle, and his left fist came flying toward me. I heard the other guy laugh, and the end of his pistol veered away even as the other man’s fist was about to slug me across the chin. I took a step back, and slammed my head into the guy behind me. The thug’s nose crumpled and he dropped his pistol as the other asshole’s blow narrowly missed my head.

I could hear muffled cries behind me and knew the guy with the broken nose would be out of action for a bit. The thug in front of me placed his hands on his rifle and moved to turn it on me. I sprang at him and grabbed the gun before the business end could face me. My fingers closed around the upper receiver of his weapon as I punched it into the man’s face.

I expected the asshole to fall away from me when I hit him, but the thug ignored the blow that had just split his eyebrow. He proceeded to devote his efforts to wrestling the firearm from my grip. The rifle slipped from his hands when he pulled away, clattering as it hit the ground three meters to our side.

The thug grabbed my shoulders, bringing his knee up toward my groin in an effort to incapacitate me. I was quicker, and my own knee caught the man in his groin. He let out a gasp of surprised agony and tried to bend over, but I drilled his stomach with my fists before he could protect himself.

The guy behind me was stirring, and I guessed he’d be back in action in a few seconds. I might have been able to take both men hand-to-hand, but the other guy still had his gun. My longsword was too far away from me to grab, so I spun around and elbowed him in his ugly face.

My sharp blow tore off half his nose with a fan of blood, and it knocked a bunch of his teeth out with a spray of ivory. He tumbled to the side as I continued my spin back around. I was just in time to block the other goon’s side kick with my left knee. The sharp point of my leg caught his knee at the arch of his kick, and I heard his joint pop. He screamed when his leg broke, and I reached across his chest with my right hand, brought my left leg into his stomach, throwing him to the ground.

I whirled back around to the man with the face I had opened with my elbow. He was crawling toward his dropped weapon like a scurrying rat trying to escape into his hole. I dashed toward him, but he managed to wrap his fingers around the gun’s grip and spin the barrel toward me before I could reach him. Fortunately, my foot managed to catch the side of his pistol. Luckily, the bullets fired in a wide arc and didn’t come anywhere close to hitting me.

The man’s face was a mess of blood and jutting bone, so I was a bit surprised when he somersaulted backward and popped up on his feet with his fists raised. Although skinny, this guy was a head taller than the man whose leg I’d broken, so I was expecting punches with his long reach. Instead, he delivered a series of high kicks, and I blocked them all with my hands, forearms, and shoulders.

The tall thug’s blows were like sledgehammers, and I winced with pain as I felt the powerful attacks beneath my armor. The man was strong, and I knew I would end up with some broken bones if this kept up. Unlike the other thug, this one could actually fight hand-to-hand.

While I was blocking his kicks and wondering how long it would be until he shattered both my forearms, I realized something: He wasn’t throwing any punches. The way he had his guard up, along with how his feet were set, made me think he might have only been proficient in a kick-based fighting style. I wasn’t going to be able to match this guy with my own kicks, and he wasn’t letting me get close enough to box.

I was going to have to risk a takedown, and hope I was better at grappling than he was.

I leaned back when his next head kick came and stepped in before he could swing his knee around to hit me. I threw a quick jab with my left, and the attack glanced off the thug’s cheek. It was just a feint really, but the man took the bait and leaned away to protect his face. The movement caused him to be slightly off-balance, and I wrapped my left arm around him in a bear hug while my right heel hooked around his grounded left foot.

Then I lifted and prayed my tackle would work.

“Haaaph!” he grunted when my body weight pushed all the air out of his lungs. I also heard the back of his skull bounce off the ground. I figured I’d half a second of an edge because of the blow, so I scurried up his torso. Each of my legs gripped the sides of his chest, and I squeezed my thigh muscles to pin him.

The thug tried to bring his hands up to block my first palm strike, but he was a second too slow. His face was already ruined from my elbow, but his skull cracked against the ground with my second palm strike, and he stopped moving when my fourth blow split his skull.

I rolled off the man’s chest and glanced at the last asshole crawling toward his gun. It looked like his broken knee was causing him a lot of agony, so he was still a few meters away from his weapon. Three steps brought me to his side, and I kicked out as if I was punting a rubber ball. The blow caught him on the side of the face, and I heard multiple snapping noises. His body collapsed immediately, and a nearly instantaneous flurry of emotions exploded from my gut.

These two dead men were the first humans I’d ever killed, and a flurry of emotions tumbled down from my chest to my stomach. I was grateful because I was still alive, proud I’d been able to protect myself against guns, sad I had been forced to kill these men, and angry at myself for not being able to get away.

We were supposed to be killing Grendels, not each other. These were my people, and I’d killed them because of a bullshit political schism.

I ran over to my sword and heard shouting as soon as I lifted it from the ground. The two thugs who’d been with Gregory were standing ten meters down the alley, and they pointed rifles at me. I’d won two gambles, and I wasn’t willing to try for a hat trick. I pushed aside a rug wall with my left shoulder and entered the Wayfarer maze again.

Guns screamed behind me as bullets shredded the rugs. I quickly spied some cover and ran for it. Screaming filled my ears as I jumped over a low retaining wall. All I could hear among the bursts of gunfire were the terrified wails of the Wayfarers. How many of them had been snagged by bullets? I needed to make a move before these thugs killed them all.

Rugs parted everywhere, and confused men and women ran into the line of fire. I screamed out to them, but they couldn’t hear me. They were too terrified. I saw their frightened faces as they were mowed down. The gunfire didn’t stop though, and the men filled the Wayfarers with slugs until their cartridges were empty.

People were groaning on the ground, somehow still alive after the murderous wave, but I couldn’t help them. The longer these thugs were alive, the greater the death tally would be.

Guns started firing again. This time, the thugs aimed at me, but the bullets hit the bricks with a hundred thuds. I could tell now the goons weren’t particularly bright since they kept on shooting me from the same position, despite the ineffectiveness of their tactic.

I wasn’t complaining. Their stupidity gave me time to run through how I’d thrown a forcewave earlier. With the sword in my hands now, I tilted my wrists so the blade ended over the right side of my body. The weapon thrummed with power.

 

36:45

 

I had to hurry this up.

The thugs over the wall stopped firing their weapons, and I heard them fishing out new cartridges. I stood upright, planted my left hand on the wall, and swung both legs over the barrier.

Before the men could finish loading their rifles, I swept my sword in a wide arc as I ran toward them, and a forcewave boomed out from the blade. My arms were still aching from blocking the tall guy’s kicks, but the sword’s rune effect meant I didn’t need a strong swing to produce an effective forcewave. The thug leaped out of the way, and a dozen rug walls flew from their wires as the blunt force of my prot-field punched through them. The forcewave continued ten meters until it hit an air vent. The machinery creaked under the pressure for half a second before the forcefield slammed into the engines. An explosion boomed from the vent and a volley of shrapnel fired out from it.

“Oh, shit!” I yelled as I jumped out of the way of a Javelin sized hunk of shrapnel. It missed me by a half meter, and buried itself into the brick wall behind me.

Metal shards minced the rugs still hanging from the cables, and I heard the thugs behind me scream. I jumped to my feet as soon as the sound of chaos ended and glanced at the destruction. The atmospheric fan was mangled, and both thugs had been caught by the debris.

One was on the ground twelve meters away from me, screaming and clutching his foot where a two-inch metal rod pinned it to the ground. His rifle was out of reach, so I left him to continue wailing and turned to my other attacker.

What I saw left me speechless.

Fragments of iron jutted out from along the goon’s body, and it seemed like this man had been a human magnet. The thug’s hands shook in front of him, as though he wanted to start tearing out bits of metal but didn’t know where to start.

The man jerked toward me, and I looked away. Metal shards the size of toothpicks impaled his eyes, and his eyelids were shredded from where he’d tried to blink. The goon coughed blood and then dropped face first onto the path. Under his weight, the metal rods sticking out of his guts slid deeper into his corpse.

The other thug had torn himself from the rod and a bloody puddle gathered around his mangled foot. I might have marveled at his courage except he had picked up his rifle, which was now fully-loaded, and pointed it at me.

I flanked the goon as he pulled the trigger. I left my longsword in my right hand while the fingers of my left hand danced across my new belt. The buttons were in the same place as my Novice belt, so I was able to activate the code for my speed sequence easily. My strides lengthened as bullets punched holes in the remaining rugs but didn’t hit me. This was the kind of move most knights had trouble with, but I’d practiced it countless times in the Academy’s battle rooms. If my life were a virtual game, it would be my signature move.

I recalled the practice inside Max’s enchantry and twisted my wrist as I shoved my new blade forward in a thrust. A forcewave boomed out from my sword and caught the man in the abdomen. His legs and arms reached forward as he gained air, and his eyes bulged. He broke through another vent and hit the giant fan with a sickening crash. Blood sprayed out from the fan shaft like someone had pricked a gigantic balloon filled with red dye.

I deactivated the speed burst. I wasn’t wearing a helmet, so I didn’t have a readout on my visor to tell me how much of my prot-field remained while I was fighting, but my belt’s interface said they were at 50%. It would replenish in under a minute because of the new cuirass, but I didn’t want to fight any more of Gregory’s men.

I needed to get the hell out of here and jump on the Stalwart.

The rugs forming this section of the Wayfarer tunnel system were now on the ground. There were bulges in places, and I tried not to think of the dead or injured Wayfarers who might be beneath them. Above me, the network of steel cables running from building to building was now bare. The loss of life filled me with rage. Gregory would pay for this one day, but I couldn’t bring him justice quite yet. When I finished my assignment, I’d find a way to make things right.

I turned back to make my escape when two more of Gregory’s henchmen appeared in the alley ahead of me.

“How many of you guys are there?” I yelled in exasperation. I couldn’t see myself ever getting to the Stalwart on time if these assholes kept coming at me. I’d gotten lucky so far, but my luck wouldn’t last forever.

The pair were twenty meters away, and I dove over a staircase as a wave of bullets chased me. One hit my forcefield and pinged off. A glance at my belt told me one bullet had dropped my prot-field to 45%. I wouldn’t be able to take many hits and still fire forcewaves.

More projectiles peppered the wall I was hiding behind, and mortar sprayed my hair and face. Windows shattered in the apartment building at the top of the staircase and the screams that followed made my blood boil.

“See what you’ve done, Hero?” one of the thugs yelled. “You made us kill these people. All you had to do was accept Gregory’s proposal. But, no, you’re too good for that.”

I ducked behind the concrete again, but the bullets didn’t come for me. I heard the roar of rifles and saw bits of mortar fulminate from the buildings around the massive courtyard. Glass shattered, and more screams accompanied the sound of gunfire.

I thought about all the people who might have been inside those buildings and screamed with rage. Anger fueled my steps as I leaped over the railing and zig-zagged toward my enemies. My prot-field sparked as it prevented bullets from hitting my armor, and I tried not to think about how little power remained.

I punched in the code for the speed sequence while my left hand took my sword. The runes illuminated as the magic triggered, and the boost allowed me to close the gap without getting hit. One of them lifted his rifle to strike me with the stock, but I swung my new blade into his stomach before he could bring the weapon down. My longsword tore through his armor as if it was made of paper, and blood sprayed from the wound. The man’s torso fell off his hips, and I dove toward the last gunman.

The other goon hadn’t fired on me, and as I ran toward him I knew why. The weapon had misfired, and he was staring at it with surprise. I figured the goon would turn to run, but he simply dropped the weapon, grinned at me, and pulled out a two-handed axe from a harness on his shoulder.

We circled each other, and the way my opponent feigned a few slashes convinced me he could use the axe with precision. He was playing with me, trying to make me think this would be an easy fight. It was an old trick I’d been subjected to many times at the Academy, and I wasn’t falling for it.

However, I had my own tricks. This thug hadn’t seen me use my longsword’s rune effect yet. So, I figured I’d surprise him.

“Working with Gregory will make good use of your Academy training,” the thug said. “You can still put down your sword and come with me. No need to lose your life.”

“I’ll never work for Gregory. I’m a servant of the Queen.”

“I used to say the same thing, back when I was a knight.”

“But you’re an Outlander,” I said.

I wouldn’t normally have prolonged a conversation with a guy who was a few moves away from killing me, but I’d never met any other Outlanders in the RTF. Well, this guy had left the RTF to work for a rebel, so he was the worst kind of scum. He was a traitor to the Queen and a traitor to the kingdom.

The ex-knight smirked. “So are you, and you entered the RTF, didn’t you? Look, you throw down your sword and this will all be over.” I sensed something wasn’t right when the ex-knight’s eyes glanced away for a fraction of a second.

The thug screamed and charged me with his axe. He was too quick for me to maneuver my blade into a forcewave attack, and all I could do was bring the weapon in front of me to block his axe’s double-edged blade.

He cracked me with a headbutt, and my vision peppered with white spots. I pushed him away with the flat of my blade, swung the point around, but missed his chest. My vision was still swimming, and I heard him laugh as my eyes found their focus.

We were only two meters apart. Too close for me to release a forcewave.

“Good to see the Academy is still training its cadets well,” the ex-knight said. “I recognize those sword forms. Sergeant Myers gave you some tips, did he?”

I scowled at the mention of the dead sergeant. This traitor had no right to even say the name. I swallowed back my anger so I could still think straight.

I needed four meters for a forcewave, but if I made a step backward, the thug would know something was wrong and he’d charge me. My thoughts were cut short when the ex-knight came at me with all the rage of a berserker. Despite the axe’s apparent heaviness, his attacks produced a flurry of steel and sparks as I blocked them. The cut-off sleeves of his doublet showed bulging arms, and I guessed that my new armor might have a problem protecting me from a successful chop.

My bruised arms were barely able to keep my weapon upright, but I managed to parry until the man stepped away from me. He was breathing heavily, and I was about to begin my move when the muscular ex-knight started swinging again. His unnatural speed seemed to be caused by whatever runes were etched into his doublet. They couldn’t possibly last forever, but neither could the strength in my arms.

It was only a matter of time until one of us faltered, and from the agony every block gave me, I figured it would be me.

My arms didn’t have the strength to land a successful counter, so I had to gain some room to initiate my longsword’s rune effect.

The massive man drew his axe backward into a grand swing. I ducked under it, and the blade whooshed over my head. My opponent continued spinning, and the axe came back for a second attempt. I only had time to pull my sword in front of me and block the attack, but the force of the blow threw me backward. My grip faltered on my sword, and even my palm rune couldn’t keep it in my hands. My weapon somersaulted through the air as I landed on my ass, and the air ejected from my lungs. Pain lanced up my tailbone while I scrambled to my feet.

“I’m having a good bit of fun,” the ex-knight said as he inspected the edge of his axe. “You must have been a pretty good cadet. No wonder they call you a hero.” He licked his lips. “But I’m not done yet. Go on, pick up your blade.”

I grunted and took my sword. The only reason he would have allowed me to arm myself again would be because he thought he had this fight in the bag. I still hadn’t shown my longsword’s Forcewave rune, and now the idiot had given me the distance I needed to pull it off. He was now at least ten meters away, busy laughing at what appeared to be an uneven match.

I allowed him to come a fraction beyond striking distance before I slashed. A last second tilt of the blade extended my prot-field through the weapon, and I aimed the magic right into the ex-knight’s chest.

My opponent was running at full-pace when the forcewave hit him, and I heard his bones crunch as his chest compressed beneath the invisible barrier. The impact sent the ex-knight tumbling through the air, and he slammed into the metal wall of a building before hitting the ground. He didn’t move, so I was sure he died as soon as the forcewave crushed his solar plexus like cheap plaster.

I ran over to the ex-knight’s two-handed axe, grabbed it, and then attached it to the magnetons on the back of my cuirass. I didn’t have time to scan it now. The weapon was probably higher than Squire level, so I could either have it dismantled for Dust or hang onto it for when I was promoted. After seeing his doublet’s rune effect, I wouldn’t have minded taking the item, but it was crumpled from my forcewave attack.

I searched for any more of Gregory’s henchmen, but the courtyard was empty and deathly quiet. My stomach threatened to empty itself as my breath finally came back to me. I’d killed six men today. Not Grendels. Humans. I’d been defending myself, but I didn’t feel much better about ending the lives of my own kind.

There was no doubt I’d made a serious enemy in Gregory. I didn’t think these six corpses would be the last of my interactions with the fat man, but at least I’d made a dent in his forces.

I shook my head in disbelief as I looked at the decimated rug tunnels. The courtyard was now filled with Wayfarer corpses, and there were likely more dead in the buildings. How many of them were women and children? Not a single Wayfarer Gregory’s henchmen had killed deserved to die today. They were innocents caught between a struggle that didn’t involve them one bit.

Kingdom officials wouldn’t care since it hadn’t been nobles killed in the crossfire. They’d probably chalk it up to gang warfare, send out some generic message of sympathy on the Cube, and do nothing more about it.

I stared at my bloody weapon. The Longsword of Propulsion worked far better than I’d imagined. The rune effect hadn’t malfunctioned once. It was a testament to Max’s craftsmanship. I owed the enchanter my life. If only the blood soaking my blade had been Grendel blood. I wiped the weapon on one of the rugs as people started leaving the buildings to check out the bloodshed.

I heard sirens blare from a few blocks away. The injured Wayfarers would soon get the medical attention they needed, but I couldn’t wait around. Kingdom officials might not care about Wayfarer deaths, but law enforcement would still hold me for questioning. I didn’t have time to get involved with the law.

 

31:20

 

I had enough time to make it to the docks if I hurried, so I made my way through the alleyways, using the flashing sign pointing to the floor’s elevator to guide me. I couldn’t stop my heart from racing, and I glanced over my shoulder a hundred times. When I got into the elevator, I was breathing heavily, and the tunic beneath my cuirass was soaked through with sweat. I pressed the button for the ground floor.

After today’s events, I was kind of glad to be leaving Bratton. Maybe the Stalwart wouldn’t be too bad of an assignment. The starship might have had a few recent upgrades the kingdom database hadn’t registered, likely since the specifications listed on my prot-belt would have made it almost incapable of spacefaring.

With almost no time to spare, I disembarked the elevator, jumped into a carriage and told it to take me to the docks after paying the fee.

 

Current Kingdom Balance: 2,195

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 0

 

As the metal cart swung through the web of cables, I saw a dozen ships leave the platforms and fly into space.

I hoped none of them were the Stalwart.
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Chapter 6

To say I was relieved the Stalwart hadn’t left the docks yet would be an understatement. But it was also an understatement to say I was unimpressed by the vessel.

The Stalwart really was a rust bucket. Each sheet of metal comprising its rounded hull seemed to have once belonged to a different vessel. It was larger than the usual Beluga-class model because of all the wonky modifications.

Even someone who hadn’t aced the Academy’s examination on starship regulations could see the vessel was breaking at least fifty of them. Inside was probably worse, filled to the brim with non-regulation equipment only one short circuit away from turning it into an old-fashioned microwave. Although it seemed someone brought a massive magnet to a junkyard and compiled the ship, there was some purpose to its construction. All the mismatched parts were once the star items on their respective ships.

Plasma quarrels, rune lances, and heavy cannons jutted from above a Chrome Cachalot’s twin gravity rings. The engines on the underside were from a few discontinued Omura starships. The RTF stopped making them for a good reason; they were unreliable at the best of times. But when they did work, no vessel could outclass them. And the Stalwart possessed four of them.

The arcane chamber looked to have been excised from a much larger vessel, probably a Finback carrier. Beluga starships didn’t typically undergo interstellar travel, but with such a powerful hub, the Stalwart wasn’t a typical Beluga. Even now I could see the faint glow of the vast array of runes inside the domed deck. Those runes would be capable of enhancing a ship mage’s power a hundredfold. It was overkill, but then so were many of the hodgepodge parts forming the vessel. Unlike the rest of the ship, the bridge looked surprisingly well-formed. Even so, a fancy bridge didn’t make the Stalwart look any more desirable for a first assignment.

The platform trembled as a starship’s thruster engines propelled it out from the docks, through the exit tunnels, and into space. I grabbed onto a nearby rail for balance. My arms were sore from the fight, and I was feeling a little tired, but I was eager to get on my first starship, even if it was the Stalwart.

As I moved through the bustling sailors and merchants, my mind reeled with my near death experiences earlier today. Gregory would learn what I’d done to his men and send more after me. Armed men might even be somewhere on these very docks, searching for me so they could riddle me with bullets. The thugs would have no qualms about killing innocent bystanders. They’d murdered dozens of innocent Wayfarers, and I felt guilty for those caught in the crossfire. Their families would be mourning the deaths of their loved ones while I set into space aboard the Stalwart.

“Excuse me,” a gruff voice said.

My hand flashed to my sword hilt as I turned. I half-expected to see a group of Gregory’s henchmen. Instead, a short man in woolen robes peered up at me. His face was hidden beneath the cowl, but wisps of blonde hair sprung from his chin.

“You are Squire Nicholas Lyons?” he asked.

“Who’s asking?”

“I am of no importance, but the one who sent me wishes to give you something.”

I was still edgy from before, so when the short man reached into his coat, I jumped back a little. My hands wrapped around my sword, and the blade was almost out of its scabbard when the man held out an electronic device in a quivering hand.

“I mean you no harm!” he whispered loudly as he waved the device in my face. “The sorcerer sent me! You’ll need this to speak with him while you’re on board the Stalwart.”

“The sorcerer?” I frowned for a moment and then slid my sword back into its scabbard. No one around the ship seemed to have noticed I’d been a half-second away from skewering the robed man.

I should have remembered I’d be secretly reporting to Silvester Polgar, and I would need some means of communicating with him.

“I’m sorry,” I said to the hooded man. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. It’s been a long day.”

The messenger swallowed audibly and gave me a single nod. I took the device from him and examined it. It appeared to be a long-range communicator used to provide instantaneous communication over long distances. The rarity and power of the item meant the duke considered this mission of the utmost importance. Apart from my strange mutation, I didn’t have any mage powers to activate the device, so Silvester Polgar would be the one calling me.

“The sorcerer will contact you at 6:00 Caledonian Universal Time,” the short man said as though reading my thoughts. “He wishes to advise you that, should you refuse to answer the call, he will resort to corrective measures.”

The message sounded like something the sorcerer would say. I’d only met him twice, but I knew he wasn’t a man I wanted to cross.

I examined the device some more, turning it over in my hands. It was egg-shaped and made from a shiny metal. There were no visible runes on its surface, but I knew they had to be there. They’d probably illuminate when the sorcerer wanted to communicate with me. It would be awkward if he called while I was with the crew, defeating the purpose of a covert mission. I’d need to ensure I was alone every day at 6:00 CUT, no matter the local time. I looked up to thank the robed man, but he was already walking through the crowd.

With a long sigh, I pocketed the device in my belt pouch and made my way up the Stalwart’s ramp. As I got closer to the makeshift vessel, I could see the spots where the various parts of the starship had been welded together. It looked like even more of a junkyard save than I originally thought, and I hoped the messy weldings were strong enough to hold while it sailed through space.

“Who the hell are you?” a voice barked from within the ship. The steady clanking of boots on steel drummed as a red-bearded man stormed up to me.

“Squire Nicholas Lyons,” I said, meeting the man’s golden eyes.

The man was at least a foot taller than me, his shoulders were almost twice as wide, and his arms were bigger than my legs. The bulky power armor he wore suggested he fought on the frontlines. I was surprised to see a crewmember wearing Runetech armor outside of the battlefield, but this man scowled like he never left the field. I looked down at the sigil of twin axes on his coat and realized he was a berserker knight.

“You’re the squire?” he spat. “As if we didn’t have enough work to do, now we’re meant to be raising greenhorns?” He blew back his red mohawk from his eyes and swigged a water drum. The strong odor of cheap ale wafted from his breath.

“Yes, sir. I’ve been assigned to your vessel.”

“The Stalwart isn’t any good for you. Ask for some other ship.” The knight turned and started walking up the ramp.

“I’m sorry, sir, but I’m not going anywhere,” I said, and the knight spun to snarl at me. “I’ve been assigned to the Stalwart. I intend to complete my tour.” Although my voice was steady, my knees were shaking, and I tried to relax them so the knight wouldn’t notice. I’d been warned at the Academy not to get on the wrong side of berserkers. Their combat experience made them volatile, and my first impression of this man confirmed it.

“You’re a stubborn prick, aren’t you?” The knight’s scowl turned into a grin. Then he marched over to me and whacked me on the back. He rocked his head back and laughed like a hyena. “I’ve changed my mind. I like you!”

“Uhhh--” I started to say, but then the man’s eyes narrowed as he looked at my cuirass.

“Is that blood?” he asked as he looked at drops across my armor. They must have gotten there from the fight with Gregory’s goons.

“Yes, sir. I--”

“Did you kill them all?” His grin grew wider, and his eyes opened with excitement.

“Yes, sir. I--”

“Did they scream? I love it when they scream.” The man’s massive hands closed around my shoulders, and I somehow felt his grip through my armor. I winced as my injuries made themselves known, and the knight’s grin seemed to deepen. “Get a few bruises, did you? Well, it’s good to see you gave it right back to them. A man hits you, you hit back twice as hard. He pulls out his sword, you make sure you lop his head off before he can swing the thing.” He burst into laughter and released my shoulder.

I was going to be sharing a starship with a madman.

“Come on board, Lyons. I want to hear about these men you murdered.”

“I didn’t really murder--”

“Shut your mouth, and don’t talk until I ask you to.” The crazed man’s smile vanished, and he shoved me up the ramp. We crossed through the cargo hold where fifteen-meter containers were being loaded onto the ship. I figured they were probably whatever we’d be delivering on our humanitarian missions. Food, medical supplies, water filters, and various shelters.

I followed the mohawked berserker through passageways with bulkheads so narrow he sometimes turned sideways. There were other crew members around, but few of them spared me more than a second glance. Those who did smirked at me as though I’d stepped into a world of trouble.

The knight stopped outside a very narrow doorway. “Your quarters are inside here.”

I nodded at him and then stepped forward to the entry, but the man suddenly grabbed my shoulder. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I was about to step--” I began, but he laughed and waved his arm in front of the sensor. The doors opened, and the crazy knight bowed and held his arm out in a mockery of hospitality.

I entered the dark room, and the motion-sensor lights flickered for a few moments. They seemed to short-circuit, darkening the room again before the knight hit the control beside the door. Then lights brightened and didn’t go out this time.

There were a dozen beds in total, with barely enough space to walk between them. Belongings lay atop four mattresses, and my duffle bag sat on the one furthest from the entrance door. Another door led into a bathroom with only one shower. I got the feeling these quarters might have once housed a single crew member.

The air smelled like dirty socks, and I stopped breathing through my nose for a bit. Whoever lived inside these quarters needed a few tips in personal hygiene, and maybe another read-through of the RTF’s recruit manual.

“Are there other squires on board?” I asked the knight with the red mohawk.

“Unfortunately,” he muttered. “They keep their mouths shut and stay out of our business, like you’ll do.”

“When will I be meeting the captain?” I figured my introduction would be a top priority, since getting on his good side might mean I wouldn’t have to report directly to this berserker. More questions came to my mind, like where the galley was and what my duties would be on board the ship, but I decided not to ask them. The knight seemed to annoy easily, and one question might be all he’d have the patience to answer.

“When he’s good and ready.” The red-haired man paused to take another swig from his water drum. He took an impossibly long gulp and then lowered it from his lips. More rancid smells filled my nostrils as he sighed. “Once the last of the cargo’s loaded into the hold, you’ll hear the thrusters start up. Then, we’ll jump through a portal, and you better get your ass anchored. You understand?”

I’d been hazed by drill sergeants before, so I knew the best way to deal with authority. “Yes, sir,” I said.

The berserker knight grabbed my shoulder, and his fingers pressed into my armor. I winced, and his smile broadened. “Welcome to the Stalwart.” The man drained the rest of his drum and left the room. I heard his laughter echo from the passageway before the door slid shut.

“Is he gone?” A man’s head popped up from behind a bed. “Tell . . . tell me he’s gone.”

“The berserker?” I asked. The knight had made me uneasy, but I wasn’t terrified of him like this other man appeared to be. “Yeah, he’s gone.”

The man exhaled in relief and creeped out from behind the bed. A plain blue tunic hung from his slight frame, and the royal blue squire symbol was embossed into the right breast pocket below the RTF trident. His rounded features marked him as a Caledonian Core World noble, even though he bore none of a nobleman’s confident air.

“I’m Nicholas Lyons.” I put out my hand, but the young man turned his nose up at my gesture. Well, at least he hadn’t forgotten everything about what it meant to be a noble. I was a little glad he hadn’t shaken it since my hands were sore from the fight. The mobility in my arms was also reduced, and I wondered whether I had broken something. I’d have to see the ship’s medic at some point.

I reached over my shoulder with effort and grabbed the ex-knight’s axe. I gritted my teeth as my arm took the weapon’s weight and rested it on my mattress. The polished double-edged blade gleamed beneath the overhead lights. I entered the item into my prot-belt and watched the stats come to life on the holographic display projected from the belt’s buckle.

 

Weapon type: Durable Two-handed Battle Axe of Rending

Additional damage: 25% (bleed)

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: Weapon is constructed of a lightweight duranium alloy, increasing the durability of any rune inscribed into it.

Runes inscribed: Rending

Rune class: Knight

Rune effects: Weapon’s edge is capable of piercing light armor.

 

I dismissed the information and stepped back to admire the axe again. After reading the rune effect, I was glad the ex-knight hadn’t landed a hit with the weapon. Although the power class of the axe was Squire, I still couldn’t use it without a promotion because of the Knight class rune effect. I could keep it in storage until I was ready, or I could dismantle it for Arcane Dust. Dismantling the item seemed like a waste, considering how powerful the weapon appeared.

“Looks like a nice axe,” the noble squire said from over my shoulder, and I detected a hint of disdain his voice. “Especially nice for an Outlander. I can’t believe they assigned one of you to the ship. The Stalwart really is the worst vessel in the RTF.” He plopped down on a bed. “All I can say is good luck.”

The other squire’s scalp had been shaved in places with some spots much longer than others. I figured he’d been the victim of some kind of hazing, and it made me feel a little sorry for him despite his racism.

“Are you new, too?” I asked.

The anxious noble shook his head. “This is my second tour, and I’ve been in this room most of the time.”

I could tell from the way the nobleman’s eyes roamed about the quarters, that there was probably a good reason for not leaving the quarters. He likely only graduated from the Academy thanks to his parents’ money and status. He must have really pissed someone off to end up on the Stalwart.

I didn’t want to spend another moment with him in this room. I went to leave but caught a glimpse of my reflection in one of the mirrors. Blood speckled my armor, and I decided I couldn’t leave my quarters in this state.

Wash basins separated each of the beds, so I took a towel from a wardrobe, wet it, and scrubbed my armor clean. By the time I’d finished, the towel was soaked with blood. The young noble didn’t say anything, but I could see his scared expression in the mirror’s reflection.

“Fifteen minutes before the Stalwart disembarks the docks,” a female voice said from the speaker above me. “The ship will make its jump at 21:30.”

Removing my armor and changing into squire garments would take at least ten more minutes. I figured I wouldn’t look all that strange wearing my gear while I walked around the ship because the berserker had also been equipped in full gear.

“Where are you going?” the squire called as I stepped outside.

I ignored the nobleman and made my way down the passageway toward what I thought was the galley. The starship’s outer appearance made the vessel seem haphazardly constructed, and the inside confirmed it. The Stalwart was nothing like the uniform military Belugas I’d learned about in the Academy, and I got lost a few times in its intersecting passageways.

As I passed the elevator, a loud whirring sound filled my ears, and the thruster engines must have fired up. Three artillerymen walked by me, clad in juniper green basic armor. If I hadn’t been granted the scholarship to the Academy, I might have applied for artillery. It was an honorable job role, second to the knights.

The soldiers wore prot-belts, but they were likely low capacity with prot-fields that would only stop a dozen bullets before giving out. Squires and knights tended to get the more valuable loot, and they were also paid substantially more by the RTF, so artillerymen often couldn’t afford better equipment.

I gave the men a nod, but they all ignored me as they entered the lift. I figured their lack of politeness was probably normal, considering the stiff rivalry between the kingdom’s infantry and the knights.

When I found the galley in the next passageway, I encountered a knight with dreadlocks leaning against the bulkhead beside the entrance. He was bopping his head to music blaring through headphones while drinking from a water drum similar to the one the redheaded crazy knight used for his beer. He wore power armor similar to the berserker knight, but his was even larger. Huge pauldrons jutted out from his boulder-like shoulders, and his chest plate must have weighed fifty kilos.

When I got closer, I recognized him as the shield knight who’d paid my carriage fare earlier today.

“Ahhh! The Hero of Tyranus,” he said when he saw me and tugged off his headphones. “Didn’t hear you were going to be our new squire recruit.” The big knight smiled at me, and I relaxed. Although he was drinking from a huge drum, he wasn’t drunk like the other knight I’d met. “Name’s Moses Monroe.”

“Nicholas Lyons, sir!” I yelled above the sound of the ionic thruster engines below us.

“Loud in here, isn’t it?” He chuckled, and I realized I’d probably yelled a little too loud. “This ship’s a beauty, isn’t she?”

“Uhhh . . . she’s certainly something.”

“You don’t have to lie, buddy. She doesn’t look too hot, but you’ll see her do some damn fine things. Years in space and you learn to appreciate a good vessel.” He swigged on his water drum. “Any idea what specialist role you’ll take when you’re promoted?”

“I wanted to become a squire for so long, I never thought much about what I’d do afterward.”

“Outlanders don’t often get into the Academy, let alone make it to graduation. You’ll be trudging uphill, that’s for sure. Those bastards in the upper echelons will do their best to make things hard for you. I’ve had my share of it. I’m not an Outlander, but I’m not a Caledonian, either. Sometimes I wish I could put them nobles in their place.” His grip tightened around the water drum, and the metal crinkled a little.

I was starting to like Moses a lot, but he sounded like an insurrectionist. But then, a lot of people were annoyed with the RTF’s bureaucracy, so it didn’t necessarily make him a rebel. Still, Polgar would probably want to hear about it. My stomach churned at the thought of reporting this knight to the sorcerer.

“Where you from, Nick?” he asked.

“I grew up in the tenements on Dobuni’s southside. My mom’s still there. She’s the reason why I joined the RTF. I want to help her out.”

Unlike other people who’d learned where I’d come from, Moses didn’t bat an eye. “I hear you. I joined for a similar reason. Except I needed the currency for my brothers and sisters. They’re doing well now, and it’s all thanks to the kingdom paying my wages.”

“And killing Grendels,” I added with a chuckle.

Moses frowned at me, and I got the impression I’d said something wrong. “Yeah, I’ve done my fair share of killing Grendels. After I fixed my siblings up, I rose up through the ranks in the RTF. It’s a long road, but if you work hard, you’ll get where you want to be.”

I wasn’t sure ending up on the Stalwart was much of a rise, but I kept quiet.

“You alright?” Moses must have noticed me frowning.

“Just a little tired,” I said quickly and forced a smile.

“Get some rest while you can. I have to report to the bridge.”

“Should I come?”

“Nah, you won’t be allowed up there until you’ve been briefed by the captain and your prot-belt is linked to the systems. We’re in a bit of a hurry to leave the docks, so you’ll be waiting a little while. You’re free to have a look around the ship in the meantime, though.” The knight paused. “Are you sure you’re feeling alright?”

Now he mentioned it, the passageway had heated up like a furnace, and I was having trouble focusing. My body was finally giving in to exhaustion. Maybe it’d be a good idea if I went back to my quarters.

“You don’t look too good,” the knight said. “I’m taking you to the doc.”

“Thanks, but I’m fine.” I tried to shake off my exhaustion and smiled.

“Look, Nick. I know you want to prove yourself, but we are a team on this ship, and watch out for each other. I’m also your superior, so if you don’t come with me, I’m gonna knock you around so hard you’ll be begging me to take you to the infirmary,” he said with a wink and a broad smile.

I nodded as I followed the big knight down the passageway. As we passed the galley, I heard laughter and peered inside the open doorway. A dozen men and women were gathered together, and Olav was telling them a story. Every crew member held a water drum in hand, and I guessed from their lazy smiles they were guzzling beer from them. Olav slammed his water drum onto the bench and then wrapped his arm around a long-haired knight. What I thought was a show of affection quickly turned into a headlock, and a second later both men wrestled each other on the ground.

These men were all crazy.

I hurried along after Moses, and he entered a room ten meters past the galley. I turned the corner through the doorway and was hit by the smell of disinfectant. Every surface was polished to a gleam, state of the art medical machines lined the walls, and a vat filled with bioliquid bubbled in a corner.

“You alright if I leave you here?” Moses said. “I’ll comm the doc to come see you.”

I nodded. “Not a problem, sir. Thanks.”

“We take care of our own on the Stalwart.”

I smiled as he left. Besides feeling a little sore and in desperate need of rest, I didn’t think I was injured.

A woman clad in a form-fitting midnight blue dress and a white coat entered the room. Blonde shoulder-length hair framed a high-cheekboned face. “Squire Nicholas Lyons?”

Her voice carried the thick accent of the Rutheni Kingdom. She was the second crewmember I met who wasn’t from the Caledonian Kingdom.

“That’s me.”

The woman grabbed a medscanner from a cabinet and ran it over my body. “Significant bruising, but nothing is broken.”

She leaned close to me as she pressed the device against my left shoulder. Her skin didn’t bear a single wrinkle even though she seemed to be approaching middle-age. Lavender perfume drifted from her hair, and I forced myself not to stare at the front slit of her dress. She leaned over a little more, and I swallowed.

The woman looked at me knowingly as she removed a needle from the table beside me and pushed the drug into my left arm.

“What are you giving me?” I asked.

“Something for the pain. It will also help you recover.”

“Are you the nurse?” I asked when she’d finished.

“I’m this vessel’s medical officer. Dr. Natali Lenkov.” Now I was less surprised the infirmary was in much better condition than the rest of the starship. It matched the doctor’s flawless appearance.

I rubbed my arms and noticed they were no longer bruised. Every part of me that had ached a few seconds ago was now free of pain.

“If you do not mind my asking,” Dr. Lenkov said, “how did you get these injuries? Surely you haven’t suffered with them since you got back from Tyranus? I know the Academy doctors are sometimes negligent, but that would be atrocious.”

“No, it wasn’t on Tyranus. It happened earlier today.” I considered telling the doctor about my time at the Business Spire, and I wouldn’t have minded spending a good half hour with the beautiful woman, but the ship would be leaving soon. I wanted to explore more of the vessel before I anchored myself somewhere.

The doctor must have sensed my thoughts because she stood and held out her arm. “You may leave now. I’m sure there are many parts of the Stalwart you wish to see before the captain briefs you. The ship mage will be bringing us to our new location shortly, so you don’t have much time.”

“Thanks for your help. I feel one hundred percent now.” I awkwardly bowed my head at the woman, and she smiled as she stifled a chuckle behind her hand. My ears burned as I left the infirmary.

I was about to enter the corridor to my quarters when I saw a woman in the RTF’s enchanter uniform outside a closed door. She looked like she was having trouble opening it, so I walked over to her.

“Piece of shit,” she muttered as she punched her prot-belt.

“Need a hand?” I asked.

Her shoulders bunched up, and all I could see was the back of her red-haired head. “No, I don’t need a fucking--” When she turned around, she stopped speaking and glanced over my uniform with a smirk. “Just when I thought this tour was going to be same old, same old, we have a handsome new recruit. What’s your name?”

“Nicholas Lyons.” I smiled, held my hand up to the door’s scanner, and the light flashed over the rune on my palm. The scanner beeped, and the door slid open vertically.

“Thanks,” she said as she peered up at me. Her smirk became a grin, and I was surprised by how pretty she looked. I’d only been on the ship for less than an hour, and I’d already met two beautiful women.

Maybe life on the Stalwart wouldn’t be so bad after all.

“It’s no trouble,” I said.

“I’m sure it wasn’t.” She raised her eyebrows at my armor and then drew a finger across my cuirass. My eyes widened as she came closer to me, and placed her hands on the flanking metal guards at my hips.

“This is great armor,” she said, and then she peered up at me with a wry smile. “What did you think I was doing? Checking out your muscles? I suppose those are pretty nice too. How much can you deadlift?” The woman sized me up as she smirked.

“Uhh . . .”

“I’m Casey Roman,” the enchantress said, and I was glad I didn’t have to answer her question. “Outlander, aren’t you?” Her hand shoved my back, forcing me to lean forward in a hunch. “That’s better. Try not to stand so straight all the time. This might be an RTF vessel, but you won’t find prim and proper knights here.”

She slapped me on the shoulder, and I rocked back again.

“I’m only joking,” she said with a giggle. “Stand however the fuck you want.”

I laughed until a memory reared in my mind. Casey’s jovial nature reminded me of Alice Jones, and I had to think of something else before I started tearing up. “What do you do on the ship?” It was a stupid question since she was clad in enchanter uniform and glowing specks of dismantled gear stained her apron, but I needed to say something. She didn’t seem to mind.

“I’m the Stalwart’s resident enchantress. I work here with my granddad, Joseph.”

“Is this your first tour?”

“Second. Don’t ask about the last one. Everyone’s still a little testy about what happened on Brigantes.”

“What happened on . . .” I stopped myself, and the woman’s lips pulled back in a smile, making my stomach flutter.

“You’re learning. Good. You’ll need to discard a bunch of book stuff you learned at the Academy. We don’t really do things by-the-book on the Stalwart.”

“Yeah, I’m noticing that.” I glanced at the naked wires drooping from the overhead. “Nothing here seems to be regulation.”

“You have no idea.” Casey rolled her eyes and sighed.

“What do you mean?” I found my eyes drifting to the freckles on her neck and the bare part of her shoulder left uncovered by her sleeveless tunic.

“I’ll tell you more later. I bet you want to have a look around, right? You might have been on a starship before, but--”

“This one isn’t regulation?” I finished her sentence with a smile.

She laughed, and her deep blue eyes squeezed together. “It’ll be good to have you aboard, Nick. Have you met the other squires yet?”

“Only the one with the weird haircut.”

Casey laughed again. “That’s Neville.”

“Are the other squires like him?”

“Not at all. He’s the only dud of the group. The twins are normal and joke around a bunch.”

At least I wouldn’t have to spend all my time on the Stalwart with the clone of Ludas Barnes.

The starship shook a little, and I grabbed a handle on the bulkhead to steady myself. Casey grabbed a handle below me, and our bodies touched. She smiled up at me, and my heart hammered in my chest.

“I should be getting back to my quarters,” I said when the ship settled. The initial turbulence made me think the inertia negators weren’t functioning as they ought to, and I wanted to take Casey’s advice and get myself locked down before the starship jumped.

“There’s still some time before our ship mage makes the leap,” she said. “How about I show you around our enchantry?”

“Olav told me to anchor myself before the ship left the docks. I’m not sure I want to rub him the wrong way.” I dropped my voice, not wanting to be overheard even though the passageway was empty. “I think he might have been drunk.”

“Oh, he was definitely drunk.” Casey’s smile made her eyes sparkle, and I forced myself not to stare. She was still standing close to me, and her body glanced against mine. “Olav Kjeldsen is almost always drunk. Great guy, isn’t he?” I was starting to wonder whether the woman wasn’t a little tipsy herself when she let go of the handle and grabbed my arm. “Come with me. There are spare anchors in the workshop.”

Before I could argue otherwise, she yanked me through the doorway and along a short passageway opening into a circular room.

Casey sighed as she strolled toward a workbench running along the rear perimeter of the chamber, and I watched her legs move. “It gets a little lonely on the Stalwart, and I could do with someone to talk to.”

I felt my face redden as I thought about ‘talking’ with this beautiful woman. The enchanter uniform hugged at her figure, and her pants had worn away in patches, revealing the pale skin of her thighs. Like the rest of the Stalwart, this woman seemed a little roguish, but that alluring quality fascinated me.

My mouth went dry as she leaned both hands on the bench and slowly turned to face me.

“Hardly anyone appreciates good runes,” Casey said.

“I definitely do,” I said with a gulp as I tried to rid my mind of the image of a half-naked enchantress from my imagination.

“You bought your gear from Level 8, didn’t you? Looks like Max’s work. I figure if you went to his place out of all the joints in the Business Spire, you appreciate decent craftsmanship.”

I thought about telling Casey about the enchanter at The Silver Rune who recommended Max to me, but figured I’d let it slide. It wasn’t like I didn’t appreciate good runes, and I was enjoying talking with her. “Well, what do you have to show me?”

The enchantress led me to the workbench. Drills of all sizes lay within metal boxes next to magically sealed drums filled with Dust. The equipment wasn’t anything beyond the usual, but a set of gauntlets resting on the bench took my breath away. The buckled wrists straps and gold knuckles shone brilliantly, and I didn’t need to scan the item with my prot-belt to know it was Master class.

“Not bad, is it?” Casey said as she peered over my shoulder. “My grandfather and I have been working on it for a while. Trying to figure out what makes it tick. It’s from the Prime Era.”

“May I?”

“Sure,” she said.

I held my breath as I grabbed the left gauntlet. I was a little surprised by its heaviness, and I imagined only a giant of a man would be able to use them effectively. “This has to weigh at least fifteen kilos. How would anyone ever equip it and still be able to lift his arm?”

“Ha! It’s not like you’re a small guy.” She gave me a playful smirk as she slid her hand under the armor at my bicep and squeezed. Her eyes widened when I flexed, and her cheeks turned a bit red.

I gave her a wink as I continued inspecting the gauntlet. I recognized some of the runes as general armor class enhancements, but others were completely foreign to me. It was a priceless item constructed of burnished gold, probably worth more than any of the armor pieces lining Duke Barnes’ throne room.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but what’s the Stalwart doing with something like this?” I figured she was repairing the gauntlets, although I couldn’t think of a reason anyone would ask an enchantress on the Stalwart to do the job.

Casey’s smile faltered, and she snatched the armored gloves from me. Then she shoved them into one of the iron crates and punched in the code to lock it. “I shouldn’t have shown you that. Like I said, it’s a project I’ve been working on with my grandfather. Kinda personal. One of them granddaughter to grandfather bonding things, you know?”

I nodded, but her sudden change startled me. Was this gauntlet an indication of insurrectionist activity? I’d barely known Casey for more than a half hour, but she didn’t seem like a rebel. Maybe some rich noble asked her grandfather to restore the gauntlets?

Casey returned to her jubilant self as she pointed a remote toward the viewscreen. “Check this out.” The screen flickered before showing a wide angle of the area outside the starship. A swirling portal pulsed with violet lights.

No matter how many times I witnessed the magical doorways, I was blown away every time. When I was a child, Mom told me about how humanity first displayed magical abilities. It was a few years after the Grendels came through the rifts. She said the gods granted us those powers so we could fight against our alien enemies. I wasn’t sure I believed in gods, but I couldn’t deny there was magic in the world.

I was looking at it right now on the viewscreen.

“Come anchor yourself,” Casey said, her face a shade of purple from the viewscreen’s reflection.

I plopped myself into one of the chairs while Casey sat to my right. She gave me a wink and smirked from the corner of her mouth. I smiled back at her and tried to focus on anchoring myself correctly rather than how my stomach whirled whenever the pretty enchantress looked at me.

During my first time on a starship, I’d asked the Academy tutor why we needed to anchor ourselves. The tutor sighed and told me the inertia negators didn’t always work. Even the scholars in the Arcane Institute didn’t know everything about portals, and sometimes strange things happened while traveling through them.

As I secured myself to the bulkhead, I hoped today wouldn’t be one of those occasions. The portal expanded on the viewscreen as our ship closed in on it. Three men walked into the workshop from the back doorway, all wearing the silver enchanter uniform. An older man with a gray beard sat to the left of me, and the two other men took chairs on the opposite side of the room.

The old man glared at me, and then Casey. “Who’s this?” He nodded at me. I figured he was Casey’s grandfather, since the two other enchanters were probably too young to have grandchildren.

“The new squire,” she said.

I almost froze beneath the man’s cold stare, and I recognized him from the docks when I’d left the Academy starship this morning. He’d seemed a hell of a lot nicer then, so I guessed that he thought I was trying to seduce his granddaughter.

“You’re the hero, aren’t you? Thought you were assigned to the RTF Valor,” the man asked.

“Yeah, that didn’t work out,” I said with a pained smile.

“Well, keep your head on straight while you’re on our ship and you’ll do alright. I’m Joseph Roman. I see you’ve already met my granddaughter.” His lip curled in disdain, and then he turned to the viewscreen.

Something buzzed in my belt pouch, and I went to take it out. As soon as I touched smooth metal, I remembered it was the comms device. I tried to press down on it so the vibrating wouldn’t alert the others.

Joseph gave me another cold stare, but he didn’t say anything. The comms buzzed again, and I exhaled in relief when it stopped.

When I looked up, Casey was staring at me with her head tilted. She peered down at my pouch and frowned. “You’re missing it! Our ship mage is the best there is.”

I found it hard to believe the Stalwart was home to the RTF’s best ship mage, but my doubts were vanquished when the vessel’s round-nosed bow penetrated the purple arcane barrier like a stick piercing a swirling lake. The viewscreen blacked out as the entire starship was sucked through the whirling rift. Every fraction of my being was torn apart, and then put back together. When I could finally think straight, the others were already out of their seats.

I flipped the buckle and jumped up. That was a mistake. I swallowed back my stomach, and I heard Casey laugh.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ll get used to jumping.” The enchantress patted me on the back as I tried to give her a reassuring smile and hide my nausea.

I’d jumped a few times before, but this one had been different. Normally minutes passed before we arrived on the other side, but we’d arrived in seconds. Maybe Casey had been right about the ship mage. I felt terrible, but at least our ship made it through the portal without falling apart. On the plus side, I was still alive.

“Why were you looking at your belt earlier?” Casey asked as she reached for my belt pouch.

“Oh, it was nothing. A message from my mom before we took off,” I said as I brushed her hand aside

“A momma’s boy? That’s cute.” She gave me a charming smile, and I laughed under my breath. The pretty enchantress seemed to have bought my answer. This secret mission wasn’t going to be easy if Polgar contacted me outside 06:00 CUT. I’d have to examine the comms device to see if there was some way of silencing it.

“Casey!” Joseph barked, and she went over to him.

I stood awkwardly while the enchanters talked among themselves.

My first hour on the starship had gone by in a blur, and we’d left the docks without me even meeting the captain. I hadn’t expected to be given a royal tour, but then I also hadn’t expected to be left to my own devices without a briefing.

I wanted to thank Casey for showing me around the workshop, but I also needed to return to my quarters before the berserker knight found out I was missing.

The viewscreen initialized, displaying the area of space we’d landed in. Next to the portal was the rune beacon that enabled ship mages to make long-range jumps with near-perfect accuracy. It was a sphere floating in space, covered in some of the most powerful runes known to mankind. Besides a smattering of stars, there were no planets or other celestial objects visible, so I didn’t know what system we’d ended up in. This might even be the first jump of many before we arrived at our mission’s location.

The portal was slowly shrinking, but before vanishing completely, it widened in a sudden burst. The viewscreen glittered with purple and blue hues as forty ships glided out from the rift.

Red lights flashed from the corners of the room. A holographic display of a man’s bearded face appeared in the room’s center.

“This is the captain,” the hologram said. “Hostile vessels have breached our portal. Man your battlestations. The Stalwart is under attack.”
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Chapter 7

The holo in the center of the workshop displayed forty ships shaped like old-fashioned arrowheads. Their noses ended in fine points, and I guessed the spear-like blades were used for piercing the hulls of other ships. Any one of them could probably skewer the Stalwart’s hull with barely any propulsive force.

But their shapes and noses were the only common factors. There was no unifying color scheme, and most of their hulls were comprised of diverse materials. Laser array turrets hung atop the back two points while dual plasma cannons protruded from the midsections of other vessels. All of the weapons looked like they had been retrofitted by someone with only a passing interest in which direction they should be firing.

“Looks like pirates to me,” Joseph said to the other enchanters. “Casey, Dominic, and Brad, grab some drills and a few containers of Dust. We’re heading to Deck 3.”

We were a Beluga transport starship. How the hell were we meant to deal with these enemies? There weren’t even supposed to be any pirates within the Triumvirate, let alone forty ships worth of them. The three kingdoms didn’t cooperate on much, but at least they’d agreed upon outlawing and evicting almost all the pirate colonies from their domains. Did the presence of this hostile fleet mean we were now outside the Triumvirate’s reach?

The last thing I’d expected when Duke Barnes assigned me to the Stalwart for humanitarian missions was a pirate attack. My heart raced as the enemy vessels slowly moved toward us, so I tried to calm myself with the protocol I’d learned at the Academy. When unable to defend themselves, RTF ships handed over whatever the enemy desired. The crew and its ship were worth more to the kingdom than the Dust aboard.

“Were you trained in any ship warfare?” Casey said to me as she filled her pack with drills and other tools.

“Uhh . . . not really. I’ve done some simulations at the Academy, but nothing major. Space warfare is a specialization, and I didn’t take it.” I wanted to be on the ground fighting Grendels, not engaged in battles between starships. I was regretting not taking the extra classes now.

“You’re coming with us to the gunneries. The Stalwart only has a minimum crew; the guys will need all the help they can get.” Casey shoved me out of the workshop, and I was too dumbfounded to do anything except allow her to move me.

The way she was talking made me think there wouldn’t be any negotiations with the enemy. If true, this could be my last day on the Stalwart. Or worse--my last day alive.

Maybe the crew was simply extra cautious, and I took solace in the thought.

“I’m not sure I’ll be much help,” I said to the enchantress as we followed her grandpa and the two other enchanters through the passageway. “I don’t know much about gunner stations.”

My Academy training focused on ground-level fighting and tactics. Ship battles tended to be the domain of artillerymen and sailors, with the odd knight who decided to specialize in space warfare. While I’d used virtual gunner stations before, I wasn’t very good at it.

“It’s really not difficult. You have arms, don’t you?” Casey smirked out of the corner of her mouth as she pulled me along.

The other crew members we passed were either yelling orders above the siren sounds, carrying equipment, or preparing themselves for battle by donning armor and handing out weapons. Everyone seemed like they had a job to do, and the well-oiled nature of the crew impressed me. It almost seemed like they’d been attacked before, and no one appeared the least bit scared.

The four enchanters and I entered the elevator, and Casey hit the button for Deck 3. As soon as the doors closed, I considered what would happen if these pirates decided to board. There were a few knights among the Stalwart’s crew, but I doubted they’d be exceptional in a ship battle. First rate warriors wouldn’t have been assigned to the Stalwart, after all.

The elevator lurched to a stop with enough force to drive my stomach into my lungs. The doors opened, and Casey yanked me out after the other three enchanters had exited. The three men entered the first room on the left, and Casey tugged me into the second doorway.

I followed her into a chamber filled with metal terminals large enough for one person to sit inside. Five were shield stations, and the other ten were plasma quarrel terminals. The area Joseph and the other enchanters had entered probably held the ship’s heavy cannons and rune lances.

The dome-shaped boxes burst with light as the soldiers inside them initiated the activation sequences. Beeps and electronic feedback crooned from all around the room, and I could barely hear myself think through all the noise.

“Casey!” Moses yelled from a shield station in the far left corner. “I need a hand with this.”

I trailed behind her as she ran over to the knight.

“What’s up?” Casey asked him.

Moses was wearing full plate armor and a golden tabard. The sheer weight of the armor would have crushed an ordinary man, but he was a mountainous warrior with rippling muscles. A short spear and a gladius hung from his belt, and a tower shield rested on his back. The getup gave him the appearance of an enormous armored turtle.

“This shield station looks like it’s about ready to overheat. I need you to patch it up fast.” The big man jerked a gauntleted thumb at his shield station. Smoke drifted from the runic generator behind the stall, and I could smell burning electricals.

“You got it.” Casey slid behind the metal cage and started pulling out tools from her bag.

The shield stations were two meters wide and three meters tall. Regular soldiers could use them, but they were particularly powerful when manned by shield knights like Moses. Artillerymen sat within the other shield stations, readying the ship’s forcefields in preparation for a full-on assault.

“What’s the situation with these pirates, sir?” I asked Moses while Casey worked.

He glanced at me as if only now noticing I’d accompanied the enchantress into the room. “They knew we were coming.”

“How would they know?” I asked, and my voice cracked a little as a thought crossed my mind. What if the duke had somehow been responsible for the attack? I knew he suspected the crew were insurrectionists, but why would he assign me to this starship only to have pirates attack it?

“I don’t know, Nick, but we are going to find out,” he said as he gestured for me to take one of the gunner stations.

“What do they want?” I asked as I sat on the chair where the shield knight pointed.

“They demanded our Arcane Dust stores,” Moses said. “Captain Cross refused.”

Casey laughed as she slipped out from behind Moses’ station. “Gotta love the captain.”

“Refused?” I said, unable to believe my ears. “Isn’t it RTF protocol to hand over the Dust if the vessel can’t defend itself?”

“Ha, you don’t know Captain Cross, buddy, and you don’t know the Stalwart. We’re more than capable of blowing these pirates out of space. You give them ground, and they’ll keep taking.”

Attacking the pirates rather than hand over the Stalwart’s Dust stores seemed crazy. Still, I’d always hated the law that made the RTF into victims, and the captain’s desire to stand his ground made me feel a lot of respect for a man I hadn’t met. He was standing up to those who threatened him. I almost wished I’d shown similar courage at the Academy when Ludas Barnes had first called me Poor Boy.

Even so, it didn’t matter how courageous the captain or the crew were when faced with forty enemy vessels.

“Can’t the Stalwart outrun them?” I asked not because I thought we should run, but because apparently the best ship mage in the RTF was aboard the Stalwart. I thought we should have been able to open another portal and escape if we wanted to.

Moses frowned at me. “We don’t run from battles. Especially those we can win. These pirates will find some other suckers to loot, suckers who might not be able to defend themselves. You don’t believe we have what it takes to stop them, do you?” The knight nodded at the console I just sat in. “Turn on the gunner terminal.”

“It’s not that I don’t--”

“Turn it on!” Moses interrupted before I could explain to him I wasn’t a coward.

“Yes, sir!” I exclaimed before I punched the power supply. The gunner terminal’s giant fans whirred to life, and a gust of wind from the machine blew into my face. I activated the screen and put both my hands inside the control arms.

The monitor in front of me displayed the status of the weapon:

 

Weapon Type: Plasma Quarrel

Rounds: 160 (8 x 20)

Details: Medium mounted-artillery. Manually-operated. Can only fire in a straight line.

 

I’d used similar weapons once during an introductory Academy drill, but only in a simulation. They were reasonably archaic because the AI systems provided only minimal targeting. The basic idea was to point, shoot, and hope you hit something vital on the enemy ship.

I moved my arms around to get a feel for this particular unit. The left stick controlled the base of the turret’s rotation while the right stick controlled the gun’s barrels. It took a little bit of getting used to, but after a minute or so my first target was inside the crosshairs. The enemy vessel was quickly getting closer, and its nose had almost reached the Stalwart’s hull before I pulled the trigger.

Eight purple plasma quarrels cut through space and slammed into the pirate ship’s shields. The plasma disintegrated on the forcefield, but one quarrel penetrated an arrow-ship’s shield and hit the rear engines. Metal melted before plasma, and the ionic batteries burst into a bright blue flare. The entire ship exploded into chunks of iron, and the Stalwart rocked a little from the blast.

“Got it!” I pumped my fist into the air.

“Nice job,” Casey said. “Seems you’re not too bad at ship warfare after all.”

The weapon I’d fired must have been enhanced by some kind of Runetech. From what I’d learned during Academy classes, a single plasma array shouldn’t have been able to take out an entire vessel. The Stalwart seemed to be filled with surprises.

“Try to hit them before they get so close,” Moses said to me as he glanced up from his terminal. “We don’t want the Stalwart getting hit with the shrapnel. Makes extra work for us shielders.”

“Understood, sir.”

“I better be going, Nick,” Casey said as she touched my shoulder lightly. “Good luck in here. I’m gonna see if I can find some extra firepower in case these pirates board.”

I watched her leave the gunnery before turning back to the monitor. I hadn’t known Casey for long, but it seemed as if she considered me a friend. Moses showed me more regard than anyone in my entire time at the Academy. And Dr. Lenkov healed me without hesitation.

In response to those kindnesses, I couldn’t let these pirates breach the Stalwart. I would blast as many of the arrow-ships as I could manage.

I ignored the blaring sirens, wrapped my fingers around the control sticks again, and carefully moved my hands to target. Another arrow-ship drifted into the crosshairs, and the assisted targeting feature locked onto it. I exhaled while squeezing the trigger.

The turrets released the plasma quarrels, shooting them through space like arrows. The projectiles pounded into the enemy vessel’s hull, and it spun out of control until it was no longer on my screen. A second later, an explosion of blue gas and metal debris showed on the bottom right side of the monitor.

“By the queen!” Moses yelled as he slapped the side of his terminal. “A damn fine shot, Nick.”

“Thanks,” I said, and the back of my neck heated up.

My next shot sent plasma quarrels into the cockpit of the diving pirate ship. Another turret fired at the same time, and the enemy vessel erupted from both ends. Two other vessels flew straight into the cloud of debris, and my monitor flared from the subsequent blast.

While my monitor was too bright to look at, I glanced to the artillerymen inside their gunner terminals. Pirate ships were exploding on almost every monitor screen, and I guessed that it wouldn’t be long until this assault was over.

Before I could turn back to my terminal, the artillerymen leaped to their feet and cheered. They started shaking hands with each other, and a smile broadened my lips.

We’d done it. The last pirate ship had been destroyed.

“You did good, buddy,” Moses said as he clapped me on the back.

“Sir! Navigator Manzo has intercepted enemy comms,” a heavyset artilleryman said. “More pirate ships are inbound. Calculations suggest they will enter this system within five minutes.”

My heart stopped. I couldn’t believe it. We’d been incredibly lucky to hold off the first attack.

We couldn’t possibly stop another one.
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Chapter 8

Moses scowled as he stared at his shield station’s monitor, and I turned to study my own screen. Enemy vessels were flowing from the portal and gathering into tight battle positions. I counted about sixty ships, and my heart sank as they began to drift toward us.

This was a shitload of pirates. Even the RTF Valor would have a bit of a problem battling this many enemy ships. I thought we were as good as dead, but I would take as many of these bastards with us as I could.

“Our ship mage is probably working his cybernetic ass off to seal that portal,” the shield knight said. “Hopefully, he’ll get it done before any more waves come through.”

The artilleryman scratched his neck. “It gets worse, sir. The pirates have taken down our detection systems.”

Moses peered down at his prot-belt and pressed a few keys on his holographic interface. “Every one of them is offline. It is probably a system-wide virus by the looks of it.”

How had pirates obtained a virus smart enough to infect an RTF ship? The Stalwart wasn’t the best vessel, but it would still require a remarkably intelligent bit of malware to bring down her systems.

“How the fuck did they deliver it?” the artilleryman asked.

“The first wave of enemy ships must have flown close enough to the Stalwart to deliver the bug remotely.”

I cursed under my breath. These pirates were obviously wielding some serious tech.

We’d fought off the first wave, but the second wave was almost twice as large. And now they’d delivered a virus to cripple the crew’s ability to hunt down any of the hostiles who might board us.

“Those arrow-ships have some incredible modifications,” Moses grunted. “I’ve never seen a vessel that size move so fast.”

“What do we do now, sir?” The artilleryman was standing beside a gunnery station, and he seemed eager to jump into it and start firing at the enemy ships as soon as they got within range.

“Someone needs to clear the detection systems, otherwise we’ll be in the dark when the enemies board. Tell the commander we’ll send someone as soon as we can.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Time to get serious, crew,” the captain’s voice crackled from the overhead. “Take as many out before they get their claws onto the hull. Then we start killing every last one of these bastards.”

“Gunners! Back to your stations,” Moses ordered. “You heard the captain. The more we blow up now, the less we’ll have to deal with when they breach the hull. Shielders, protect the Stalwart’s vitals. As soon as the hull is breached, you need to maintain the airlocks. If we all pitch in, we got this.”

The portal on the monitors behind the pirate ships shimmered and vibrated. I heard Moses yip with glee when the purple fissure sealed shut.

“Matthias has done it!” the knight said. “Only sixty ships filled with these space scum to take out! Let’s do it, boys!”

I turned back to the terminal and resumed the defense. The shield knight’s confidence calmed my mind as I magnified a section of my monitor to get a better look at a line of enemy ships.

The sixty new vessels were almost identical to the other pirate ships in construction, except their engines were much larger. These vessels cut through space much faster than the first group, so I guessed that the first group was meant to soften us up for the actual raiding party.

We battled the enemy ships, taking out as many as we could. Blue beams arch out from the Stalwart’s hull--rune lances. The magically enhanced weapons were used to scramble the systems on the enemy ships, and it must have been a last-ditch effort by the crew before the inevitable.

After our rune lance attack, the Stalwart’s gunners performed better than I could have imagined. By the time the remaining vessels closed the distance, there were less than twenty left. Each enemy arrow-ship launched a smaller boarding vessel and the Stalwart rocked when these pirate-bearing craft fastened themselves to her hull.

Sirens screamed, red lights flashed, and smoke burst from pipes all along the overhead. The pirate ships must have hit something vital when they clamped onto the Stalwart. Her atmospheric systems seemed to be struggling. The air thickened, and I wondered how long it would be until we couldn’t breathe anymore.

“Shit!” Moses punched the screen on his shield station.

I eyed the bulkheads and imagined a horde of cutlass-wielding men bursting through a breach. The pirate vessels were large enough to carry crews of at least twenty. If twenty ships had survived the initial firefight, then as many as four hundred pirates would be boarding our ship. There was no way the Stalwart’s crew of eighty could take on so many enemies.

I heard something slam into the bulkhead behind me, and then a dozen more banging noises sounded in a small radius.

“They’ve breached the hull,” Moses said to us all after he’d stepped out from his terminal. “Whatever tech they’re packing aboard their ships has disabled our shields.”

The hull screeched as a drill pierced crystalanium. In just a few seconds, a metal rod poked through the bulkhead and then unfolded like an umbrella. I drew my sword to attempt to cut down the foreign objects.

“No!” Moses yelled as he grabbed my arm. “We can’t cut the grappling hooks off. Do that, and you’ll depressurize the ship.”

“What do we do then?” I asked, still holding my sword. I doubted the blade would cut through metal, but I would have tried had the shield knight not stopped me.

“We wait,” Moses said.

We didn’t have to wait long.

A screeching sound filled the artillery room. I thought it was an alarm, but then massive sparks started flying from between the grappling hooks. The door leading to the passageway behind us clanged shut.

“We’re sealed in now,” Moses said. He touched his helmet, and the visor slid over his face. I heard some feedback chirp from his earpiece. “Captain’s given orders. No one is to leave until the last pirate is dead. Do not let them escape back to their ships. Generators are already at their maximum, and we don’t have enough juice to plug twenty holes.”

I’d already fought a battle of life and death today, and I would have been exhausted were it not for Dr. Lenkov’s drugs. My pulse throbbed in my ears and adrenaline surged through my veins as the artillerymen stepped out from the terminals while the shielders remained to seal the breaches if any pirate ship unclamped itself from our hull.

“Get ready to fight!” Moses commanded us all.

The artillerymen pulled out their rifles, and I gripped my longsword in both hands. I activated my shield from my belt. The air around me crackled for a moment as the prot-field generated. When I enabled the longsword’s Forcewave rune, the blade started to glow a bright blue. My first real battle was about to unfold, and my stomach churned with excitement mixed with a touch of fear.

I turned to the hole carved into the bulkhead. The lines met each other, and the section of wall fell inward with a crash.

“Wait!” Moses said as he raised his hand in the air. The smoke settled, and four pirates ran into the room. “Artillerymen, fire!” The knight clenched his fist, and the soldiers’ rifles roared to life.

Bullets punched holes in the first wave of enemies. The second wave came immediately after. Unlike their fallen comrades, these pirates had activated their forcefields, and the bullets were unable to penetrate them.

“Draw your swords!” Moses screamed as he took his short spear in hand. With a flick of his wrist, the handle extended two meters. “Time to spill some blood, boys.”

Moses leaped into the group of pirates, and his spear whistled as its long sword-like blade carved two men in half. They screamed as the top parts of their bodies slid from their hips in a cascade of blood and entrails.

“Shields!” the big knight screamed as more enemies surged into the gunnery.

At Moses’ signal, the artillerymen removed their bucklers from the magnetons on their backs and pushed against the wave of pirates. I came in behind them, searching for an opening in the mass of bodies, blades, and shields. In such close quarters, I couldn’t use the longsword’s rune effect, but I shoved my sword into a gap between the shields. A shrill cry and the feeling of driving my sword into flesh told me I’d struck an enemy.

“Shields up!” Moses screamed.

The artillerymen raised their shields instantly, and I activated the speed sequence from my belt before I leaped over a pair of soldiers. A two-handed swing cleaved the bearded head off one pirate with a spray of blood, and an low thrust took another in the stomach, splitting armor and spilling his guts across the floor.

I turned to another group of pirates as they aimed their pistols at a pair of artillerymen. The soldiers’ low-grade prot-fields could absorb a few gunshots, but at close range the men’s heads exploded with red blood and grey brain matter.

I hadn’t had the chance to get to know any of them, but they were my brothers in arms. Each one who died caused my heart to ache and my rage to increase the frenzy of my sword swings as I carved pirates to pieces.

“Get back!” Moses reached over his shoulder and grabbed his tower shield. The artillerymen jumped aside as the knight charged through the pirate ranks. Bullets pinged off the knight’s shield as the huge sheet of metal crushed enemies like a bulldozer.

I retreated behind Moses, and the remaining artillerymen regrouped alongside me. The shield knight tapped his belt, and a shimmering domed wall appeared in front of him. The forcefield expanded three meters wide, reaching from the floor to the overhead and back around the pirates. Now they couldn’t escape back into their ship, nor could they pierce the field with their gunfire.

“Everyone alright?” Moses said as he scanned the crew. I did the same and realized only five of the original nine artillerymen were still alive. “Time for round 2. I’ll keep the rear barrier up so they can’t retreat. Releasing the shield in 3 . . . 2 . . . 1!”

The forcefield vanished, and the pirates surged toward us. Cutlasses clanged against bayonets, and my shield absorbed gunfire as I charged into the fray.

A pirate with his teeth sharpened to points grinned at me as he brought his cleaver down. I caught his forearm with the guard of my blade before he could complete the attack, and then I drove my fist into his stomach. The blow caused the man to bend over, and an artilleryman slammed his bayonet into the back of the pirate’s skull. The end of the blade sprouted between the enemy’s eyes, and crimson sprayed over my face.

I had barely wiped the blood away when a flash of metal spun toward me. I ducked, and a sickle at the end of a chain whipped where my head had been a half moment ago. A lanky pirate retrieved the chained sickle with a sharp tug, and he grinned with a golden-toothed mouth.

“You’re a fresh one,” the pirate said as he threw his right hand forward.

The sickle sliced through the air, and I angled my longsword in front of me. The chains wrapped around the sword’s blade like a coiled serpent, and I knew it was only a second before the guy pulled on the other end. I released my left hand from my weapon’s hilt, and my fingers tapped a sequence on my belt like a pianist playing a sonata.

The gravity runes on my equipment burst with light as the arcane energy made them almost weightless. The rune on my right hand prevented the pirate from disarming me, so when he tugged on the chain, I jumped toward him. His eyes widened as I twisted my body so I was horizontal. I delivered a powerful kick to the pirate’s head, and his jaw shattered beneath the steel of my boot.

He was dead before he hit the ground.

I landed on my feet beside the dead pirate, and I returned my equipment to its regular weight with the press of a button. The gravity runes had lost some of their power from my attack, so my equipment was a little heavier than I was accustomed to.

I glanced at Moses to see if he’d noticed my maneuver, but he was too busy disemboweling a pirate with his retractable spear.

My attention was drawn to another pirate as he bellowed and charged me. I twisted my body, and his cutlass glanced off my shoulder armor. I put all my strength into a backhanded swing, but the man danced away, and my longsword’s point merely nicked his stomach. I spun back around and lowered my shoulders to angle my blade at his lower body. He couldn’t dodge my attack so my sword took his legs off below the knees. The pirate toppled to the bloody metal floor with a horrified scream, but then I drove the point of my sword into his skull, sending him to the underworld along with his dead comrades.

The bulkhead behind the shield stations screeched an ear-splitting sound, rattling my bones. Sparks flew as a dozen harpoons breached the gunnery’s hull. The harpoons deployed unfolding umbrella devices, and the gunnery trembled as the enemy ship secured itself to the Stalwart. Lasers pierced the bulkhead and carved a hole two meters in circumference.

“We need to protect the shielders!” Moses roared from a meter away from me. The knight folded his spear and attached it to his belt. His armor blazed with golden light as a barrier extended from his outstretched hands to cover the shield stations. “I’ll keep a forcefield around them. Nick, it’s your time to shine.”

My chest swelled with pride as I held my longsword. I was standing five meters in front of the rapidly opening breach, sufficient distance to perform a forcewave.

“Stay back,” I said to the five artillerymen behind me. “I’ll deal with the first wave.”

A chunk of the bulkhead slammed onto the floor in a cloud of dust and smoke. I swung my longsword in an arc and tilted the blade as a wave of pirates flushed out from the hole. The air rippled as my prot-shield swept toward them. The barrier slammed into the unsuspecting pirates, and necks snapped and legs twisted.

Gunfire roared from the breach. I jumped behind a counter in response. The artillerymen crouched next to me, peering over the metal benchtop to fire their rifles through the hole in the wall. A few screams confirmed the accuracy of their shots.

Enemy bullets peppered the forcefield Moses had surrounded the shield stations with. I glanced at the knight, seeing him give me a proud nod. His plate armor was almost too bright to look at now, but his forcefield seemed to be holding. He wouldn’t be able to join us in this fight, so it was up to the artillerymen and me to defend the shielders.

A battle cry sounded from through the hole as the second wave of pirates crossed into the gunnery, leaping over their fallen comrades. The artillerymen opened fire, and the first line of pirates cried out as their fields failed. I was thankful these enemies didn’t have prot-fields capable of absorbing more than a few bullets.

It was time for some close combat.

“Attack!” I bellowed at the artillerymen as I thrust my longsword into the air like I was waving a standard. Then I charged into the thick of the enemy with the band of screaming artillerymen.

I hit the front lines of the pirates and cleaved through two of the men with one swing. One pirate thrust his sword toward my stomach, but I knocked it aside with my own blade, stepped into his arm to check his backswing, continuing my maneuver as I removed his hands with a vertical cut. Another pirate jumped at me as he brought his blade down at my skull, but I ducked under the blow and removed the top half of his body from the lower half with a twist of my hips and a cleave from my sword.

I was lost in the battle. Sweat stung my eyes, blood roared in my ears, and my lungs screamed, but I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t allow my new crew to die. None of the artillerymen’s names were known to me, but in the heat of battle, they were my brothers.

More enemies filtered out from the hole, and we met them with superior ferocity. In minutes, there were none left. My chest heaved, and my helmet’s fluid extraction systems couldn’t keep up with all the sweat drenching my body. My bio-readout on my prot-belt said I was suffering from a minor concussion and a laceration to the back of my head. I couldn’t remember taking a hit, and I couldn’t feel anything with all the adrenaline racing through my veins.

Moses’ armor stopped shining, and he was encircled by pirate corpses. He must have killed them while maintaining his shield. Sweat glistened along his chin below his helmet, and blood caked his armor.

The sirens still blared in the overhead, but it didn’t seem like any more pirates would enter the gunnery from either of the two ships that had breached the gunnery.

Smoke shrouded one of the shield stations, and I went over to it to assess the damage. A soldier laid over the terminal and blood leaked from a bullet hole in his head. A bullet must have pierced Moses’ prot-field.

I turned only to see Moses frowning at the fallen soldier and smoking shield station. I knew I should say something, but I couldn’t think of anything to make the situation better. We’d lost five men in this room, and there were probably far more casualties outside of this gunnery.

The shield knight pressed the comms link on his helmet. “We’ve cleared two of the enemy ships,” Moses said to someone over his comms. “But we’ve lost a shield station and five men.” He paused for a few moments and grimaced. “Yes, Commander.”

The shield knight tapped his helmet to close the link before turning to the survivors. “Artillery, I need two men to sweep the enemy vessels and make sure there aren’t any pirates remaining. The rest of you are coming with me. I’ll seal the door behind us to protect the shielders.” He grabbed a soldier wearing a full-faced helmet. “Zac, go to the surveillance room and see if you can patch up the detection systems. We need to kill every last one of these bastards.”

“Yes, sir,” he said as he pulled a sword out from a dead pirate’s abdomen and attached it to his belt.

“Nick, you escort Zac to Deck 5 and make sure he doesn’t get himself killed.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

Moses went to the sealed doorway and entered a code into its terminal. The door opened to the muffled sounds of battle from the other gunnery on Deck 3.

The artillerymen followed him as he leaped into the other room with his gladius in one hand and his tower shield in the other.

“Let’s go,” Zac said as I followed him to the end of the passageway. The artilleryman pushed open a hatch and stepped inside a cylindrical shaft.

I climbed the ladder behind Zac, and my metal-covered hands and feet clanged as they hit the rungs. I smelled oil and ozone. The atmospheric systems were really taking a beating.

The clangor of fighting resounded through the chamber, and I fought back the desire to take one of the exits and help the crew. Moses, the artillerymen, and I had killed close to fifty pirates, but we’d lost five men in the process. Winning at those odds was almost unbelievable.

Moses was an excellent fighter, but I wondered, were the other knights among the crew as good as him? Even if the others managed to fight off the attackers, there might not be much of a ship left.

I pulled myself over the lip of the shaft, and Zac opened the hatch to Deck 5. The atmospheric systems in this area of the starship didn’t seem to be working as hard because breathing was a lot easier. My boots echoed as they hit the floor, and Zac’s labored breathing through his helmet sounded like a roaring engine.

“Where’s the surveillance room?” I asked the artilleryman as I gestured at him to follow me.

“At the end of the hallway, past the entrance to the arcane chamber.”

My longsword thrummed as I crept forward, and the dull atmospheric vents hummed, but I couldn’t hear anything else. The rooms were likely soundproofed so there could be pirates behind any one of them.

The door to my left slid open with a hiss. I jumped back and brought my sword up as a pirate stepped through the doorway. I plunged my sword into his heart before he could open fire and then yanked my blade free. The pirates still inside the room started to open fire, but I’d already spun away from the entryway, and the blasts just heated the far bulkhead wall.

“I got this,” Zac said from behind me.

I turned as he sprinted past the doorway and tossed a grenade into the room. I spun to cover myself with the bulkhead, and the explosive boomed with an angry bark.

When the smoke cleared, I peered through the doorway and saw a chaotic array of body parts. The room itself was mostly intact. Storage seemed its primary purpose, and the metal boxes were only a little charred from the blast and caked in human guts.

“Not bad,” I said to the artilleryman. “Next time you might want to--” I stopped when I saw Zac kneeling and clutching his side.

“One of them fuckers nicked me.” He pulled off his helmet and grinned.

My stomach dropped as I crouched beside the artilleryman and inspected the wound. A bullet had lodged itself between his ribs, probably inches from his vital organs.

I removed a medkit from my belt and applied it to the wound. The runes would slow the bullet’s descent for a bit. Zac tried to speak, but I could barely hear him, so I pulled off his helmet.

“The code . . . is seven-zero-golf-nine-delta-whiskey,” he struggled to say.

“You don’t need to tell me the code. You’re not gonna die,” I said, although I didn’t believe it because Zac’s face was now a ghostly white and the blood had completely soaked through his light armor.

I couldn’t leave him in the passageway while pirates could still be around, so I carefully grabbed beneath his arms and pulled him into a nook between two bulkheads. He would be safe here.

I flipped open my belt pouch and took out my last medkit. Normally applying a second kit wouldn’t do much more than help with the pain, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. As I pressed the gauze marked with healing runes to Zac’s ribs, he pushed my hand away.

“I’ll handle it,” he said. “You need to get the systems back online. You remember the code?”

I repeated the passcode. Although I didn’t want to leave the artilleryman to apply the kit himself, he was right. Without the detection systems, there could be pirates hiding throughout the starship and we wouldn’t know.

“Do I need anything organic?” I asked Zac. All the systems I’d learned about required biological authorization.

Zac smiled as he licked bloodied lips. “The Stalwart’s old-school. Just . . . the . . . code.”

I ran through the alphanumeric passcode in my head again, repeating it a dozen times so I wouldn’t forget. I left Zac and made my way toward the end of the metal passageway. There were a few other doors on either side of the corridor so I crossed them slowly in case any more pirates were lurking in the rooms.

The clanking sound of a door’s mechanisms came from a few meters ahead of me, so I prepared to kill some asshole. The door opened, and the sound of men screaming filled the metal hall. A pirate corpse toppled out from the doorway like a throw ragdoll, and three pirates trampled it as they tried to exit the room.

Fear filled their eyes, and they didn’t seem to see me as they sprinted straight into my forcewave. I must have been edgy from seeing Zac get shot because I’d swung with much more power than I’d intended. Armor crinkled and flesh pulverized as the prot-field projectile crushed the trio of pirates.

 

My belt read Prot-field: 7%

 

More screams invaded the passageway from inside the room, so I rushed over the destroyed bodies of the invaders to peer inside.

A knight clad in power armor was hacking pirates to pieces. The room was ten meters long and five meters wide, and it looked like three enemy ships had drilled into the walls. From the refrigerators lining the bulkheads, I figured it was a food storage room.

Terrified screaming came through one of the breaches as a dozen pirates leaped out of the clamped ship and into the room. In a swirl of motion, the armored knight hacked pirates with twin one-handed axes. Limbs flew through the air, blood sprayed across the knight’s armor, and the sound of insane laughter filled the room.

The laughter was coming from Olav’s mouth.

“Can’t let them escape,” the knight with the red-mohawk said, seeming to speak to himself as there was no one else in the room to hear him. “Gotta kill them all!”

Two fleeing pirates screamed as they fled in my direction, but the knight threw both his axes and the two weapons plunged into the fleeing men’s backs. They tumbled to the ground with shrieks, but Olav didn’t even walk over to finish them off. Instead, the berserker removed a water drum from his belt with his free hand and took a long swig.

A stray pirate jumped out from the ship, and Olav burst into laughter as he tackled the man. The knight drove his gauntleted fists into the enemy’s skull, and it exploded like a watermelon hit with a twenty-kilo mallet. The berserker wasn’t wearing a helmet, so blood splashed his face, and I swore he licked his lips as he stood there laughing.

Another knight poked his head out from the hole the pirates had just come from and brushed aside his long blonde hair. He wore a lazy smile as though he’d aced a training exercise with little effort. I recognized him from the galley. He was the knight who’d been wrestling Olav.

“You done in there, Flanagan?” the berserker asked the long-haired knight.

“It’s cleared.” The knight stepped out from the enemy arrow-ship. “I think I’m winning.”

The herald knight’s harp glowed on the front of his blood-stained tabard and the gleaming silver pauldrons on his broad shoulders. His armor was sleek and fit his form like a bodysuit, designed more for speed than defense. He carried an axe-shaped stringed instrument in one hand and a falchion in the other as he strolled passed the pirate corpses and entered the other pirate ship.

Mounds of flesh and guts covered the ground outside the ships. Did these two knights kill them all? There were three ships in total, and two of them seemed to have been cleared.

I was about to leave the knights to continue the slaughter when the room trembled.

“Fuck!” Olav yelled as one of the pirate ship’s engines roared to life. “Flanagan! You said you’d cleared the bloody ship!”

“I’m kinda busy in here. You deal with it!” the herald screamed from inside the other arrow-ship, barely loud enough to be heard above the sirens and arrow-ship’s engines.

“Why the fuck do I have to clean up after--”

The berserker was cut off as the harpoon umbrellas snapped free of the bulkhead in a thunder of tearing titanium. The enemy vessel liberated itself from our ship as its engines burst with blue fire.

My eyes widened as I thought about getting sucked out into space, and I stepped back from the doorway. I was about to yell out to Olav to flee into the passageway so I could seal the door when the Stalwart’s shields molded over the breach, keeping the room stable and preventing depressurization.

I exhaled in relief, and Olav glanced over his shoulder.

“Are you lost, Squire?”

I stumbled over my words as the berserker’s golden eyes bore into mine. “Moses ordered me to get the detection system up and running again,” I said after I’d swallowed a few times.

“Then what the fuck are you waiting for? It’s in the next room.” He turned away from me and strolled over to the hole in the bulkhead the herald knight had entered moments ago. “Flanagan! Are you almost done in there? You think you can cheat me out of kills? I’m coming in!” The berserker cackled as he jumped through the bulkhead and into the enemy vessel.

I was a little concerned the pirate ship might take off while the knights were aboard, but I figured Flanagan would be using his melodies to stop the pirates from fleeing. I’d never seen a herald play runesongs in battle before, but I couldn’t stick around. I’d already wasted too much time.

I left the knights and entered the next room.

The wall adjacent to the doorway was covered with displays and computers systems used to survey the ship. Terminals squealed like an electronic choir, and half the monitors showed readouts while the other half were off.

I heard a woman cry out, and I turned my attention to the far wall.

The area was mostly shrouded in darkness, but I could make out two pirates cornering a raven-haired woman about six meters to my left, and my heart raced as they stepped toward her.


[image: ]




Chapter 9

The two pirates cornering the black-haired woman hadn’t noticed me yet, and I planned on keeping it that way. For now, they seemed more focused on taunting her than cutting her down with their swords.

“Let’s see what you look like under those fancy Caledonian clothes, eh?” the first pirate said as he prodded her golden coat with the end of his cutlass.

Even though she was cornered by two armed men, the woman wasn’t exactly cowering. Her otherwise delicate face bore an expression of defiance which would probably get her killed.

Unless I did something. My prot-field was almost completely recharged, and I had plenty of room to perform a forcewave maneuver.

“The ship’s detection systems are offline,” the other pirate said to her, “so the rest of the crew won’t find you in time. Soon, they’ll all be dead.”

I lifted my sword in both hands and slashed down. This time, I controlled the power in my attack so I wouldn’t deplete all of my prot-field with a single swing. At the end of the movement, I flicked my wrist up, and my prot-field pulsed from the tip of the blade, buzzed through the air, and smashed the closest pirate in the skull. His eyes popped from their sockets as his cranium compressed like an accordion. His body flew like a ragdoll and narrowly missed hitting the woman.

The other pirate turned to me, his face contorted in confusion. On my next swing, I was more careful so I wouldn’t accidentally hit the woman. My forcewave slammed into the second pirate, and he shot in the opposite direction of her. His flightpath ended at a bulkhead, and the crunching sound of broken bones filled the room.

The woman grabbed a pirate’s cutlass. Before I could say anything, she slammed the blade into the first asshole’s skull, pulled it out, and then skewered the brains of the second pirate.

I didn’t feel like telling her the men had been dead as soon as my forcewave hit them.

“Who are you?” The point clerk wiped her face with her sleeve and glared at me.

For a moment, I thought she might stab me with the sword, but she slid it between her belt and a golden embroidered full-coat bearing the RTF’s trident crest. Bionic implants glistened on her temples and their design indicated she was a point clerk. Every Royal Trident Forces ship was assigned a PC to ensure any gear obtained from missions was properly logged and accounted for. They were able to use their magical-machine tech to link with the kingdom’s databases, serving as brokers for Runetech equipment, Arcane Dust, and Kingdom Point distribution.

Flawless skin pulled against high cheekbones, and her pointed nose lifted in disdain as she studied me with her hazel eyes. She bore the air of someone who thought a little too highly of themselves. Then again, she was a point clerk. They all tended to share a haughty disposition.

“Squire Nicholas Lyons. I’ve come to fix the detection system.” My words carried far more confidence than I felt. I barely remembered the code Zac gave me before I’d left him; let alone what to do with it.

“I was about to repair it when these pirates attacked me,” she said. “I figured they’d been sent here to make sure no one cleared the virus.”

“Seven-zero-golf-nine-delta-whiskey,” I said, but the woman frowned at me. “That’s the code, right?”

“Don’t ask me,” she said with a shrug.

“Why did you come here if you didn’t know the code?” It seemed really strange the point clerk would have come to the surveillance room to fix the systems if she didn’t know the code, but her sneer stopped me from asking any further questions.

“What are you just standing there for?” she said. “Enter the code.”

“Oh, uhh.” I got over the point clerk’s ferocity and turned to the computer systems instead.

After careful scrutiny, I found the terminal responsible for detecting hostiles on board by searching for organic bodies that didn’t wear prot-belts. I was surprised the Stalwart was even equipped with these systems. It was probably one of the few pieces of regulation equipment on the starship.

I punched the code into the system’s console. A monitor two rows down and one column up flickered for a moment, and then scrambled into error codes. I clenched my teeth in frustration as I stared at the glaring text. If I didn’t get this system up and running, then there could be pirates hiding all over the ship without any way for us to track them. We’d never deal with them all without massive casualties.

“Can you contact anyone else on the ship? They might be able to tell us how to fix it,” the beautiful young woman asked me.

“This is my first tour. My prot-belt isn’t connected to the network yet. The artilleryman who knew how the system’s worked got injured so I left him in a corridor elsewhere on this deck. It will take at least five minutes to go to him and bring him back here.”

There were probably a dozen other people on the ship who knew how to fix the systems. Regrettably, they were all too busy fighting the pirates.

The scrolling ones and zeros on the monitor seared my retinas. None of it made sense. I needed to get Zac here so he could figure out how to fix it. Moses had ordered me to make sure the artilleryman didn’t get killed for a good reason. If the bullet had made its way to Zac’s heart, we were screwed.

I could probably run down the passageway to ask the artilleryman if he knew any other way of bringing the systems online again. He might be unconscious, but with luck, I might be able to prod him awake.

The door was still open so I peered into the passageway. With my head outside the room, I could hear fighting. Olav and Flanagan had probably engaged more pirates in combat.

Ten pirates trickled out from a doorway. I spun back into the surveillance room to avoid detection and then pressed the button beside the door. It closed with little more than a whisper, silencing the sounds of battle.

Damn. It was going to be way too risky to retrieve Zac and then carry him back to the surveillance room.

“More hostiles out there?” the point clerk asked as she walked over to the computers. She seemed far too levelheaded for a woman who was on board a pirate-infested starship.

“I counted ten. I can probably take them down. Except I don’t really know how many more could be waiting in any one of those rooms. If I get swarmed by a bunch of them, I’m not going to be able to get these systems online again.” My gut twisted in frustration.

A shadowy mist burst from the black-haired woman’s face. It was like a cloud of demonic tendrils reaching from her head into the computer terminals. A bunch of numbers rolled along the surface of her eyes like a thousand lines of scrolling code.

“What the . . .” I shook my head.

I’d seen people connect bionic implants to computer systems before, but I’d never witnessed a strange black mist coming from someone’s head.

The detection systems booted up, summoning a holographic display with a map of the ship. About eighty red dots spotted the Stalwart’s five decks, and I figured they were pirates.

Now I knew why the point clerk came to the surveillance room without knowing the code required to reboot the monitoring systems. Whatever the mist was, it allowed her to do the impossible with computers.

“Was that mist some kind of point clerk thing?” I asked. The only PC I’d spoken to before was the old man who’d died on Tyranus, so I didn’t know whether it was a functionality I’d never heard of before.

The point clerk shook her head. “Not exactly.”

“Well, whatever you did has put the detection systems back online.”

The markers on the holo were quickly vanishing one by one until there were only about sixty remaining. The enemies outside the room had been vanquished. I wondered whether I had Olav and Flanagan to thank for clearing the passageway.

I’d need to know the whereabouts of the remaining pirates while I was outside this room. I wondered whether the point clerk possessed other technological gifts that could assist me.

“This holo shows the enemies on the ship, but it won’t do me any good outside this room,” I said to her. “Can you link my prot-belt to the ship’s computers?”

“That I can’t do since my prot-belt’s unlinked like yours. You’ll need the captain’s approval to get access. I can track the hostiles using my magic, so I can come with you and let you know when there are pirates nearby.”

The last thing I wanted to do was put this woman in danger, but I didn’t have a choice. She was the only hope I had of helping the rest of the crew take down these intruders.

I nodded at the point clerk. “What’s your name?”

“Elle McGrath.”

“Alright, Elle, let’s go kill some pirates.”

With a punch of a button, the doors opened. I tilted my head and saw pirate corpses lying on the ground. Olav and the herald knight must have gone somewhere else because there was no sign of the two knights except for this trail of death. I whispered a quiet thanks and stalked out of the surveillance room.

“Are there any other pirates on Deck 5?” I asked Elle.

Her eyes did their weird rolling thing, and she nodded. “Fourteen in all. Two groups of them.”

“Where’s the nearest group?”

“I can see five in a room three doors left of here. There’s no breach, so they must have gone there to hide.”

“Let’s deal with them.”

We made our way to the room. The door was closed, and I turned to Elle. “You stay out here. I’ll take care of the pirates, and then we’ll move on.”

The point clerk nodded, but I could see she wouldn’t stay put for long. I didn’t have time to argue with her, nor did I think she’d listen. So I punched the button and raised my sword as the door opened.

The five pirates were standing at the far end of the room with their backs turned, and they whirled around when I entered. Their guns barked as I ran toward them, but my prot-field caught the bullets, and they pattered to the ground like pebbles. I couldn’t keep taking fire for long. I also couldn’t deplete my prot-field by using a forcewave because I needed it for protection.

It didn’t really matter though, because I was in the middle of the pirates in seconds. My longsword took two enemies down with a single swipe, and their screams filled my ears as I plunged the blade into the chest of another. One of the pirates shot me with his rifle at close range, but his bullets disintegrated on my shield. The man’s pupils widened as I opened his chest with a backhanded cut.

When I descended on the last pirate, he dropped his weapon and knelt in front of me. “Don’t kill me, please.”

I punched him in the face, and he crumpled to the ground. I knew the RTF’s policy was to accept an enemy’s surrender, but I didn’t know whether this pirate was classed as a regular enemy or something else. I also wasn’t sure whether the Stalwart even shared the RTF’s policy. They didn’t hand over Dust stores, so they might just decide to kill enemies like this guy. Even if that were the case, I couldn’t kill a man in cold blood. The only problem was how I’d keep him locked up.

There was a door behind him leading to another room, and I figured I might be able to lock him inside there. He was unconscious for now, so I kept one eye on him as I crab-walked over to the door.

The door bore no handles, no terminals to enter access codes, and no scanners to read palm-runes. Faintly glowing symbols marked the outer edges of the door. Sadly, I didn’t recognize a single one of them.

I was interrupted by the click of a magazine inserted into a firearm. When I turned, the not-so-unconscious pirate was pointing his rifle at me. I’d been too caught up in the strangeness of this door, and I’d taken my eyes off him. The man barely had the strength to pull back on his rifle’s operating rod, but he accomplished the action before I could initiate a forcewave attack. My prot-field couldn’t have replenished enough to stop all the bullets this man was about to fire at me.

Before the pirate could pull the trigger, I saw a flash of metal at the other end of the room. A cutlass spun toward the man, and the blade plunged into his head. As he toppled, his finger pulled the trigger. The gun screamed as bullets sprayed in a vertical arc, and I threw myself down in an effort to avoid them.

My prot-field absorbed two of the shots, but then it went down, and a final round slammed into my chest. It felt like a champion kickboxer had kicked me in the ribs.

Elle ran over to me and pulled her cutlass out of the dead pirate’s head. “She’s a beauty,” she said as she smiled at the blade. “These pirates really do have some nice weapons.”

As I stood, the point clerk walked over to me. “You okay?” She pointed her bloody weapon toward my bullet wound.

“Hey, I’m not so sure I want you operating--” I started to say as the black-haired woman inserted the end of her dagger into my cuirass. Then she jimmied the bullet out and onto the floor.

“It didn’t even get through your armor,” she said with a snort.

“It still hurts, you know.” I stood and brushed down my armor.

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” she said as she straightened. “Now get up. We still have more pirates to kill.”

“Thanks,” I said. My chest was sore, but it felt like a bruise and nothing broken. I owed Max my thanks for a well-crafted chest piece.

“You’re welcome. Are you glad I didn’t listen to you now?”

I couldn’t stop the smile from forming on my face. “I am. But I’m wondering how those pirates managed to corner you in the surveillance room earlier. You’re pretty good with that sword.” I’d never seen someone throw a sword with such precision before.

“If you want me watching your back from now on, you won’t ask about it ever again. Besides, I’m not the only one who did something stupid today. You were asking to be shot by leaving that guy alive.”

“Something else caught my attention.”

“Like what?”

We really needed to get moving, but I was still intrigued by the locked door with the strange symbols. Elle might even know something about it. I stepped over the dead pirate and showed her the door.

“Know anything about this?” I asked the point clerk as I pointed at the strange door.

“It’s not regulation on RTF Beluga-class starships.” The point clerk ran her hands over the glowing runes on the doorframe and sighed. “Another thing to add to my long list. I can look into it if you like, see whether there’s anything in the database matching these runes.” She touched her temple, and I guessed she’d captured the image through her cybernetic retinas.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll hold you to that if we kill all these pirates before they get hold of the bridge.”

Elle gave me a half-smile and sprinted toward the elevator. She might have been a point clerk, but she could run like a soldier. After fifteen more minutes of sweeping through Deck 5 together, I’d killed another six pirates, and Elle had added two to her tally.

I couldn’t help but admire the woman’s tenacity when fighting. The point clerk could wield a blade as well as any of the Academy cadets. Her kingdom-issued prot-belt beneath her golden coat absorbed bullets as though they were made of jelly.

I sent a forcewave into the last of the pirates, and it crushed him like a tin can. After the crew finished dealing with the attackers, there would be a lot of cleaning to do.

When I glanced down at my prot-belt, it wasn’t showing my remaining shields. I touched the interface, and the metal surface seared my finger. “Ow!” I pulled my hand back.

Elle knelt in front of me and examined my belt. I felt a little awkward with a beautiful woman so close to my crotch, but I endured.

“It’s malfunctioned,” she said. “The prot-belt looks like it’s good quality. Maybe there’s a problem with some of the equipment your belt is linked with. What about this longsword?” Elle asked, and I held out the weapon for her to inspect. She touched the surface of the Forcewave rune, and her eyes turned to their whites. “Non-regulation rune. No wonder your prot-belt malfunctioned.”

“Can you fix it?”

“Do I look like an enchanter?” She stood and shook her head. “That’s why we have regulations. Your prot-field is down, and I wouldn’t try to use the longsword’s rune effect either.”

I sighed, trying not to think what would happen if we faced any more pirates while my prot-belt wasn’t working and I couldn’t use the forcewave rune.

“Where to now, then?” I asked Elle.

She glanced down at her prot-belt, and her eyes rolled back into her head. “The bridge,” she said as numbers flashed across her eyeballs. “Twenty pirates are making their way there now.”

“We need to get there before they do.”

That was just our luck. The other crewmembers might be heading there also, but we were only one level away since the bridge was located on Deck 4. We needed to get there before the intruders killed the command team and took control of the ship.

I could still use the longsword as a regular weapon, plus I knew how to take cover. I’d have to be extra careful not to get hit with any bullets. My armor could probably take a few shots, but they’d hurt like hell.

As Elle and I sprinted down the passageway, I stopped to check on Zac. He was unconscious, but the medkit had stopped most of the bleeding. Without an x-ray, I couldn’t see the bullet’s whereabouts, but he would be alright as long as the shrapnel didn’t move toward his vitals.

I heard a commotion and looked up to see Elle raising a finger to her lips. She tilted her head to indicate the corner of the passageway. The bulkheads curved around so I couldn’t see what she was looking at. From the way the black-haired woman was acting, I figured there were more pirates.

But how was that possible? She’d scanned the area, and the detection systems hadn’t found any intruders.

I left Zac’s side and crept forward silently until I could see around the bend. Three pirates carrying rifles slipped into cover behind a console. Their weapons were much larger than the other intruders I’d fought and probably contained some heavy firepower. They were in position to ambush anyone that came from the other direction, and I prepared myself to slowly sneak up behind them.

Then Casey stepped into the passageway on their other side.

She was holding what looked like a railgun, its black rails glowing with purple runes. I was a bit shocked a woman of her size could carry such a massive gun. Her slender arms bulged with the effort, but her expression gave no indication she wouldn’t be able to fire the weapon.

Casey’s back was to the pirates.

I played out the next few actions in my head and saw a dozen bullets slam into Casey’s forcefield. Another dozen shots would penetrate the forcefield to puncture her soft flesh, and she’d be dead before she hit the ground.

No. I’d watched Alice get hit when I was helpless. I couldn’t let a friend die again.

I sprinted toward the pirates, willing my legs to go as fast as possible. With my prot-belt malfunctioning, I couldn’t use my speed sequence to make a short burst or employ a giant leap. Almost in slow motion, I saw the pirates rise from behind their cover. My breath caught as they raised their rifles toward Casey.

I heard Elle cry out behind me, but her voice sounded muffled because my mind was too focused on saving the enchantress.

Every step was a giant leap, and my heart slammed a thunderous reverberation in my chest. If only my prot-shield hadn’t malfunctioned. If only I could swipe my sword and take out the pirates with a forcewave maneuver, but now I only had my leg muscles and my prayers to help the enchantress.

I wasn’t going to get there in time. Casey would be riddled with bullets in a microsecond.

Time seemed to still as every portion of my body scrambled and slammed together again. My mind whirled as I experienced the same displaced feeling as when I’d teleported Alice, Ludas, and I from the battlefield on Tyranus to the Academy starship.

One second, I was fifteen meters away from the men who would kill Casey, the next; I was standing in the middle of the three pirates. My unexplained arrival caused them to falter for a moment.

A slight hesitance from my enemy was all I needed.

I drove my sword into the stomach of one and slammed my elbow into the nose of another. While the pirate with the broken nose was clutching his face, I kicked the third man in the chest before he could point his rifle at me. The air ejected from his mouth with a gasp, and I forcibly expelled every last fraction of oxygen from his body when I skewered his lungs. After I removed my blade from the dead man, I spun toward the pirate with the shattered nose and lopped his head off with a clean slice.

As blood dripped from my longsword, I glanced up at Casey. Her blue eyes settled on me, filled with surprise.

“Holy shit!” The enchantress drew in her breath. “I didn’t even see them until you--”

“Saved your life,” I finished, hoping to cut off any thought of what her eyes might have told her she’d seen. “I’m just glad you didn’t let loose with your railgun. My prot-field’s down, so you would have turned me into a human sieve.”

Casey’s ignored my joke, her mouth still agape. She looked back at the dead pirates and then at me while she shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. I turned around in time to see these pirates. Then when I was about to blow the shit out of them, suddenly, you were in the middle of them! Weird.”

I swallowed and racked my mind for an explanation. “I was really fast.”

The enchantress glanced from left to right. “You were over there, and then you were here. How is that even possible? Do you have some kinda illegal Runetech I don’t know about? Can I see it? I’d love to reverse-engineer that shit.”

“Uhh . . . I’ll tell you later, alright?”

I wasn’t sure exactly what I’d tell her, but it couldn’t be the truth. She was a nice girl, but I’d known her for only a few hours and I wasn’t sure I could entirely trust her.

Footsteps echoed down the passageway, and I whirled around. Elle approached us, and her eyes narrowed at me.

“We don’t have time to work out how this squire managed to vanish out of thin air and reappear elsewhere,” the point clerk said. “The last of the pirates will be at the bridge by now.”

The point clerk was right. We had bigger problems to deal with. Like the pirates on the Stalwart who’d made it past the ship’s sensors.

I glanced at the corpses and found the answer to how the pirates got past the rebooted surveillance systems. Bloodied prot-belts were wrapped around their hips. They must have stolen them from the crew. Normally wearing another user’s belt wouldn’t work because of the biolink, but so much of the crewmembers’ blood was soaking the belts, somehow bypassing the monitoring systems.

Elle squatted next to a pirate, took the dead man’s sword, and used the end of the blade to flick the buckle on the prot-belt. The belt unlatched with a click.

“Covering the bioreader with blood only works for a little while,” she said. “A few more minutes, and we would have known there were hostiles on the deck.”

I forced myself to look away and tried not to think about what horrors such bloodthirsty pirates might inflict on the command team.

“Let’s go, Nicholas. Come along, sifter,” Elle said to Casey as she ran for the elevator.

We all got in together, and I hit the button for Deck 4.

“Who’s the bitch?” Casey said with a jerk of her thumb.

I figured she was annoyed about Elle calling her a sifter. RTF enchanters aboard starships were often called sifters because of a rumor suggesting they sifted the Dust stores on vessels to sell on illegal markets. I didn’t think the rumors were true since the penalties for lawbreaking were so severe. Elle didn’t seem to use the word with any malice, so I decided to get her some slack.

“I am the Stalwart’s point clerk,” Elle said with a flick of her shoulder length hair.

“Eh, that explains why you stand like you’ve got a stick up your--”

“Her name’s Elle McGrath,” I said before Casey could finish, “and she’s the reason why the detection systems are back online.”

“Yes. If not for me, the Stalwart would be--” Elle began, but I cut her off.

“And this is Casey. If she hadn’t been there to repair our gunner terminals, we wouldn’t have been able to defend ourselves from the first wave of pirates. We’d all be dead right now. She is far from a ‘sifter.’ She’s my friend.”

“Fair enough.” Elle gave the other beautiful woman a short nod, and Casey returned the movement. Obviously, the two women didn’t like each other, but their feelings wouldn’t matter if the pirates took the bridge. I gestured for them both to follow me, and we ran toward the command center.

When we arrived at the passageway leading to the bridge, the first set of security doors were already open. Corpses lay along the red carpet inside, but all of them were pirates.

I ran to the end of the curving passageway, and Elle followed behind me. When we came to the four-meter double doors sectioning off the bridge from the corridor, a group of two knights and eight artillerymen were waiting outside.

I recognized Olav among them.

“Olav, sir. There are twenty pirates inside the bridge.”

“Aye,” Olav said as he studied his axe blade.

“They’ll take the ship,” I said.

“Monitoring systems show we’ve cleared all the pirates except for those in the bridge. Shielders are maintaining the breaches. It’s time to celebrate, Squire.”

I could hear yelling from inside the bridge, and it sounded like people were dying. We needed to get in there and help the captain.

Olav unclipped the water drum from his belt and raised it to the other crewmembers. “We did it, lads. Killed every one of those fuckers who tried to take our beautiful girl.”

The other knights were holding drums, too, and they yelled a jovial cheer before downing their drinks. I turned to Casey, but she was in the middle of a conversation with an artilleryman. The enchantress was grinning, and the soldier seemed equally pleased with their efforts.

But our fight wasn’t over. All the pirates weren’t dead yet.

“Are they insane?” I whispered to Elle. She was the only person who wasn’t celebrating with the rest of the crew while the leader of our ship was behind this door fighting pirates.

“I think they are. Or maybe they don’t like their captain?” She leaned in close to whisper to me, and even though my body was screaming with adrenaline, her warm breath sent a shiver down my neck.

“Uhh . . . there are still pirates on the ship, sir!” I said to Olav. “Inside the bridge. With the captain.” Normally I wouldn’t show such disrespect to an officer, but I couldn’t understand why they weren’t trying to help.

“We know,” Olav said with a smile. “That’s why we’re celebrating. The fight’s over, Squire.”

The bridge’s doors slid open, and a headless pirate body fell backward onto the passageway floor. The rest of the crew was still gulping from their water drums, and they paid no attention to the body that landed next to them.

These men were insane.

I nodded to Elle and then stepped over the pirate corpse into the bridge. My sword was in my hand, and I prepared myself for more killing.

A man clad in a royal blue trench coat wiped his sword on a dead pirate’s tunic. Long black hair fell over his face, white peppered his beard, and crow’s feet hung around his eyes. His serious demeanor suggested the lines were from scowling rather than smiling. I recognized his face from the holo announcing the pirate attack.

This man was Captain Atticus Cross.

Standing beside him, with a dagger in each hand, was a woman wearing a royal blue coat much like the captain’s. Her jet black hair was cropped around her ears and nape, and veins pulsed in her thin neck. The woman gave me a cold stare with her blue eyes as she sheathed her weapons. I assumed she was the ship’s commander.

The captain and the commander were the only people in the bridge. The only people still alive, at least.

They were surrounded by pirate corpses, about twenty in all, though their mangled and disfigured state made it impossible to tell the exact number.

“Good work, Commander Reynolds,” The captain said to the commander before he pressed a gauntleted finger onto the button of a nearby console. “The enemy assault is over. Yeomen, we require a cleanup in the bridge.”

I was still speechless, unable to look away from the dozens of pirate corpses inside the bridge. I couldn’t work out how two practically unarmored officers had taken down over twenty intruders. It was possible but highly unlikely. And neither the commander nor the captain seemed to have broken a sweat.

Elle pushed past me and stormed up to the captain.

“Captain Atticus Cross.” Her voice tweaked a little as she said his name. The point clerk sounded a little nervous, but she puffed her chest up and continued. “There are matters for which you must account for. I thought them simply rumors, but a few hours on your ship have confirmed their truthfulness to me.”

Was this point clerk employed by Duke Barnes like I was? If so, was she about to reveal to an entire crew that she’d come to spy on them?

My mind reeled with the thought, and I guessed there was about to be a lot more bloodshed in the bridge.
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Chapter 10

“This starship breaks numerous kingdom codes, Captain,” Elle stated. “If I had the time for an inspection before takeoff, the Stalwart would never have left Bratton’s docks.”

As I heard the knights chuckle around me, my shoulders relaxed. Elle might have still been in the employ of Duke Barnes, but I doubted it.

“I’m thirsty. Deal with this, Commander Reynolds,” Captain Cross instructed before strolling out from the bridge.

Elle gaped at the captain’s back before he vanished around the bend. I stifled a smile as a chuckle brewed in my belly. I already liked the captain, even if I also liked Elle. He seemed like the kind of man who wouldn’t take shit from anyone. From the pirate corpses lying in the bridge, he was also a fine warrior.

“Point clerks are such a pain in the ass,” Olav said as he leaned against a console. “Do you want to know what happened to the last one the kingdom sent us?”

Elle snorted at the berserker. “I have read the report. Unlike the previous clerk, I am not one to be scared off by an uncouth crew.”

“Uncouth?” Olav slapped his knee and barked a laugh. “That’s an interesting compliment.”

“I shouldn’t need to state this, but I’m afraid I must,” Elle continued, ignoring Olav’s jibes. “This pirate attack might not have killed so many of your crew had you abided by the RTF’s regulations. It is protocol to hand over the Arcane Dust stores to preserve the lives of the crew and the RTF vessel.”

The short-haired commander smirked. “On the contrary, it is only our shirking of regulation that prevented the pirates from taking our ship. Had the Stalwart been without her non-regulation enhancements, you would not be standing here, point clerk.”

“And had you obeyed protocol by handing over the Dust, you wouldn’t have been attacked.” Elle held her nose in the air as she spoke. The disdain in her voice was a sharp contrast to her attractive face.

Elle’s forthrightness was making me cringe a little. The conversation had all the allure of a train wreck, and I couldn’t walk away.

Commander Reynolds sighed as if she were addressing a child. “Miss McGrath, you might have learned a few tidbits at the Arcane Institute, but out in the field, we do things differently. Do you know what happens when a ship lets pirates on board so they can steal Dust?” Elle began to speak, but the commander cut her off. “They don’t stop there. They kill your crew, and then they take your ship. A pretty woman like you, they keep. I don’t need to tell you what they do then, do I?”

Elle’s face contorted with disgust. “Even so, it’s not only your defense systems and weaponry that’s a breach of code. When I was on Deck 5, I saw that thing inside your arcane chamber. Humanoid robots above the servitor class are illegal equipment, Commander.”

It sounded to me like Elle was trying to prove herself by asserting her authority. The commander wasn’t having any of it. From the smile on her thin lips, she seemed to be enjoying the heated exchange.

“Matthias? He’s not equipment, girlie. He’s our ship mage,” Olav said.

Elle’s mouth dropped, but she didn’t turn away from the commander. “An android is your ship mage?”

“You obviously didn’t get a good look at him, because Matthias is not merely an android.” The commander pressed her prot-belt. “Matthias, come to the bridge.” Within a second, a portal opened beside Commander Reynolds, and a cloaked figure stepped through.

As he raised his hands to salute the commander in a triangle with his two thumbs and index fingers, the cloak slipped free of his arms. His limbs were composed of organic and prosthetic materials, and tubes and microchips showed beneath a transparent synthetic skin. From what little I could see with the heavy cloak covering his body, he appeared to have once been a human male except cybernetics had replaced most of his organic body parts.

“Greetings, Commander,” the cybernetic man said. “I see you and the captain have been busy.”

“You did a fine job closing the portal,” Commander Reynolds replied. “We might not have survived another wave.”

“I was merely doing what is required of me as ship mage.” Matthias’ mouth didn’t move as his electronic voice crackled.

“A machina . . .” Elle covered her mouth with her hand. “This . . .” She paused and rubbed down her uniform as if composing herself. “A violation of the highest order!”

The commander rolled her eyes before turning back to the machina. “I know babysitting isn’t in your list of duties as ship mage, Matthias, but can you show this PC how our jump sphere works? She needs assurance that you and the sphere are more than capable of moving us through the universe.”

“Yes, Commander.” The machina’s head jerked toward Elle. “Shall we travel to the arcane chamber?” Matthias extended a hand made of silver pipes and fiber-optic tubes. Elle took it with some trepidation. Together they walked through the portal before it vanished completely.

A short man with a brush-shaped mustache entered the bridge. He was wearing freshly pressed black clothes with blue lines across the seams of his jacket and pants, the regular uniform of RTF Space Knights. His thin black hair was wet, as though he’d just finished showering and hadn’t bothered to dry it properly.

“Navigator Manzo set course for Tachion,” Reynolds addressed the man. “Then count casualties and ensure the wounded are cared for. Dr. Lenkov will have her work cut out for her, so she’ll need help.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Once that’s taken care of, you’ll issue commands to the servitors to begin clean-up.” The commander tilted her head from side to side audibly cracking the bones in her neck. “It’s time I joined the captain in the galley for a bourbon.”

As the commander exited the bridge, the navigator went to a console and started issuing orders through his headset.

Olav slapped me on the back. “You fixed the detection systems, didn’t you? Good job.” Before I could tell him Elle had been the one to get the computers online, the berserker knight strolled out from the bridge, swinging his two hatchets as if they were toys.

More of the command team filtered into the bridge and sat within the pod chairs by the consoles. Yeoman and servitors also entered to remove the dead bodies and scrub the deck.

“We should probably get some sleep,” Casey said.

“Shouldn’t I be helping with the cleanup?” I questioned as I knew there’d be a hell of a lot to do. I didn’t want to shirk my duties.

“We have a particular way of doing things here, so it is probably best you stay out of the way. The servitors will do the better part of it.” She looked at her prot-belt. “And it seems most of the casualties are either in the infirmary or on their way there. You look surprised. The Stalwart might have her faults, but she’s a well-oiled machine.”

“Alright then,” I said as suddenly the depths of my exhaustion hit me in the shoulders. Today had been almost as strenuous as the mission on Tyranus. I was ready to sleep for hours. My stomach rumbled with hunger, but I’d worry about food when I woke up.

I remembered Zac, and how I’d promised myself I would return to him. “I need to tell someone about Zac first. He’s on Deck 5, and he needs medical help ASAP.”

“Artilleryman Zac is already on the mend,” the navigator said to me from over his shoulder. The black-haired man strolled over to us and gave me a broad smile. “Sorry, I have a habit of eavesdropping. I can’t help it. I’m a slayer.”

“Sorry?” I asked. I’d never heard of a slayer, but I guessed it was some kind of specialist Space Knight role.

“Don’t mind Leith Manzo,” Casey said. “He likes to brag about being part of a role the RTF disbanded years ago.”

“They didn’t disband us,” Leith said. “They just couldn’t find any knights worthy enough to join.” He sized me up with a sweep of his eyes, making my skin crawl. “You like killing, Squire? Not like the berserkers, of course. They’re so unrefined and brutish in their methods. Slayers make killing an art form. It is a thing of beauty; to take a man’s soul with a quick and precise flick of a blade.”

“Uhh . . .” I was feeling uncomfortable under the navigator’s gaze. His pupils gleamed with a kind of dark insanity, and there was a nervous twitch in his right eye.

Leith’s smile broadened beneath his mustache. “I can cut a man’s tongue out without him noticing. I once infiltrated a camp of Parthians and pinned their prime minister up by his testicles. You should have seen their faces when they found him in the morning!” He tilted his head back and cackled.

“Sounds like a real laugh,” Casey said to the navigator as she pulled me out of the bridge and into the passageway.

“Have a think about it, yeah?” Leith called out.

Casey sighed as we walked. “Phew, we got off easy.”

“Those things Leith said, he was joking, right?”

“Not at all. He’s done every one of them and more. You’re lucky he didn’t decide to act out the assassination of the warlord on Brigantes.”

“Isn’t that the place you told me not to mention?”

“Yeah, forget I said anything. Leith’s exploits are half the reason why no one will talk about it.”

“And the other half?”

Casey shook her head as we walked. “Like I said, you shouldn’t speak about it.”

The enchantress’ bluntness surprised me, but I guessed whatever happened on Brigantes had been bad. Maybe if we became better friends, she’d eventually tell me more. The whole situation sounded like something Duke Barnes might like to know.

I passed a hole in the bulkhead the automation system was already patching up. Servitors zoomed along the metal floor, cleaning blood and collecting broken material. A few hours ago, I would have been surprised to see the primitive robots on board the ship, but almost nothing could surprise me now.

When we entered the elevator, I stared at my reflection in the shining metal wall. Blood covered my armor, and my underclothes were soaked through with sweat despite the body fluid collection systems. I hadn’t showered since before the ceremony, and my garments were starting to feel like a second skin.

“You want to see the arcane chamber tomorrow?” Casey asked me.

“Sure.” After seeing Matthias, I was curious about what the inside of the arcane chamber looked like.

She pressed the button for Deck 2, and the elevator took us there in a second. As the door slid open, Casey gave me a full smile. “Meet me back on Deck 5 at 11:00 CUT?”

I nodded, and she walked toward the workshop while I made my way to the squire quarters. Servitors were working on this deck too. Crew members carried injured men and women toward the infirmary. I peered at an unconscious man with half his right leg missing. I was impressed with Dr. Lenkov’s abilities earlier, but I doubted even she could grow a leg back. Then again, there’d been a vat of bioliquid in the infirmary, so maybe she could.

When I unlocked the door to the squire quarters and entered, Neville was sitting on his bed as though he hadn’t left the room for the duration of the pirate attack. The two squires I hadn’t met yet were sleeping on their beds.

“Where have you been?” Neville whispered to me as his eyes locked onto my bloody armor. “You fought the pirates?”

“I did what I could to help the crew,” I said after detecting some admiration in the other man’s voice.

“I would have helped, except I was locked inside these quarters. Too bad the crew did a terrible job at defending the ship.” Neville seemed to have grown in confidence since first meeting me. I wasn’t sure I liked it. “Fourteen casualties. The cook among them. Do you know how terrible the food is here? I can assure you it will be much worse now. It would have been better for the pirates to have killed us all! Now we’ll die of food poisoning.”

I sighed as I removed my armor and went over to the wash basin beside my bed. I scrubbed my face with a wet towel and winced when I brushed against a cut on my forehead. It wasn’t deep enough to apply a medkit, and I didn’t feel like I had a concussion, so I sealed it with some medglue and then hit the shower adjacent to the squire quarters.

As I washed, I thought about my first day on the Stalwart and how it had been nothing like I’d thought. In fact, so much of my life since Tyranus hadn’t gone like I planned. The Tyranus mission failed, and I’d graduated with Ludas Barnes as my only classmate. Then, I’d been assigned to the worst starship in the RTF. Mom might have been glad I wasn’t on a warship, but she would be unhappy when she learned about the pirate attack.

Duke Edmund Barnes had given me a secret mission to find proof of insurrection on the Stalwart. I remembered the sorcerer, Polgar, would be buzzing me at 06:00. I’d already missed one call from him while I was anchored inside the enchantry, so I hurried out of the bathroom.

Neville’s face reddened with guilt as he stood over my bed. I looked down at something he was holding to his chest, attempting to hide the object from me. The communicator I’d been given gleamed between his fingers.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I demanded in a hoarse whisper. I didn’t want to wake the other squires and bring any attention to what Neville had in his hands.

“Ah, it made a noise, and I wondered what it was. I didn’t mean any harm.” He was cowering before me, and I realized I’d stormed over to him in my rage. Our faces were inches away from each other.

“Hand it over,” I said with my palm out.

The nobleman dropped the communicator into my open palm and scurried over to his bed like a rodent.

I sat on my bed with my back to Neville and opened the communicator’s metal cover. A red and a blue icon spun on the screen, and I clicked the blue one. Text appeared, saying an unknown contact failed to make a communication link. When I selected the red icon, a holo appeared of Polgar’s face. I quickly shut the comms device so Nevile wouldn’t see the sorcerer who had suddenly materialized inside the dark room.

I glanced at the clock beside my bed and realized I’d missed the scheduled call by a few minutes. Ludas had probably heard it buzzing and picked it up. I hadn’t seen the time for most the night, so I couldn’t believe it was already 06:00. Five hours sleep was all I’d get before I met Casey on Deck 5.

Polgar’s threat made me think it was probably more important to deal with the missed call now.

I slipped the comms device beneath my pillow and changed into the plain blue shirt and pants assigned to me as a squire. I took the device with me into the bathroom since I figured this was the only place I could talk without someone overhearing me.

I opened the message on the communicator. The holo of Silvester Polgar’s face started speaking.

“Outlander. You have missed the first contact, and now you have missed my second attempt. I am not an unmerciful man so I will forgive you this once. Do it again, and you will find me a most unyielding instructor.”

When I finished watching the recorded message, the communicator buzzed, and I answered the call by pressing the rune on the frontside of the device.

“Hello, your eminence,” I said.

“Outlander,” Silvester Polgar croaked.

“I’m sorry I missed your call. We were attacked by pirates and--”

“Yes, I heard about that. It seems we aren’t the only ones searching.”

My ears piqued. “Searching for what?”

The sorcerer cleared his throat. “For the insurrectionists.”

His tone sounded strange, as though he didn’t believe his own words. Why would pirates be searching for insurrectionists?

“We’re headed for Tachion,” I said.

“I already know,” Polgar snapped. “What can you tell me about the crew?”

“They fight like nothing I’ve ever seen. I find it hard to believe such great warriors were assigned to the Stalwart for humanitarian missions. Something definitely isn’t right, but I don’t think it’s insurrection. They’ve shown no signs of rebel activity. Is it possible there might be a mistake?”

I hadn’t known the crew for long, hours at most, but I’d fought with them. I’d seen some of them die, and saved the lives of others. They’d also saved mine countless times.

“I don’t care what you believe, Outlander. The Stalwart’s crew are certainly insurrectionists, we only need sufficient evidence to bring them to trial. They wish to see the Queen dethroned and chaos to reign over the Caledonian Kingdom. Is that something you wish?”

“Of course not, your eminence.” I loved my Queen and the Caledonian Kingdom more than anything, but I wasn’t willing to betray the crew without sure proof. If they were indeed insurrectionists, then they must be brought to account.

“Good. I will be observing you carefully for any sign they have infected your mind. Stay faithful to your mission. Now, I want to know whether you’ve seen anything suspicious.”

I thought of the priceless gauntlets Casey had been repairing in the workshop. I couldn’t tell Polgar about them, not until I found more information. I didn’t want the sorcerer and the duke to suspect the enchantress was an insurrectionist without sure proof.

But maybe I could mention Brigantes to the sorcerer.

“I think something might have happened on the crew’s last mission to Brigantes. It seems to be a sore spot among them.”

“Brigantes? Interesting.” The sorcerer paused for a few moments, and I could imagine him stroking his twisted staff like it was a pet. “You will learn more of this previous mission and report back to me everything you hear. When they begin the humanitarian mission, I want you to stay close to the Space Knights. I believe Olav Kjeldsen is the one most likely to reveal information. Do not leave his side for the duration of the mission.”

Even though Olav seemed to like me more now, I doubted the berserker would let me tag along with him and the other knights.

“With respect, your eminence, I don’t think that will be--”

“Do I need to remind you I have the authority to have you ejected from the RTF?”

“No, your eminence. I’ll--” The communicator burst with white noise, and I closed the cover to silence it.

Bringing up Brigantes to Casey might be a little difficult, especially since she’d told me twice not to talk about it. I doubted any of the other crew would be willing to discuss their last mission, but Silvester Polgar had given me direct orders.

When I opened the bathroom door, Neville jumped back from the doorway. I gritted my teeth and tried to ignore that he’d been eavesdropping. I wanted to pound him into oblivion, but I also wanted to sleep.

A metal strongbox lay at the foot of my bed, and I linked it to my palm rune so that only I could open it. If only I’d put the communication device in here before leaving the quarters earlier, I wouldn’t have to worry about Neville’s assumptions.

I tried not to beat myself up too much as I dropped the comms device inside the strongbox and locked it. The bathroom door was probably too thick for Neville to overhear anything of my conversation with Polgar.

Or so I hoped.
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Chapter 11

My alarm blared, and I silenced it with a punch. I heard voices in the room and sat upright while every muscle in my body ached with exhaustion.

“Is this the new squire?” and unknown voice asked.

“Yeah,” Neville replied.

The man who’d asked the question was one of the squires who’d been sleeping when I’d entered my quarters last night. Sandy blonde reached down to his shoulders, and framed his grinning face. He was a few inches beyond six feet tall, and the blue uniform tugged against his broad shoulders.

The other squire sitting next to him caused me to do a double-take. The two men were identical in every way, even down to the lazy expressions on their faces.

Neville stood between them and the nobleman glared at me with narrowed eyes. His hair had been shaved down to the scalp, removing the crude haircut I’d seen last night.

I got out of my bed and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I could smell food drifting from somewhere in the room, and my stomach groaned for it.

“Nicholas, isn’t it?” the twin sitting on his bed said to me. “I’m Richard.”

“And I’m Nathan,” the other said. “I take it you’ve met Neville?”

“Yeah, we’ve met,” I said.

Neville glanced at my strongbox filled with my belongings, and I figured he was still thinking about the communicator device. I needed to have a word with him when we were alone.

I checked the clock next to my bed. It was 10:51. I only had nine minutes until I was scheduled to meet Casey on Deck 5.

“I’m going to grab some food before the knights get to the galley.” Neville slinked out of the room with a final look at my strongbox. I was glad it was locked and sealed to my palm rune.

“You’ll get used to Neville,” Nathan said. “He’s still spewing about getting assigned to the Stalwart.”

“What was with that weird haircut he had yesterday?” I asked.

Richard burst into laughter. “A practical joke. He didn’t take it too well.”

“I bet,” I said.

“He’s not a bad fighter. He probably would have helped combat the pirates if we didn’t lock him inside these quarters.”

I found it hard to believe Neville was a good fighter, but I was too busy searching for the smell of food to ease my stomach.

“We got you some food from the galley.” Richard must have seen me drooling, and he passed me a plate of eggs, bacon, and sourdough toast.

“Thanks,” I said as I grabbed the food and wolfed it down. It felt like I hadn’t eaten in forever, and I paced myself so I didn’t accidentally take a finger off.

“What’d you do to get assigned to this ship?” Nathan asked as he watched me demolish the meal.

“Uhh . . .” I hadn’t thought of a cover story yet. My mind raced to compose one as I chewed on the final strip of crispy bacon.

“You’re one of the survivors from Tyranus, aren’t you?” Richard interrupted my thoughts. “The Outlander. Yeah, I thought I recognized your name.”

My cheeks heated up. “That’s me.”

“Damn, it must have been rough to see all your classmates die.” Nathan gave me a smile filled with pity. “The Stalwart isn’t all that bad, though. This tour’s first mission is in a few days. The captain will brief us this afternoon. The squires are ordered to stay out of the way on missions, but that works out great for us.”

Richard grinned at his brother. “Better than great. When I first signed up for the RTF, I figured we’d be clearing rifts and doing all sorts of dangerous stuff. Our father got himself on the wrong side of the kingdom’s hierarchy, so we were assigned here. Dad was angry, but Nathan and I were ecstatic when we found out what squires do on the Stalwart. Let me tell you, it’s not fighting.”

“The pirate attack is the first bit of action we’ve seen,” Nathan remarked. “We don’t like to fight, but we can handle ourselves when required.”

“We prefer partying and drinking,” Richard said with a smirk.

I laughed under my breath. These two seemed mostly harmless. I wasn’t too keen on joining them in their antics, but at least they weren’t constantly watching me in the way Neville was.

“So you two were around during the last tour?” I asked, thinking about Brigantes.

Richard nodded. “Me, my brother, and Neville were the only squires. Gotta say it’s a relief you’re not some stuck up noble.”

“We’ve always preferred to hang around non-nobles,” Nathan added. “You’re an Outlander, right?”

“Yeah,” I replied, but my thoughts were drawn toward what Polgar said the night before. I needed to find out more about the crew’s last mission, and asking these twins might mean me not having to bring up the subject with Casey again. “What do you guys know about Brigantes? I heard it went badly.”

“That’s about all we know,” Nathan replied. “We were told to stay inside the city and keep ourselves occupied while the knights did their own thing. I figured they were involved in something classified with the RTF. Whatever it was, they were pissed for about a week.”

“So you didn’t see anything unusual?” I probed. I could tell they were hiding something from the way they glanced at each other when I mentioned Brigantes.

Richard sighed, and his wide shoulders relaxed. “Nathan doesn’t believe me, but I think it was a retrieval mission of some sort. They brought this metal box covered in runes back to the ship. The whole thing was charred, as though it’d been caught in an explosion and somehow survived.”

“That’s Richard’s theory. I have another one.” Nathan’s expression became conspiratorial, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “I think they were clearing rifts without the kingdom’s authorization.”

“The charred box wasn’t the only thing they brought back,” Richard added. “They were carrying a bunch of extra gear. Nothing too fancy, but not the kind you’d find on humanitarian missions at least.”

“Right,” I said as I committed their theories to memory. They didn’t make much sense to me. Neither account reflected insurrectionist activity. Still, at least I’d have something to report to Polgar at 0600.

“Why do you want to know about Brigantes?” Richard asked.

“I figured it’s a good idea to know what I’m in for.”

“Like we said, it’s mostly hanging out in the cities for us squires,” he said. “Whatever the crew gets up to, I say it’s best to obey orders and stay out of it.”

“I hear you,” I said. Staying out of the way would be difficult since Polgar had ordered me to search for more information. “Anyway, it’s a pleasure to meet you two. I have to head out.”

“Maybe we can hang out a bit later?” Nathan asked.

“The beer in the galley is some of the best we’ve ever tasted,” Richard added, as though finishing his brother’s sentence.

“Sure. See you guys later,” I said to the two noblemen before I left the room.

In the five hours I’d been sleeping, the passageway had been cleared of debris, and the automated repair systems had sealed the breaches in the bulkheads. The crew milled about the starship as though everything was business as usual.

I passed the galley, entered the elevator, and took it to Deck 5.

Casey was waiting outside the shaft, and she wasn’t wearing her enchanter’s uniform anymore. A white tank top hugged her thin waist, and red suspenders running down her ample breasts attached to khaki shorts that barely covered her ass. Her long legs tapered down to cute red shoes, and I found my eyes drawn to the ivory skin around her bare thighs.

By the stars, Casey was stunning.

The beautiful enchantress grinned at me, and I forced my eyes away from her body so that I could return her smile. “Sleep well?” she asked.

“Like a baby,” I said as we walked toward the arcane chamber.

“The squire uniform suits you. Really shows off your muscles.” After squeezing my biceps, the enchantress burst into laughter.

My neck heated up, and I turned my head so she couldn’t see me blushing. “The crew is back into action pretty quickly,” I said, changing the subject.

“That’s how we do things. Casualties happen. There’s not much to be done about that. We honor them by getting back to work.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “Neville told me the pirates killed fourteen of the crew. I figure there has to be more injured. How will the ship function with such a big loss?”

“The injured will be patched up in no time. Dr. Lenkov knows her stuff. As far as the missing crew goes, we’ll only need a handful, since the automated systems take care of most of the work. The commander will probably hire some mercenaries when we get to Tachion. ”

“Mercenaries? Why not have the RTF send some more people to fill the crew?”

Casey looked at me for a second, but she didn’t give me an answer. I couldn’t help but feel like she was hiding something. I was reminded of my secret mission again.

If the Stalwart’s crew were insurrectionists, then hiring a bunch of RTF crewmembers would cause serious issues. I was only a squire, so the knights could order me to stay in my quarters, thus hiding the finer points of their missions from me. A full-fledged Space Knight wouldn’t be so easily kept in the dark. Mercenaries were also more likely to accept bribes and keep silent about anything illegal.

I really hoped Duke Barnes and Polgar were incorrect. Fighting alongside Moses and the artillerymen had connected me with the crew on a level I couldn’t really explain.

And this pretty enchantress seemed like someone I really wanted to get to know.

“About what happened last night,” Casey said, and she stopped walking. “With you doing the whole disappearing act thing; I’m going to forget it, okay? I won’t tell anyone else. I figure it was something the kingdom doesn’t know about. Otherwise, you’d be in the Facility and not on this ship. Either that, or someone does know about it, and they put you on the Stalwart to keep you out of sight.”

Casey had just invented a cover story much better than anything I could have thought up myself. I couldn’t help but smile. “You got me. I have friends in high places,” I said. “Thanks for not mentioning it to the crew.”

“That kind of ability could be useful on the battlefield, you know. It’s your secret to keep, but I think Captain Cross would like to hear about it.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I thought the Stalwart only engaged in humanitarian missions?”

“Ha, well, that’s mostly true.” The enchantress winked at me as she led me into the arcane chamber.

The entire domed room was bathed in a deep blue light emanating from the four meter tall jump sphere in its center. Two similar contraptions lay behind the big one in the middle of the room, but they weren’t glowing like a small sun. I couldn’t stare at it for long without hurting my eyes.

Matthias stood beside the glowing blue ball. Unlike yesterday, he wasn’t wearing the long cloak. I was able to see all of his machina body, and I had to struggle to keep my face impassive. The only visible organic body parts were a pink brain inside the crystalline dome atop his metal skull, and a heart encased in the same crystal material within his right breast. Blue lights pulsed at a rapid pace inside his brain. I guessed they represented the firing of the machina’s neurons. The same lights strobed within his chest cavity as his heart pumped an irradiating liquid through the rest of his cybernetic body.

The light show mesmerized me, and I knew now why he wore a cloak the day before.

“Greetings,” he said after turning to us.

My breath caught in my throat when I saw his face. It was composed of a bronze alloy that shifted into modes of human expressions. A pair of golden lights served for eyes, expanding and retracting at random intervals like old-fashioned binoculars.

“Hi, Matty,” Casey said. “I’ve come to show the new squire around the arcane chamber.”

“Ah, yes, the new squire.” His right eye expanded toward me, and a foreign presence scanned my mind. It was the same feeling as when the diviner in the Wayfarer commune rifled through my memories. The presence suddenly vanished as the machina made a coughing sound. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Unfortunately I have a habit of that. It’s been some time since I was human. I sometimes forget the propriety of mortals.”

“Matthias?” a female voice called out from behind the sphere, and Elle stepped into view.

The female point clerk was still wearing the blood-spattered golden coat from the night before. I figured she must have been in this room since she’d stepped through the portal on the bridge.

“What were you doing behind the sphere?” I asked her.

“I was examining the technology. It’s remarkable. And certainly illegal,” she added. “I’ve never read anything like it in the clerk manuals.”

“You can learn lots of things in books,” Matthias commented with a scholarly air, “but not everything. My sphere and I are of the latter.”

“I suppose you’ve decided Matthias is some kind of breach and you’ll be sending him to the Facility?” Casey shot at Elle.

“Uhh . . . not exactly.” The point clerk quickly recovered from the enchantress’ jab and gave Casey a death-stare.

“Miss McGrath and I have come to an understanding,” Matthias said. “I will show her how I was created. And she will not report my existence to the RTF.”

“Not quite,” Elle injected. “I will decide whether or not I shall bring you to the RTF’s attention. There is no guarantee you won’t be visiting the Facility.”

A peculiar sound came from Matthias, like pistons firing. I guessed it was laughter. “So you say, Miss McGrath, but I can already tell you find me far too fascinating to have me sent away.”

Elle brushed down her coat. “Fascinating for all the wrong reasons.”

“Nevertheless, you are here now, so you’ll have to watch the day’s first jump.” Matthias turned to me. “You have also come at an opportune time, Squire Lyons.”

I hadn’t told Matthias my name, but I assumed he’d learned it from a ship notice. At least, I hoped he hadn’t discovered it when he’d entered my mind because there were lots of things in there I didn’t want him to know.

The thought was doused by my excitement to witness a ship mage perform a jump from so close. I’d never actually seen one firsthand, and magic intrigued me more than anything.

“Do you care if we hang around here for a bit?” I asked Casey.

“Of course not,” she replied. “As long as Little Miss Point Clerk doesn’t mind us being here.”

Elle snorted. “I’d rather not be in the same room as a sifter anyway.”

I winced at the insult. “Elle, there’s really no need--”

Before I could finish my sentence, Casey leaped onto Elle. The two women were at each other’s throats. I stepped between, but before I could pull them apart, they were separated by an invisible forcefield. Neither woman could get to the other as they exchanged violent snarls.

“As much as I love watching two beautiful women wrestle, there are far too many devices crucial to the Stalwart’s safety in here,” Matthias said. “Perhaps you two can squabble in the battle room? Might I suggest less clothing to allow for more maneuverability?”

I got the sense Matthias had been making a joke, but the enchantress and the point clerk weren’t in the mood for humor. I wasn’t sure whether the machina could see the cold stares Elle and Casey were giving each other, but I definitely did. Standing between them was like being between a roaring furnace and an ice-cold blizzard. I was glad I hadn’t needed to break them up because it might have meant losing an eye.

“Are you sufficiently calmed, ladies?” Matthias said. After each woman nodded, he released the forcefield. “I am already late for the scheduled jump. You can either refrain from tearing each other to pieces, or you will leave now.”

“I was just leaving,” Elle said as she pinned a loose lock of her raven-colored hair behind her ear. “Nick, you’ll need some new equipment to replace your malfunctioning belt and sword. Come see me later, and I’ll give you a deal.” The point clerk made an obvious wink at me, and the enchantress groaned.

“I’ll do that,” I said.

Casey scoffed as she wiped the blood from her bottom lip. “She’s trying to swindle you. If there’s something wrong with your equipment, I’ll repair it.”

“Hey,” I said, raising my hands. “I don’t know what the problem is between you two, but you are both my friends.”

Elle snorted and stormed out of the room before giving Casey a cold stare.

“Did it just get a heckuva lot warmer in here?” the red-haired woman asked with a smile.

“C’mon, Casey,” I said. “She’s just trying to prove herself.”

“Prove to everyone that she’s a massive bitch. She called me a sifter.”

“I’ll talk to her again about that. It was uncalled for, I agree. You did call her ‘Little Miss Point Clerk’ though.” I shrugged, but the look on Casey’s face made me regret what I had said.

“It isn’t the same as calling someone a sifter. You should know that, Nick.”

“I do,” I said as I held up my hands. “I’m sorry. Really, she isn’t a bad person. I’ll talk to her--”

“I suppose you both still wish to see me perform the jump?” Matthias interrupted as he crouched over a computer terminal.

“That’s right,” I replied with a nod.

I glanced at Casey, and then she gave the machina a broad smile. She seemed to have instantly forgotten the fight with Elle.

“I can perform up to three per twenty-four hours while most ship mages can only open one or two long-range portals in that time. We have eight more jumps until we reach Tachion. It’ll take seventy-two in total,” Matthias said as his fingers pounded the terminal’s keys. “I might have achieved the journey in shorter time decades ago. I have opened five LR portals in a single day, but that can be more taxing than it’s worth. My biofluids don’t hold up like they once did.”

“If you couldn’t tell,” Casey whispered from the side of her mouth, “he likes to boast.”

Matthias punched another key sequence into the computer. The sphere in the middle of the room stopped glowing. I could look at it now without searing my eyes, and I could see it was built like a metal cage. The machina entered the sphere, secured both his wrists with straps dangling from above, and then stood with his feet a meter apart.

“Would you like the pleasure of initiating the jump?” he called out to me.

“Uhh . . .”

“I’ll show you what to do.” Casey took me to the terminal, and we both sat in the chairs in front of it. “He doesn’t actually need us here to make the jump, but he likes to have an audience.”

I strapped myself in, and Casey hit a button the terminal’s console.

“Commander, we’re preparing to jump in one minute,” she said into the receiver.

“I’ll give the command for the crew to anchor themselves,” Commander Reynolds replied.

Casey nodded at Matthias. Then the machina’s heart started pulsing with a much brighter blue light, and the neurons in his brain fired with increasing frequency.

“You want to hit this button,” Casey said to me, pointing at a red mound on the center of the console.

“Sure,” I said. As I looked up at Matthias, I could smell ozone. I realized the machina was somehow emitting a gaseous substance. The air around him shimmered and jolted with electrical energy.

The timer hit zero, and I pressed the red button.

Matthias opened his mouth and screamed. The sound made me lean back into the chair’s headrest and grind my teeth. My eardrums felt only a few seconds away from rupturing when the room silenced.

“Arrived successfully in the Bernicia System,” the commander’s voice said from the speaker in front of me. “Good work, Matthias.”

“My pleasure,” the machina said as he unstrapped himself from the jump sphere. As soon as he stepped down from the raised platform, the metal cage began to glow again, albeit with much less light than when I’d first entered the room.

“It’s a battery of sorts,” Matthias said. “Charges and releases the energy when I make a jump. Although, I don’t suppose I need to tell you that, do I, Squire Nicholas? You would have learned all about it at the Academy.”

I groaned as my stomach settled from the jump and slowly stood from the chair. “I don’t know much about magic, I’m afraid. Only what’s required to maintain Runetech weapons.”

“Of course. I should have known,” he said with an ejection of gas approximating a sigh through small slits in his metal skull. “It wasn’t always that way. The Academy is a relatively new invention of the RTF. Once, all were trained at the Arcane Institute, including those who would become Space Knights.”

“That sounds like a long time ago,” I said, wondering how old this machine was. I had never heard a story about knights taking classes at the Arcane Institute. It was the part of the Academy where all the mages studied.

“You are too polite to ask my age,” Matthias chuckled. “Most of my existence I have not truly lived. To be conscious is to know life, yet I was in stasis for hundreds of years. It was only the late King Justinian who roused me from my sleep, rest his soul. If only he’d lived longer, the old ways might have been recovered. Did you know those of us with extraordinary gifts were once valued beyond measure? We weren’t taken to the barbaric prison they called the Facility.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Casey look at me. I got the feeling Matthias was referring to both him and me when he mentioned extraordinary abilities. He must have picked up something when he was reading my memories.

Now there were potentially three crew members on board the Stalwart who knew of my mutation.

The machina stumbled a little, and I got beneath his shoulder to stop him from falling.

“Thank you, Squire Nicholas,” Matthias said. “I am afraid summoning LR portals is exhausting.”

I nodded as I took the machina’s weight, but then a question came to me. It had been bugging me ever since the pirate attack, and the machina’s talk of portals reminded me.

“If you can open a portal so quickly, why didn’t you open one while we were fighting the pirates?” I asked.

“I was preoccupied sealing the portal the pirates had come through. My energy levels were too weak to summon another at the same time. During the periods between jumps, I am in a form of cryosleep, regaining my energy. Although I am a jump mage of great power, the infusion of a soul into a machine is subject to intense degeneration.”

Casey frowned at me as though I should never have asked the question.

“Would you mind assisting my walk to the vat?” Matthias nodded his metal skull toward a chamber of bubbling liquid behind the jump spheres.

I half-carried the machina to the vat, and he climbed the ladder and submerged himself in the liquid.

When Casey and I left the room, I stopped her in the passageway where no one could overhear.

“It felt like he was reading my mind in there,” I said.

“Of course. Matthias isn’t only a jump mage, but a diviner, too. He says he doesn’t understand mortal politeness, but that’s not true. He likes to read people’s minds. He’s a busybody, but he won’t tell anyone else what he found in that head of yours.”

I wondered whether the machina discovered anything about my mission while reading my mind, but he hadn’t given any indication to suggest he knew about it. If he did, I would have been put into one of the starship’s holding cells immediately. I’d have to be careful not to be in the same room as Matthias again.

Casey smirked at me, and I found myself unable to look away from her eyes.

“Want to grab a drink?” I said finally.

She grinned. “You bet!”
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Chapter 12

Casey and I grabbed the elevator to Deck 2. The whole time I couldn’t stop looking at her smile. Still, sadness lurked behind her light blue eyes. I guessed she was mourning the deaths of our fellow crew members. The enchantress acted like they hadn’t bothered earlier, but I had a hard time believing she hadn’t been affected by them.

“What is it?” she said after I’d been staring at her for a little too long.

“Nothing,” I said. “Just glad to be a part of the crew.”

“Ha!” The redheaded woman slapped me across the arm. “You say that now, but you’ve only been part of the Stalwart for a little over a day. You barely know us.”

That struck something inside me, and I was a little more somber as we made our way to the galley. The sounds of laughter and cheering filtered into the passageway, and I felt a pinch of excitement enter my stomach.

When we entered the galley, I was assaulted by a dozen different men and women intent on handing me steins filled with beer. I accepted a gigantic mug filled to the brim with a smile and nod to the crew.

“I’m gonna go chat with my granddad,” Casey said as I sat at a trestle table filled with other crew members. “Mind if I leave you here for a few seconds?”

I nodded and watched the enchantress move to another table where Joseph and the other enchanters were sitting.

I felt a bit guilty as I sipped on the massive mug. The beer was the best I’d ever tasted, but fourteen more people would have been in this galley if the pirates hadn’t boarded our ships. The thought took all the enjoyment out of the full-bodied brew. I knew Captain Cross had done the right thing by not handing over the Arcane Dust, but it seemed like such a waste of life.

“Hey, Nick,” Moses called out to me as he waded through the crowd toward me. “You did well yesterday. Fought better than most Space Knights would have.”

“Thanks,” I said as I stared at the bubbles fading on the head of my beer.

Moses parked himself on the chair beside me. “Don’t get yourself down about the crew we lost. It happens. Every one of those men and women knew what they were getting into when they signed up for the RTF. We’ll all see them again one day when we pass from this universe and into the next.”

I smiled at the big knight. I wasn’t very religious but I appreciated the sentiment.

“Now, you look like you need another drink.” Moses hailed a passing yeoman, grabbed a beer from her serving plate, and slammed it in front of me. “Drink up!”

I finished the dregs of my first mug and sipped on the second. The alcohol was already starting to go to my head, and my heart lightened. Moses was right. Every person who entered the RTF knew of the dangers. At the Academy, recruits were made aware that even in training, death was a possibility, however slight. In the field, it was almost inevitable.

“Make sure you steady yourself,” Moses said as he stood. “You need to be conscious when the captain briefs us about the upcoming mission.”

The shield knight left me, and Casey was still talking with her grandfather. The two enchanters looked deep in conversation, and they took turns waving their arms around emphatically. I got the feeling I might have been the subject of the heated conversation because they looked at me every now and then.

I figured Casey wasn’t going to return to my table anytime soon, so I examined the rest of the crew while I sipped on my beer. It seemed like almost all of them were gathered in the galley. I saw the squire twins, Richard and Nathan, but there was no sign of Neville. I was glad he wasn’t here, since I didn’t want him to talk about the communicator. I could probably concoct some story to get him off my back.

When I focused on the galley again, I saw Olav playing cards at a circular table with two artillerymen, and I couldn’t tell who was winning by their facial expressions. I did not see Elle anywhere. She must have still been annoyed about the conversation in the arcane chamber. I couldn’t imagine her enjoying a drink with the rest of the crew.

My gaze drifted to the long-haired herald knight named Flanagan sitting in the leftmost corner with the stringed axe in his lap. As I watched the man, he started to strum on the instrument. As the melodic sound filled the air, my spirits lifted.

From what I could tell, Flanagan’s runesong was affecting my emotions. Except it didn’t feel like an abuse as it had when Duke Barnes ordered the heralds to play their manipulative music to calm the crowd. This time, it was like the happiness within me was brought to the surface, melting the sadness away.

Casey returned to me as Flanagan’s second song merged into a third with an introductory riff that made me want to leap out of my seat and dance.

“He’s the best herald in the RTF,” the red-haired woman said as she inched a little closer to me.

“How many ‘best in the RTF’ are there aboard the Stalwart? Matthias is the best jump mage, Flanagan is the best herald. I don’t mean any offense, but what are the best specialists doing aboard a ship like this?”

“Humanitarian missions are very important, Nick,” Casey winked at me. I could smell the sweetness of ale on her breath. A piece of her fringe dangled from her hair tie, and she blew it out of her face. The way her lips pursed together made me think about kissing her.

I shook myself free of the thought. The only reason it had come to mind was the beer relaxing me. I’d been given a mission, and I needed to find out more information for Polgar. I couldn’t bring up Brigantes again with her, but there were probably other things the sorcerer would want to know about.

“I don’t mean to speak out of place, but what were you and your grandfather talking about? He seemed a little angry. I got the feeling you two might have been talking about me.”

“Angry? You got that from the death stares he was giving you? He was more furious than angry.” Casey laughed and then shook her head. “Mostly at me, so don’t worry. Grandpa Joseph has a short temper, but he’s a really nice guy.”

“What’d you do?”

“Took someone into the workshop without clearing it of sensitive material first.” Her smile slipped a little, as though she’d said something she shouldn’t have.

“The person was me, wasn’t it?” I asked. “And the sensitive material was the gauntlets?”

“Ah . . .” The question seemed to throw the enchantress even more off-balance.

I didn’t want to upset Casey, but this sounded like useful information for Polgar, so I took a moment to press the issue. “They looked like Master class to me. I didn’t recognize any of the runes.”

“That’s because they’re ancient. Secret runes.” She wiggled her eyebrows causing my desire to kiss her to only increase. It was really hard to act as the queen’s spy when you were a little drunk and faced with a beautiful woman.

I swallowed and was about to ask more about the person who’d given them to her when a strong hand clamped on my shoulder. I turned to see Olav, wearing a massive grin.

“G’day, Squire,” he said as his bearded face turned into a scowl. It looked like he was a few seconds from tearing my head off, and I tried to think about why he might be angry with me. He lifted his hand from my shoulder and punched himself in the chest. “Buuurrrp!”

The belch almost sent me hurling. The uproarious laughter bursting from the knight’s mouth rang in my ears as I tried to keep my stomach down.

“Bloody good job with those pirates. Heard all about your exploits. Sounds like you might be berserker material.” Olav grabbed a passing yeoman by the waist and danced with her as Flanagan started a new runesong.

Casey rolled her eyes at the berserker. When Olav was finished with the dance, he returned to our table to sit beside me. Then he slammed a full stein on the table and slid it over beside my half-full one.

“Thanks, but I already have--”

“Drink!” Olav demanded.

I downed the rest of the second mug, and as soon as I dropped it from my mouth, Olav thrust the third one into my hands.

“Drink!”

I looked to Casey, and she grinned. “Drink!”

Soon, everyone around us was chanting for me to finish the beer. I shrugged my shoulders and swallowed the entire contents of the third stein in five massive gulps.

I let out a long belch, and applause and cheering broke out. The din silenced in an instant, and the crew parted as Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds entered the galley.

I half-expected them to reprimand the crew, but they smiled as they passed. The captain even took a mug filled with beer from one of the tables and emptied it down his throat in a few seconds.

The commander stood beside a viewscreen at the far end of the room, and it flickered to life with a swipe of her hand. Every head turned to face the short-haired woman.

The captain came alongside her and addressed the gathered men and women. “Hello, crew.”

“Captain!” The whole room boomed with the chorused greeting.

A still image of Queen Catrina appeared on the viewscreen. Her golden hair flowed from her head like threads of light, and her eyes sparkled like the sun reflecting off a pristine lake.

Every person got to one knee, even those who’d been sitting in chairs. I followed, surprised a little by the apparent show of devotion. If there were insurrectionists among the crew, then this was a fancy show to hide the fact.

“We honor our beloved Queen, may she reign forever.”

I bowed my head when Captain Cross said the words, and I whispered a silent prayer for the queen’s health.

When I raised my head, the names of the fallen crew members were depicted on the viewscreen below images of their faces.

“These are the men and women who gave their lives for the Stalwart,” the captain said. “Their honorable and faithful service rendered to the Kingdom shall be remembered.”

There were a few minutes of silence. While the last minute ticked away, a yeoman handed filled mugs to every person in attendance. When everyone’s drinks were full, Captain Cross raised his stein.

“To the fallen!”

The crew repeated the words and then every mug was drained. As I sat beside Casey again, the whole room whirled. I never drank this much in one sitting, so my mind swam with the booze, but I managed to concentrate on the captain’s figure through sheer force of will.

“Commander Reynolds will brief you all now on the next mission,” Captain Cross said.

I almost choked on the remainder of my beer. I’d forgotten all about the briefing taking place today, and I couldn’t believe anyone would remember a thing afterward considering how drunk everyone seemed. The Stalwart was becoming a stranger assignment by the minute.

“Thank you, Captain,” the commander said with a nod to the man. “This tour’s first mission will take place on Tachion. I’m sure many of you are aware that is a free planet, with all that entails. If you require more information, I’ve added articles to the database for quick reference.”

The viewscreen showed a planet encircled by an auburn ring of atmospheric dust and debris. Mountainous areas covered most of the planet’s surface. Its coloring was a lifeless gray, except for a few patches of green terraforming domes and purple forest areas.

I remembered this planet from my studies at the Academy. Tachion was technically a free planet in that none of the Triumvirate Kingdoms had laid claim to it. Like Tyranus, Tachion was one of the few terraformed planets with frequent Grendel rifts. Although a dangerous place, the loot from the aliens was invaluable.

The three Triumvirate kingdoms ceased empire-building after the Amnesty, but Tachion was a prize worth winning, so the Rutheni and the Aquitanians exerted a ‘peaceful presence’ on the planet.

It was a peculiar location for the Stalwart to visit, particularly because the Tachionese weren’t subjects of the Caledonian Kingdom.

“Technically the kingdoms within the Triumvirate are at peace,” Commander Reynolds continued as a map of Tachion’s capital, Salenum, showed different colors to symbolize the kingdoms of Rutheni and Aquitaine. “But our Triumvirate rivals have been engaging in shadow wars, and Tachion has become a major battleground. For that reason, we’ll be providing the natives with some relief. Under no circumstances are we to engage with the soldiers from either kingdom.”

“I’ll need the knights to meet with me later this evening,” the captain interrupted. He gave them all a glance laden with hidden meaning.

I knew then there was more to the mission than met the eye. The captain’s inner circle of knights seemed to be involved. This mission briefing must be a smokescreen to keep the uninitiated from asking too many questions.

The mission itself, however much of a farce it might be, seemed a good one. We would be helping the natives of Tachion with food and medical supplies. Assisting the needy was probably the second reason why I’d joined the RTF, if helping Mom was the first.

The thought of Mom on Dobuni’s tenements reminded me of how desperately I needed to be successful in this mission. Even though I’d be on this planet, I’d have to keep an eye on the knights. Polgar and Duke Barnes were expecting results, and I’d report anything suspicious I saw. From what the other squires had told me, I suspected the knights would be involved in something other than humanitarian aid.

The commander’s eyes caught mine as she whispered to the captain, and then the big man stepped forward. “A welcome to the newest members of our crew, Squire Nicholas Lyons, and Point Clerk Elle McGrath.”

The crew cheered, and I searched the room for Elle, but she still hadn’t made an appearance.

“Welcome aboard, Nicholas,” Commander Reynolds said as she approached me. “Good to have you with us.”

“I’m glad to be here, Commander.”

“I’ll link your prot-belt to the systems,” the short-haired woman said as she entered a key sequence into her prot-belt. A laser scanner beamed from her belt to mine, and a beep signalled the completed connection. “You now have access to the starship’s logistics. I’ve also given you minimal access to the various systems. You’ll now be able to purchase items from the point clerk and other shops within the starship.”

“Thank you,” I said with a smile.

Commander Reynolds nodded once, but didn’t return my smile. “You might have developed a name on Tyranus, but you’ll have to earn a name now that you’re in the RTF. Until then, I expect you’ll keep yourself out of trouble, yes?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

The lean woman’s hawk-like eyes penetrated my soul, and I could only hold her gaze for a second before looking away.

“Good,” she said, and turned to Captain Cross.

The crew clinked their glasses together as the captain and commander left the galley. The drinking games started again in earnest.

I watched their antics as I tried to keep my head from spinning. A group of ten crew members entered the galley to a round of applause. I noticed some of them were limping, while others sat with medkits attached to body parts. None of the injuries seemed to phase the crew members, and I admired their resilience.

A familiar face walked toward me with a beer in hand.

“Zac!” I said to the artilleryman. “You don’t look like a guy who took a bullet to the chest only a few hours ago.”

“I have Dr. Lenkov to thank for my swift recovery. Too bad she had her hands full with all the other patients. I wouldn’t have minded--” He stopped and looked at Casey with a wry smile. “How you doing, Casey?”

The enchantress rolled her eyes. “Not too bad. You missed the briefing.”

“Ha!” He took a mug of beer and turned to me. “Did Commander Reynolds bore you to death?”

“To be honest, not really. I’m excited to get out on the field. Do some good.”

“You are fresh,” Zac said. “Not that it’s a bad thing. I caught the briefing in the infirmary. Looks like I’ll be showing you squires around Salenum and keeping you out of trouble.”

At first, I was glad to hear Zac would be accompanying us since he seemed like a good guy. Then I remembered I’d have to lose him at some point so I could track down the knights. Polgar hadn’t seemed to care how risky his orders might be. At least obeying those orders would be easier now that Olav seemed to like me.

“Have you had a chance to look at the gunnery yet?” Zac asked Casey. “I doubt there’ll be any more attacks, but it’d be good to be prepared.”

“Captain Cross has already got me on it,” she replied. “I’ve been working on a new weapon, too. I’m searching for a decent rune to enchant it with.”

“That so? I heard you were busy with a certain squire today.” Zac nudged me with his elbow and gave me a huge wink.

“Ha,” I said. “Casey was just showing me the arcane chamber.”

Zac wriggled his eyebrows, and Casey thumped him on the arm.

“Ow!” the artilleryman said as he rubbed the spot. “You don’t need to hit me so hard. I’m an injured soldier.”

Casey smirked, and then she and Zac started talking about the supplies needed for the Tachion mission. Their voices dulled with the haze of alcohol while I listened to Flanagan play his stringed axe.

After a few hours, I was still feeling woozy even though I hadn’t taken another sip of beer. There wasn’t any sign of Elle, and Casey was speaking with her grandfather again on the other side of the room. The topic seemed less heated this time, but I was too exhausted to interrupt. I decided to slip out of the galley and sleep off the alcohol until my scheduled call with Sylvester Polgar.

When I got back to my quarters, Neville was lying in his bed. I could tell he wasn’t asleep from the way he was breathing and the flutter of his eyes. He had probably been inspecting my strongbox for some way to open it.

The alcohol in my system gave me a little less self-control. Before I could stop myself, I was standing over the nobleman’s bed. The twins weren’t in the room, so my inebriated mind thought it a good idea to confront Neville now.

“I don’t appreciate you fooling around with my belongings,” I said. “I show you respect, and you better do the same for me.” I swallowed a hiccup.

I was expecting Neville to cower after my threat, but he opened a single eye, and his thin lips pulled into a smile.

“You’re not in a position to make threats, Outlander,” he whispered. “I know why you were sent to the Stalwart.” Neville closed his eye, rolled over, and exhaled as if he was about to drift into sleep.

“What do you think you know?” I figured Neville knew one of two stories. The first was the cover story Casey had proposed about an altruistic noble sending me to the Stalwart to keep me out of the Facility’s hands. The second was the truth: I’d been assigned to this starship to spy on crew members suspected of insurrectionist activity.

“You’ve been using a communication device,” he replied without rolling over. “That’s what it was, wasn’t it? I’ve seen its make before. Not the kind of thing an Outlander would own. Perhaps you stole it, but then why would you bring it aboard instead of selling it for Kingdom Points? No, I suspect someone in the hierarchy hired you to do something aboard the Stalwart.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. Neville knew something, but it wasn’t the whole picture. Maybe I could guide his theory into something less likely to get me thrown out of an airlock.

“Yes,” I said. “You’re right. A baron sent me here to investigate the non-regulation equipment.”

Neville turned to me and propped himself up on one elbow. “Is that so? I’m afraid that is a horrible lie, Outlander. The Stalwart’s problematic equipment is well-known to the hierarchy. They would have grounded the vessel at Bratton had that been the case. There is more than enough evidence to do so.”

I tried to dismiss my desire to crack the nobleman upside the head. He reminded me too much of Ludas Barnes, except Neville seemed more cunning. He also seemed desperate to elevate himself above me. He probably thought he could manipulate me, but that wasn’t going to fly for long. I’d find a way to get out of this mess.

One thing was for sure, he was dangerous while he reckoned he had the upper hand.

The squire smirked as he laid his head back onto the pillow and nestled into it. “Whatever your purpose here, I think it concerns what the knights do under the guise of humanitarian missions. But don’t worry, Outlander, I will keep your secret. For as long as I have no need to tell the crew the truth.”

The nobleman sighed and then started to snore.

My forearm muscles cramped as I opened and closed my fists. Every part of me wanted to leap on top of Neville and strangle him. The only thing stopping me was thinking of the sorcerer’s potential punishments.

I was in Neville’s pocket now, and he was a ticking time bomb waiting to go off.

I set my alarm for 5:55 and slept until then. Once I was back awake, I opened my strongbox and took the communicator out. When Polgar called, I relayed everything I’d learned today except for the information about the gauntlets. I still didn’t want to arouse any suspicion surrounding Casey. I figured the gauntlets were probably some side project she and her Grandpa Joseph had taken up.

“Do not lose Olav for a moment while on Tachion,” Polgar reiterated. “I suspect you only need to watch him, and we’ll have our evidence.”

I ended the call and slipped into bed. The twins were asleep, and Neville’s snoring seemed genuine this time.

I was juggling so many moving parts, and I was only one mistake away from them all tumbling to the floor.

If I didn’t succeed, then I’d be kicked out of the RTF. Mom needed me.

I couldn’t fail her.
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Chapter 13

“Thanks for agreeing to help me sort the enchantry!” Casey said with a grin.

When the enchantress spoke with me earlier today, I’d agreed to help her sort through some boxes if she repaired my prot-belt and longsword. Although I would have helped her anyway since I enjoyed the beautiful redhead’s company.

I smiled at the enchantress and tried to ignore the searing pain in my head. I rubbed my temples with my thumbs to ease the throbbing. I’d thrown up for over an hour this morning, and I never wanted to drink another beer again.

“Are you sure you’re okay? We can do this some other time.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, my voice dull in my own ears. I walked toward one of the anchoring stations and bumped into a three-meter long cylindrical object in the middle of the shop. It was shaped like a cannon with a ten-inch barrel. I crept around it and sat in one of the anchoring stations. “I only need a minute.”

After frowning at me for a few seconds, the red-haired woman sighed and crossed the length of the enchantry to the cabinets beside the semi-circle bench. I couldn’t concentrate for long enough to ask her what she was doing, and I tried to ignore the rattling noises as she searched through the metal shelves for something. Every bang ignited a searing pain behind my left eye while the fluorescent ceiling lights only increased my hangover’s severity.

“Found them!” Casey came back to me and planted three multicolored pills into my right hand. Runes were imprinted on the faces of each tablet, and I recognized them as particularly strong inhibitors of pain receptors. Not the kind of enchanted medicine to be imbibed lightly.

“I’m alright, truly.” I tried to hand them back to her, but she refused.

“They’re super powerful. Technically, we’re not meant to use them for hangovers. But I’m guessing you don’t drink much from the fact that you look half-dead. Besides, I need your help. If you’re going to be any good to me today, then you’re gonna swallow them.”

“I’ll be fine. It’s my own fault for getting drunk. I’ll deal with the pain.” I pulled her right-hand open and dropped the enchanted drugs into her palm.

“I don’t want you moping around all day because you have a little headache,” she said.

“Fair enough. You have some water?”

She went to the workbench and returned with a jug. I swallowed every last drop of water and then fought to keep it down. My headache was still there, but I refused to whine about it all day when I had work to do.

The enchantress grabbed the empty jug from me. “Feel better?”

“Actually, I do.” I was mostly telling the truth, but I imagined I’d sleep for a good twelve hours once the day was over.

“Good. Because you have a lot of work to do.” She grinned and pointed at a three meter high and seven-meter wide stack of iron crates. “I need you to take out anything that’s Squire class and put them in a pile. Zac’s going to come by later with a bunch of servitors. They’ll transport them to the armory to be dismantled.”

“You don’t dismantle the equipment here?”

“Nah,” Casey replied. I got the feeling there was something she wasn’t telling me. Looking around, I didn’t see a dismantling station anywhere else in the shop. Curiously, there was an absence in one section of the bench. I couldn’t remember seeing one in the armory, but then I hadn’t exactly been looking for one when I’d killed the pirates.

“You have any more questions?” Casey prodded. “Because I’m thinking you’re stalling. Get to it, Squire.” She winked at me.

Smiling, I went to work on the crates. Most of the weapons were no longer useful, their runes degenerated to the point where they couldn’t be repaired. I was surprised at the sheer amount of unusable equipment and guessed the Stalwart must have purchased them from a retiring ship. Selling old gear wasn’t exactly lawful because of the Caledonian Kingdom’s strict legislation regarding the correct disposal of Runetech, but I didn’t really expect anything less from a starship like the Stalwart.

I could have done with a few upgrades, but none of the squire equipment I went through was functional. The Dust could be utilized, however, so this was still an important job. I went to work with gusto and hoped Casey would notice.

Most of the items I could class-identify with a glance, but the few times I couldn’t, I scanned it with my prot-belt. My systems were able to access the Kingdom’s itinerary without any issue, but the belt still couldn’t emit a prot-field. At least it would be fixed after I finished helping Casey organize the old gear.

The enchantress hunched over the bench while I worked. Her sleek back was always obscuring my vision so I couldn’t see exactly what she was doing.

A Dust-drill buzzed in her right hand as she traced the runes. Normally intricate rune work required a closer look, but the magnifying monitor above her was switched off. I guessed she didn’t want me to see the piece of equipment she was drilling.

“What are you working on?” I asked her. I knew it wasn’t my longsword because the weapon was lying on the other side of the bench.

“You trying to come up with a reason for a break?” Casey’s white teeth flashed a sly smile. “Keep working, Nick. You can take a rest once you’re done.”

I caught a glimpse of the Master-class gauntlets in her goggles’ reflection as she put down the drill and grabbed a smaller one.

Casey had boasted about the special items when I’d first met her, and now she was keeping them hidden from me.

I could count three main secrets I was determined to get to the bottom of. One was these gauntlets, the second was what had really happened on Brigantes, and the final secret was the armory’s strange door. They were all related somehow, and I was sure the meaning behind them would be of great importance to Duke Barnes and the Queen.

While my mind tried to figure a way to tie the three secrets into some sensical narrative, Zac entered the workshop.

The artilleryman grinned at me as he made his way to the pile of squire gear. “Heard you’ve had a bit of a rough morning,” he said.

“I feel better now. Does the captain always give his briefings while the crew is drunk?”

“Not all the time. The crew needed a drink.” Zac crouched, picked up an axe, and swivelled it in his hand. His expression turned dark, and he swallowed before speaking again. “We lost a lot of our crew in the pirate attack. Me? I’m lucky to be alive. If it weren’t for you, I would be dead.”

I didn’t really know how to respond. The only other person whose life I’d saved had been Ludas Barnes, and he hadn’t exactly shown me much gratefulness. Thankfully, Casey saved me from saying something stupid.

“Nick’s finished organizing the squire gear,” she said to Zac. “It’s all here for you to take to the armory.”

“Any reason why you don’t have a dismantling station in the workshop?” I asked.

“Uhh . . . there’s not enough space in here,” Zac said in a jumble of words.

“Really?” I made a point of looking at the empty section along the bulkhead where a dismanting station should have been, but I didn’t get an answer.

“I can help you take the equipment there,” I said to Zac. “It’s the place with the weird door, right?”

“Ah . . .” Zac’s head snapped toward Casey. I’d seen him confront a room full of pirates without batting an eye, yet my question made him blanch like a frightened child.

Something was up.

“Yeah,” Casey said in an indifferent tone that seemed forced. “That’s the one. But you can’t help. You’ve gotta hang around here so I can fix your longsword and prot-belt. Besides, Zac’s got the servitors to give him a hand.”

Zac punched some keys on this prot-belt, and the servitors entered the room. The artilleryman started tossing the gear into the servitors’ containers.

My amusement at Casey’s craftiness vanished when I realized I wasn’t going to get any straight answers. I’d not been part of the crew for very long, so I probably needed to earn their trust before they were willing to divulge any of the crew’s secrets.

Their reticence was understandable, but Polgar expected new information every day. I could only stall for so long before the sorcerer would realize I was hiding things from him. Making him mad and getting kicked out of the RTF was one thing, but if insurrectionists were on the Stalwart, then my duty to the Queen meant asking my friends tough questions.

“So what’s behind the door in the armory?” I asked them plainly. “You obviously don’t want me in there because of whatever is behind that door.”

“Uhh . . .” Zac swivelled from me to Casey, and his mouth was a big black hole of indecision.

The redheaded woman sighed. “It’s off-the-books. None of us know what’s in there except the captain’s inner circle.”

“And what about the dismantler?” I asked.

“We can tell you honestly that we don’t know why the captain ordered the dismanter to be taken to the armory,” Zac said.

I studied the artilleryman, and he appeared to be telling the truth. “Can you tell me what you do know?”

“I’d rather not,” Zac said. “Besides, you’re better off not knowing anything. If shit hits the fan, better to be ignorant.”

“Ignorant of what?” I pressed. “What’s happening on the ship?”

Zac seemed unhappy with the current state of the Stalwart, and I figured getting an answer out of him would be hard but not impossible. Except Casey glared at him before I could ask any more questions, and the artilleryman walked away to load equipment into the servitors.

I looked at Casey for some answers, but she turned away as well, resuming her work on the bench.

What the hell was going on? Was this confirmation the crew were insurrectionists? Maybe not. The dismantler might have been moved to the armory to give the enchanters more space to work. After all, there was a giant cannon in the middle of the enchantry.

The dismantler’s absence wasn’t too big of a mystery, but the door in the armory definitely was. Elle had said she would check the point clerk’s database for the runes on the doorframe. Maybe she’d discovered something by now. I’d meet with her as soon as I was done here.

I didn’t broach the subject again while I helped the artilleryman load the equipment. Casey and Zac seemed far too tight-lipped for the moment. Pressing too far might mean losing the germinating friendships with the artilleryman and enchantress.

“Keep your head down,” Zac said to me as he laid a chest piece into the servitor. “You’re only a squire, and I’m just an artilleryman. The Space Knights will be the ones who run into trouble if the RTF gets word.”

“Word of what?” I whispered while keeping an eye on Casey to make sure she wouldn’t overhear. “What’s really going on here?” I figured asking Zac whether there were insurrectionists on board the starship might be playing my hand too fast.

“I can’t tell you, man. I barely know myself. You should hope you don’t get promoted too quickly.” Zac shut the lid on the final servitor’s loader, pressed a series of buttons on his prot-belt, and the group of robots shuffled out of the enchantry. The artilleryman barely looked at me before leaving. I wondered whether I might have lost my new friend by digging too far.

“Uhh, Nick,” Casey said as she stood over the workbench.

I wandered over to her. My longsword was lying over the bench, and its rune sparked with magical energy.

“Something’s wrong with the Forcewave rune.” The enchanter frowned as she stared at the blade. “It’s not like Max to sell an unreliable weapon.”

I was expecting her to chastise me for asking all those questions, so I felt strangely relieved. Sure, my longsword was probably broken, but at least my friend wasn’t yelling at me.

“You can’t fix it?” I asked.

The red-haired woman shook her head. “Sorry.”

“I guess I’ll have to ask Elle about a replacement.” As soon as I said it, I knew I shouldn’t have mentioned the point clerk’s name because Casey’s expression morphed into pure outrage.

“Good luck with that!” she exclaimed and turned her back to me.

“Listen, Casey, I really appreciate you trying to fix my sword. How about you take a look at my prot-belt? I’m sure you can get the field up and running again.”

The beautiful redhead slowly turned, and she gave me a little smile. “Alright. I’ll see what I can do.”

I unclipped my belt and handed it to her. She furrowed her brow as she placed it beneath a magnifying camera. The monitor above the bench displayed the runes along the belt’s surface and its dangling jewels in perfect clarity.

“Ha! I know exactly what went wrong. The longsword short-circuited the connection between the prot-belt’s batteries and the field generator. It’ll work fine once I’ve fixed them up.” Casey then used a fine-toothed drill to connect two runes with Arcane Dust. When the two lines merged, a blue light burst from the completed enchantment.

“See? I totally needed your help,” I said. “I’m not leaving for Tachion for a few more days. How about you keep the longsword and see whether you get some inspiration? I’ll get a weapon from Elle in case you can’t find a way to fix it.”

Casey was beaming now, and she gave me a firm nod. “Hey, Nick, thanks for being so nice. I know you want to find out what’s going on behind the scenes, but I really can’t tell you. I wish I could.”

“I understand.” I figured she’d sworn some vow of secrecy. Either that, or she had been threatened to remain silent. If it was the latter, then I would set things straight soon enough.


[image: ]




Chapter 14

I left the enchantry and took a short trip to my quarters. The squire twins were sitting behind their beds. From their sweat-soaked jumpsuits, it looked like they’d returned from a physical training session.

“You should come watch the knights in the battle room some time, Nick,” Richard said.

“Yeah, they totally destroy each other,” Nathan added.

“I might just do that,” I said as I opened my strongbox. I would enjoy seeing Moses and Olav go at each other in a friendly brawl.

I carefully took out the Durable Two-handed Battle Axe of Rending I’d looted from the dead ex-knight on Bratton. I kept my body between the twins and the strongbox so they couldn’t see Polgar’s communicator.

“Damn,” Nathan said from over my shoulder.

“Uh . . .” I turned and saw the squire was looking at the axe and not the comms device. I snapped the strongbox shut and locked it.

“That’s a badass axe,” the squire said as he gaped at the weapon.

“Where’d you get it?” Richard asked.

“From a . . . former knight.” I had almost said ex-knight, but the only Space Knights who were called ‘ex-knights’ weren’t honorably discharged. They either went AWOL or were kicked out.

“It’s a beauty.” Richard stared at the axe in awe. “You must have pried it from his dead fingers.”

I chuckled dryly. “Pretty much. I gotta trade it in at the point clerk’s for something I can use.”

“You should hold onto it,” Nathan said. “It looks like it could do some serious damage.”

“I can’t.” I couldn’t keep the disappointment out of my voice. “I need a weapon now, and I won’t be able to use this axe until I’m a knight.”

“That’s a shame,” Richard said.

I shrugged my shoulders. “I can’t really help it. Anyway, I gotta go. See you guys in the galley later?”

“Definitely,” the twins chimed together.

I left the squire quarters and caught the elevator to Deck 5.

The fifth deck contained the bridge, the captain’s quarters, the officer’s quarters, and a small hub of guest rooms normally used for kingdom officials. I wasn’t exactly sure where Elle was staying while aboard the Stalwart, but the guest rooms were the most likely place.

Since I wasn’t wearing my cuirass, I couldn’t attach the two-handed axe to its magnetons. It meant I was walking around Deck 5 with a deadly weapon in both my hands, and some of the crew gave me strange looks as I ventured into the passageway leading to the guest rooms.

I was glad when I found Elle inside a rectangular chamber with a single bed and a standing wardrobe. I rested the axe against the bulkhead and approached the point clerk. She sat behind a silver desk and her skull was connected to her computer via the black mist. It looked like a dozen serpents were writhing from her scalp.

Elle had explained the Medusa-link to me yesterday. It was the means through which she connected herself with certain tech. What I saw of Elle now certainly reminded me of the ancient myths of the woman with snakes for hair. I wasn’t sure whether it was an illegal mutation, but she hadn’t wanted to talk about it for long.

When I stepped toward the point clerk, she snapped her head to face me. Her eyes were doing the weird thing where they were all whites except for scrolling binary code. After she blinked a few times, her eyes returned to their regular hazel color.

“Nick,” she said. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you’d come in. Were you waiting long?”

“Not at all. Are you busy?”

“No, I was finishing up.” She inhaled, and the black mist retreated into her mouth, nose, and eyes like tobacco smoke. One tendril tugged against the siphoning force that urged it into Elle’s left ear, but it was soon sucked into her skull like all the rest. It gave me the feeling the Medusa-link was somehow alive, an organic creature with its own motivations and emotions. Like most non-item magic, it was a total mystery to me.

“I’ve been swamped with work,” she said.

“Is that why you didn’t come to the galley yesterday for the briefing?”

Elle’s mouth dropped. “I’d forgotten all about that. I suppose I’ll have angered the crew even more now.”

“They didn’t seem to mind you weren’t there,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t take it the wrong way.

“That’s understandable,” she said with a shrug, and I guessed she was well-accustomed to the poor treatment PCs received from other starship crew members. “Now, I’ve found something that might be of interest to you,” she said.

“The door inside the armory?”

“No, not that. At least, that’s not what I was doing when you walked into the room. I’ve been looking at mutations. Specifically, what you did on Deck 5 when you saved the sift . . .” She paused for a moment before correcting herself. “When you saved the enchantress, you teleported instantly. I wondered whether your ability was somehow related to the opening of portals, so I did some research. I believe it is, but I’ve run against somewhat of a wall.”

“I appreciate you looking into that for me.” Honestly, I was a little creeped out by becoming an object of study. It was exactly the kind of thing I wanted to avoid.

“But you’d like me to stop,” Elle said with a smile. “I was merely trying to help, Nicholas. I imagine your ability to teleport could lead to some unfortunate mistakes. What happens if you were to suddenly teleport yourself outside the ship?”

“Yeah, let’s not think about that,” I said with a gulp. “I’ll try my best not to do it again.”

“How will you control when you--”

“I’ll be fine,” I interrupted. “Truly.”

Elle sighed. “So you wanted to know more about the door? That’s why you’re here?”

I nodded. “I also need a new weapon.”

“Ha!” Elle almost leaped from her chair with joy. “I knew the enchantress wouldn’t be able to fix your longsword!”

“Casey’s a nice person. I think you should give her a break. You were the one who called her sifter. She just reacted to it.”

“I didn’t mean anything by it,” the raven-haired woman said with a shrug. “That’s how we refer to enchanters like her.”

“Well, you can’t call her a sifter. I’ve only been part of the Stalwart for a few days, but I’ve learned that a ship’s crew sticks together.” I paused for a second as my secret mission came to mind.

One side of me pulled in the direction of the Stalwart’s crew, but the other side was my honor to my Queen and my kingdom. Beneath it all was Mom. She’d want me to be loyal to the crew while also serving the Queen. I wasn’t sure how I could do both, but I needed to figure out a way.

I pushed the thought aside for now and continued, “You might be a point clerk, Elle, but you’re also part of this crew. So is Casey. You two need to get along.”

“Okay, okay,” Elle said. “I promise not to call her sifter again. But I can’t promise to like her.”

I smiled. “It’s a start. So, do you have a weapon I could buy?”

“I wish I could give you something since you saved my life and all, but then they would probably find a worse ship to put me on.”

“You already paid me back by killing that pirate,” I added with a flourish of my hand and a thwip noise to imitate Elle throwing a dagger.

Elle shrugged, but I could see her tanned skin redden around her neck. “It was nothing.” She coughed delicately and regained her composure. “There are a bunch of weapons in my inventory which the RTF discontinued. You can have one of them.”

“They won’t explode on me?”

Elle rolled her eyes. “They’re discontinued because the RTF likes uniformity in their ranks, not because they’ll blow up during use. I purchased them for cheap because it’s well-known that the Stalwart isn’t like most RTF vessels, and they don’t have strict rules concerning what can and can’t be wielded by the crew.”

“Alright, then. I guess I’ll have to take your word.” I grinned at the point clerk, and I could tell she was trying not to smile back at me. “Want to head to the armory now so you can show me what you have?”

Zac and Casey might not have wanted me to go to the armory today, but now there was another reason to visit the room.

“Ah, my equipment isn’t in the armory,” Elle said.

My shoulders slumped a little with disappointment since I wouldn’t be paying the armory a visit. I’d arouse suspicion if I went there without a reason. Now, I didn’t have one.

“Where is it?” I asked.

“I was forced to establish my office elsewhere. Inside the hangar,” she replied.

I wasn’t accustomed to all the habits of RTF vessels, but I knew point clerks typically worked within a ship’s armory. Elle being moved elsewhere was another thing to add to the list of reasons something weird was happening behind the door in the armory.

With a flare of her nostrils, Elle stood from her desk. “Will you escort me to the cargo hold?”

“Sure,” I said with a half-smile. It was a little funny, someone like Elle having to go to the cargo hold to conduct her duties while aboard the ship.

We took the elevator to Deck 1, and the doors opened to a cone-shaped passageway which broadened as it extended. The first few doors led to quarters for artillerymen, yeomen, and other crew members who weren’t knights, squires, officers, or kingdom officials. The engine rooms lay beyond the living quarters. The massive double-doors at the end of the passageway led to the cargo hold.

A trio of yeomen passed us. I let Elle walk ahead a little. She wasn’t wearing her coat today so I couldn’t help but notice the way her black pants hugged her ass. Nor could I avoid the smell of her spiced perfume. She paused for a moment, and I almost bumped into her.

Elle gave me a frown. “Do you have a habit of forgetting your surroundings?”

“Ha!” I tried to laugh it off, and I guessed she was referring to when I’d let the pirate slip from my sight in the armory. The mistake almost killed me, but bumping into Elle made me feel uncomfortable.

At least the wry smirk she gave me now suggested she might not have minded me staring at her ass. I wasn’t entirely sure because she kept walking without another word.

As we approached the end of the passageway, the massive doors opened to the sounds of heavy machinery clanking and the hissing of pistons. Mechanics stained in oil and grease bellowed to each other as they performed maintenance on the Stalwart’s two fighter skiffs and four shuttle crafts.

When I looked at Elle, I wrestled a fit of laughter. The point clerk looked like she was walking through a garbage dump. Every step was performed with her toes first, as though she was carefully wading through sewage. When a workman yelled across the vast chamber, she almost jumped into my arms.

It was a big change from the ruthless woman I’d seen drive a sword into the skulls of two pirates. No longer threatened by death, she was the typical haughty noble. I guessed Elle must have somehow gotten over her scruples when she had been confronted by the pirates.

“Here it is. The place where I’m expected to work.” The point clerk sighed as she stopped between two massive tanks. Despite the disgust on her face, she seemed almost relieved not to be among the mechanics any longer.

Four tanks sectioned off a part of the hangar, creating a mostly closed-in space filled with metal cabinets. The drawers of each cabinet were sealed with RTF runes.

“It’s not too bad,” I said as I slapped a heavy tank. “At least you can take a nap inside one of these and no one will notice.”

Elle’s scowl told me she didn’t like my joke. “Let me take a look at your axe.”

As I heaved the weapon on top of the desk, it felt like it weighed over fifty kilograms.

I was half-expecting Elle to use the Medusa-link to scan the weapon, but she scanned it with her prot-belt.

“Durable Two-handed Battle Axe of Rending,” she said. “It is a great weapon. The base attack damage has ranges higher than most of the other Knight class gear in my inventory. Are you sure you want to trade it in?”

“I don’t really have a choice,” I said. “I’m low on KPs, and I need a weapon.”

Elle smiled from the corner of her mouth. “Then I’d love to take it off your hands. Do you mind helping me put it into storage?”

I lifted the weapon above my head and slid it into the storage bin Elle indicated.

“Wow, you are strong,” she said after I put the weapon away.

“Part of the training,” I said as I smiled at the dark-haired beauty. I could military press one hundred kilos with each arm, so lifting a heavy two-handed axe over my head wasn’t that big of a deal.

“I can give you 3000 KPs for the axe,” Elle said as her eyes strayed to my arms.

I gasped like someone punched me in the stomach. “Really?”

“It’s a better weapon than you might think. Lots of Arcane Dust can be lifted from the runes.”

“Alright,” I said with a smile. 3000 KPs for an item I’d looted before I’d even stepped a foot on my assigned vessel was amazing.

“Great,” she said. “I’ll transfer the balance now and then I’ll show you some of my gear.”

Elle finalized the transaction on her computer, and my prot-belt showed my new balance.

 

Current Kingdom Balance: 5,195

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 3,000

 

I still had the KPs left from when Duke Barnes gave me money, but those didn’t count as income generated from missions. I needed fifty-thousand Kingdom Points to qualify for the knighting, and I was over 5% of the way there already.

Although it was commonplace for RTF squires and knights to loot portals and exchange the captured equipment with point clerks for KPs, we weren’t going to be clearing portals while on Tachion. I’d need to be careful with how much I spent and take care of my existing equipment.

“Oh,” I said, remembering I needed something else. “I’ll take a rune repair kit, too.”

“Sure,” Elle said. “I’ll get it for you now.” The black-haired woman opened a strongbox beside her desk and pulled out a metal case about fifteen centimeters long.

I took it from her and slipped it into my coat pocket. The runes on equipment required constant maintenance with Dust. The case Elle sold me would contain a very small amount as well as tools to apply the magical substance to dysfunctional runes.

“As for weapons, I have a few ideas,” the point clerk said as she turned to a cabinet and touched her palm to it. The door unlocked with a click. She pulled out a drawer filled with maces of various shapes and sizes.

“Do you prefer bludgeoning your enemies to a pulp?” she asked me. “Or cutting them into pieces? Maybe both?”

I was taken aback again by Elle’s sudden change in behavior. She was speaking of dealing death in such a matter-of-fact manner.

I grinned at her. “I can go for some bludgeoning. I’ve spent most of my time training with swords, but I’m familiar with all weapons. What do you recommend?”

Elle’s thin lips twisted into a mischievous smirk. She really was beautiful, but in an entirely different way from Casey. Both women had a cheeky side to their personalities, but Elle’s seemed to also be a little sadistic.

I found myself wanting to spend more time with her if only to see what other sides of her personality she might be hiding.

“An elemental mace could work quite nicely,” she said. “Are you familiar with the elemental types?”

“I know the basic elements; cold, fire, lightning.”

“Those are just three among many, but you’re right, they are the basic ones. Within the Squire class, I have a mace of each kind.” She handed me a spiked mace with a tip like an overgrown sea urchin.

I brought up the spiked mace’s information on my prot-belt.

 

Weapon type: Morningstar of Incineration

Additional damage: 25% (fire)

Power class: Novice

Weapon effect: Bludgeon - 8% chance to ignore an enemy’s armor and crush bones.

Runes inscribed: Incinerate

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Weapon will ignite with flames and deal 15% added burning damage (calculated from base weapon damage). When linked with prot-belt, prot-field degenerates while protecting the wielder from self-damage. Prot-fields degenerates 1% per second while rune is active.

 

I closed the statistics holo on my prot-belt. The morningstar was an excellent weapon, but I was a little concerned about the tradeoff. If I were in a fight with the Incinerate rune active and enemy gunfire blaring around me, I’d be burning my prot-field from both ends.

“Damn, this one is great. Let me see the others before I decide,” I said as I gave the Morningstar of Incineration back to the point clerk.

Elle raised an eyebrow. “I thought you would want the morningstar immediately. Oh well.” She handed me a flanged mace. “This is a cold element mace.”

The handle was a little longer than the morningstar, and a golden tassel made from some kind of white animal hair hung from the bottom.

I scanned the weapon.

 

Weapon type: Flanged Mace of Frostbite

Additional damage: 20% (cold)

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: Predator (human) - 10% additional damage to humans.

Runes inscribed: Frostbite

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: On activation, the weapon is covered with elemental power (cold). 20% chance to chill enemies on hit (chill slows enemy movement and attack speed by 10%). Shatters enemies on critical hit.

 

The mace’s flanges didn’t look too sharp, but I imagined they’d be able to crush a human skull with ease. With the rune effect, the weapon would shatter enemies like ice. I brought up a mental image of plowing through ranks of lizard-men. Then, my imagined enemies morphed from Grendels to human pirates. I stopped the daydream short, not liking the idea of shattering another human. For some reason, killing a Grendel in such a brutal manner felt more palatable to me.

I put down the Flanged Mace of Frostbite, and Elle passed me another weapon.

“This one must be the lightning mace, right?” I said as I spun the weapon in my hand. It was shaped like a single-handled sledgehammer with a spike at its tip and a matching spike on the side opposite of the blunted bell-face.

Elle nodded. “It’s the most powerful of the three, but also the most dangerous. I guess you’ll be wanting something more reliable after your longsword malfunctioned, so maybe you should give it back to me.”

The raven-haired woman reached for the mace, and I pulled away so she couldn’t grab it.

“I don’t think so,” I said with a smile as I read the lightning hammer’s stats.

 

Weapon type: Hammer of the Lightning Sprite

Additional damage: 18% (lightning)

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: None

Runes inscribed: Minor Lightning Sprite

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Opens minor portal to sprite-zone, summoning a [lightning sprite]. Three-minute cooldown. Five total uses before repair is required.

[Lightning Sprite]: Remains for sixteen minutes or until killed, whichever occurs first. Deals elemental damage (lightning) to enemies at 150% of summoner’s base weapon damage.

 

The hammer was incredibly powerful. And also dangerous. I could potentially summon a total of five sprites, and for a full minute, they would deal a combined 750% of my weapon damage.

When I’d examined the gear inside Max’s workshop, I’d thought about the specialist role I might take after I became a full-fledged Space Knight. During my first real battle with the pirates, I’d watched Moses Monroe as a shield knight, Olav Kjeldsen as a berserker knight, and Flanagan Reeves as a herald knight. I’d had a taste of each of the roles, but I still wasn’t sure which one I’d pursue.

The flame mace could output a lot of damage. The armor negating ability would be useful in the future because higher levels of Grendels wore increasingly stronger armor. I also couldn’t imagine a Grendel Elite maneuvering too well after the weapon crushed its bones.

The ice mace enabled a different fighting style, one where I’d chill enemies and slow them down. I imagined it’d be handy in a support setting where I could provide crowd control for my fellow knights and squires. I wasn’t opposed to fighting away from the front lines, but there was something exhilarating about combat at the edge of the enemy onslaught. My critical hit levels were also very low, so the shattering ability wouldn’t be much use.

I also couldn’t imagine many occasions where the Predator effect would be useful since humans weren’t the primary enemies in RTF missions. Although I’d now fought far more humans than I’d have expected in the short time since Tyranus. If the Predator concentration had been for Grendels, I might have given the ice mace more thought.

But the lightning hammer won me over from the moment I’d read the rune effect. The damage output was nearly unbelievable, and summoning creatures was almost like being a mage. Magic enamored me since I was a kid so this weapon was making my brain sizzle.

I wasn’t about to enter the Arcane Institute, but a weapon with a magical focus got me thinking about specialist possibilities.

The navigator, Leith Manzo, had suggested the slayer role to me, but I didn’t know anything about slayers. If they were some kind of special forces, then I could see the lightning hammer’s usefulness in a bind.

Although it’d probably be helpful in any role.

The biggest problem with the lightning hammer was the need for constant repairing. Dust could really add up, and I’d never be able to save up enough KPs to keep it in prime condition.

Maybe I could use the hammer’s rune effect sparingly? I grinned to myself at the thought.

“I think the hammer is a bad idea,” Elle said as I closed the statistics holo. She must have noticed my excited expression because she grabbed the hammer’s handle and tried to pull it away from me. I didn’t let her.

“I’ve thought about it, and it’s a great idea.” I held the weapon above her head as she jumped to try and reach it.

When the point clerk realized any attempt to take the hammer from me was futile, she crossed her arms over her breasts and scowled. “Opening minor portals is not something to do lightly. I don’t even know why the kingdom put it in my inventory.”

“Then why’d you give it to me to look at?” I was still holding the hammer, and the more I thought about it, the more I wanted to keep it.

Summoning runes were exceedingly rare. I’d never seen one in action except for one or two occasions while watching the Space Knight tournaments on the Cube. Suffice it to say, the memories of alien entities joining the knights in battle stuck with me.

The Longsword of Propulsion had malfunctioned, so I was a little wary of taking another unreliable weapon, but my curiosity to test the Minor Lightning Sprite rune won in the end.

I understood there wasn’t much reward without a risk, and the cold or fire maces would be a safer option. I probably should have learned my lesson from the longsword, but I couldn’t let the hammer go.

“I’ll take it!” I exclaimed with a little too much enthusiasm. I resisted the urge to poke my tongue out at the woman when she stared at me in disbelief.

“Are you the type of guy who’ll do something just because he’s told not to?”

“Of course not.” I paused for a second and thought about how much I hated being told not to do something when there wasn’t a good reason. The penchant had gotten me into trouble more times than I could count. “Okay, maybe I am that type of guy,” I added.

Elle’s lips upturned into a cute smile, and I flicked my wrist to spin the hammer in my hand. Although the point clerk was beautiful, my attention was focused on this weapon. I imagined summoning five lightning sprites to attack a horde of Grendel Elites.

I wanted to try summoning a sprite here and now, but it would probably cause too much commotion, so I’d have to wait until I landed on Tachion. I might not get to zap any enemies planetside, but at least we’d be in the open where I could produce a few sprites to attack some inanimate objects.

While Elle’s warning scared me a little, I figured she was just overly cautious. The kingdom wouldn’t have listed the hammer as Squire class if it was outside the skill range of a typical squire, nor would they have put it in Elle’s inventory if it was too dangerous.

Elle captured my attention when she slammed a drawer shut. Her jawline tightened as she stared at the makeshift office’s entrance. I turned to see what she was looking at so intensely. My heart stopped for a moment as I saw the object of her interest.

Olav Kjeldsen strolled toward us, both thumbs tucked into his prot-belt. He wasn’t wearing any armor, but he still struck an imposing figure. His red mohawk gleamed with hair wax, each point twisted into a sharp peak.

He’d been friendly in the galley last night, but I was still a bit scared of the berserker knight. He walked past the drawers and peered inside them.

“Hello, sir,” I said.

“You two settling into the Stalwart alright?” he asked without looking at either me or Elle.

“I’m not happy with my office being inside the cargo hold,” Elle retorted, “but it’s not unpleasant otherwise,” she added with a gulp.

Olav snorted, and I caught a gleam of something dangerous in his golden eyes. “What about you, Squire Lyons? Finding things to your liking?”

I was a little thrown by the berserker’s presence. From the small amount of interaction so far, I couldn’t figure out his intentions for being here.

“Yes, sir,” I said tentatively.

“Good,” Olav snapped. “Because you’ll both find yourselves thrown out of an airlock if you keep looking into things which aren’t your business.”

My stomach did a somersault, and Elle’s olive-skinned face paled to a ghostly white.

“We’re happy to have you on board,” Olav continued, “on the condition you do what you’re told and nothing else. No snooping around. Especially not in the armory. You understand?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, and Elle managed to squeeze out a similar response.

Olav nodded at us both and left the office.

Elle seemed to let out all the air in her lungs with a huge exhale. “Well, that went better than expected. Seems that oafish knight learned of our investigating.”

“I suppose a threat to be thrown out of an airlock is much better than it actually happening,” I admitted.

As Elle fired up the computer system on her desk, and I wondered how Olav had discovered what we were looking into. I could only think of two people from whom he could have learned of our actions.

“Ahh . . . I think I might have been responsible for Olav’s visit,” Elle said as she peered up from a hologram depicting a series of timestamps. “I forgot to erase my digital footprints. I am not normally so stupid, but I’ve had a lot on my mind lately.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. My first thought had been of Zac and Casey, so I was glad they weren’t responsible for sending Olav to threaten us.

“You know what this means, right?” Elle said to me.

I wasn’t sure what the point clerk was thinking, but now I knew for certain something special lay in the room.

“I can’t stop looking into the door,” I answered the point clerk.

“We can’t stop,” Elle corrected me.

I shook my head. “It’s too dangerous for you.”

“Do you think I won’t be more careful?”

I sighed. “It’s not that, Elle. I don’t want you getting into trouble because of me.”

“I can handle myself,” she said. “Besides, I’m curious. I know there is more than meets the eye on the Stalwart. Now, I want to find out exactly what it is.”

From her determined expression, I could see arguing wouldn’t do any good. She might even make a formidable ally. Although I couldn’t tell her I was on a mission to find insurrectionist activity, I could just claim to be interested in the mysterious crew. After all, wasn’t it Elle’s curiosity compelling her to research the door?

“Alright. As long as we’re more careful from now on,” I said as I attached the Hammer of the Lightning Sprite to my prot-belt.

“You going to take the weapon without paying, aye?” Elle lifted an eyebrow.

“Oh,” I said, feeling my face heat up. “Sorry about that.” I allowed the point clerk to charge my account by scanning my prot-belt, and then I read my new KP balance.

 

Current Kingdom Balance: 3,395

Total Kingdom Points Earned: 3,000

 

The hammer and repair kit had totalled 1,800 KPs, so I still had enough money to send to Mom. I sent 2,000 KPs to her account right then, the numbers slowly ticking down to 1,395 KPs. It would suffice for now since I owned the hammer and all my other gear was working.

“Thanks for the weapon,” I said to Elle after the currency finished transferring into Mom’s account.

“Just don’t kill yourself with it. I’ll never forgive myself if an item I sold someone caused them harm.”

“Does that mean you like me?”

“It means I try to be a responsible point clerk,” Elle said with all the mannerisms of a school teacher correcting a student. “I’ll keep looking into those runes along the door, and let you know if I find anything.” She smirked at me, but her eyes were focused on my lips.

“Be careful,” I said. “I don’t think Olav was kidding about ejecting us into space.”

Elle’s face pulled into a devilish grin. “I’m not the kind of person to get caught twice.”

I didn’t feel right roping Elle into my search for information, but there was no way she’d do otherwise.

The door might be useful for Polgar, and I hoped I’d find out something to keep him happy.

Until then, I had to get on Olav’s good side so I could tail him while on Tachion.
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Chapter 15

Three days passed while Matthias, the cybernetic ship mage, jumped the Stalwart through space and into the Augusti Vetera System. I continued keeping my distance from the machina in case his mind-reading capabilities led him to discover my secret mission.

I reported back to Polgar at 06:00 CUT each day, informing him of the mundane habits of the crew. My lack of new information infuriated him, but I wasn’t ready to speak about the door or the gauntlets until I found more information. The sorcerer wasn’t interested at all in the battle room sessions where I watched where Moses and Olav spar like gladiatorial warriors. Seeing them engage each other without pulling any punches mostly confirmed what I already knew: the crew seemed far too battle-hardened for humanitarian missions

I did my own sparing with the twin squires, but I had to confess that part of the fun of our matches was visiting Dr. Natali Lenkov after our bouts. While she patched up my cuts and tended to my bruises, the ravishing doctor asked me briefly about how I was enjoying my tour so far. I gave her fairly short answers, and instead focused the conversation on her. She seemed to enjoy my attention, and I felt as if I was building our relationship up to a point where I might be able to ask her to dinner. It was probably dangerous to have the interest of three beautiful women on such a small ship, but I was starting to get used to risky situations.

I was sure he knew Elle and I hadn’t stopped looking into the door. The berserker didn’t say anything, but from the way he constantly glared at me whenever we shared a room, it was a safe guess. Tailing the knight on Tachion as Polgar commanded was going to be difficult.

Every night I drank beer in the galley with Nathan and Richard. Sometimes Zac and Casey would join us, and the five of us would play poker. Neville had sat at the table for a few games until Casey and I bled him dry of chips. At first, I wondered whether he’d somehow forgotten about his threat to tell the crew I was spying on them, but the slight smirks he gave me suggested otherwise.

On the morning of the Tachion mission, I decided to see whether Casey had any luck restoring the Longsword of Propulsion. I was planning on taking the lightning hammer to the planet, but having more than one weapon wouldn’t hurt.

When I entered the enchantry, Casey’s grandfather peered up from the cannon in the center of the workshop. The old man greeted me with a grunt and went into the back room.

For some reason, I couldn’t get the man to like me. Joseph Roman had seemed mostly pleasant when I’d first met him on the docks the morning of my graduation. He’d even referred to me as one of the heroes of Tyranus. Now, he treated me like I carried a plague, and I was one kiss away from infecting his granddaughter.

Casey smiled at me as she appeared from the other side of the cannon. She wiped her hands on a denim apron covered in golden Dust particles and black grease, before she walked over to me.

“You earned yourself a grunt from my granddad today.” She punched me on the arm playfully and tilted her head toward the back room.

“He still doesn’t like me.” It wasn’t like I was Casey’s boyfriend and needed to earn her grandfather’s respect, but I still felt weird getting a scowl every time Joseph saw me.

“It’s not that he doesn’t like you,” Casey said. “He just really likes me. And he thinks you’re trouble.”

“Am I?” I smirked at her.

“Well, he thinks so.” She returned my smirk and then winked at me.

“He barely knows me.”

“You have a penis,” she said. “That’s all he needs to know to determine you’re trouble.”

I laughed. “I think being your boyfriend would be worth all his passive-aggressiveness.”

“Uhh . . .” Casey’s freckled cheeks reddened a little.

“Did you have any luck with my longsword?” I changed the subject to throw her off balance and then pointed to her workbench.

“Unfortunately, no. Max is a better rune-drawer than me, and I don’t have his skill or knowledge to correct the problems with the Forcewave rune. I guess the point clerk gave you a replacement?” Casey had been avoiding the question for the last three days, even though I had been wearing the hammer on my belt.

“Yeah,” I said as my hand strayed to the hilt of the weapon. “What’s this you’re working on?” I figured a change of subject might keep the enchantress from getting her feelings hurt.

Up close, I could see a few runes were drawn along the cannon’s sides, but they were the dull drawings of low-level magic. Whenever an enchanter drew runes, they’d often trace the symbol with lower quality Dust to allow for imperfections in the initial drafts. I recognized one of the runes from Max’s longsword. It appeared almost identical to the forcewave’s construction, except for a few minor details.

“A new weapon I’m designing,” she answered. “Joseph and the other enchanters are helping me out, but it’s mostly my project. I got the idea from the gauntlets I’ve been trying to repair and Max’s Forcewave rune. It’ll be a much better defense against quick vessels like the pirate’s arrow-ships.”

“What does it do?”

Casey winked at me. “You’ll have to wait until it’s finished.”

“Ha!” I grinned at her. “How long before you’re done?”

The woman’s shoulders slumped. “A while. Maybe not even before this tour ends. Completing the runes requires Alpha Dust. We’d need to clear some expert level Grendel rifts to get the amount required. And even if we did, Captain Cross would probably want it for something else.”

“Like what?” I couldn’t keep the conspiratorial tone from my voice.

Casey rolled her eyes. “You can’t trick me. I know what you’re trying to do, Nick. I can’t tell you anything.”

“I know.” I sighed. “Just figured it was worth a try.”

“I heard Olav had a word with you a few days back. You been keeping out of trouble?”

“Mostly,” I said with a grin. I didn’t want to lie to my friend, but I also didn’t want her to worry needlessly. Elle and I were more careful now. We thought we were close to finding out what those runes around the door in the armory meant. “I should get going.”

“Good luck on the mission,” Casey said. “You sure the weapon Elle gave you isn’t going to malfunction? I can take a look at it if you like.”

“Sure. Thanks for helping me,” I handed the enchantress the Hammer of the Lightning Sprite, and she turned it over to inspect the rune on its head.

After a long sigh, she gave it back to me. “You can probably wield it for a bit, but from the rune’s composition, the hammer isn’t meant for frequent use. I’ll do my best to fix up Max’s longsword so you have a weapon you can use reliably.”

I smiled at her. “Thanks, Casey. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to repay you.”

“Having you on the ship is more than enough,” she said with a cheeky smile. “Unless you’re gonna be hunting high-level Grendel rifts, because I could use some Alpha Dust.”

“I don’t see that happening any time soon,” I said as I made my way to the door.

“See you around, Squire.” Casey waved goodbye, and I exited the workshop.

I took the elevator to Deck 1 and then crossed the cone-shaped passageway to the cargo hold. Yeomen were using forklifts to move the supply crates into the transport vessels while the mechanics performed final checks before the mission started.

When I arrived at Elle’s makeshift office, she wasn’t there. I was a little surprised since she’d been spending long hours working in the cargo hold. The crew had kept her busy examining the new gear brought to the starship.

I figured she might have finally decided to get some well-deserved rest, so I made my way to Deck 4. I rapped lightly on the door to Elle’s quarters since I didn’t want to use the bell if she was sleeping. I heard her call out and opened the door.

The room was in pristine condition. The duvet on the bed didn’t bear a single crease, and the desk was clear of clutter. A quick glance told me Elle wasn’t in the room, but I was sure I’d heard her call out to me when I’d knocked.

Then my ears caught the soft melody of a soprano. I must have heard her singing and assumed she’d told me to enter the room.

All at once, the door to the bathroom opened and I realized I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

I was frozen on the spot. Unable to do anything except stare at a naked Elle. Apart from a towel wrapped around her head, she was stark naked. My eyes dropped to her perky breasts, and then control of my body returned to me.

I whirled around. “Uh . . . sorry. I thought--”

“Do you always enter a woman’s quarters without invitation, Nicholas?”

“I heard you singing and figured--”

“You’d listen at the bathroom door while you waited for me to come out with nothing except a towel on my head?” Elle finished for me.

My heart was drum rolling, and I could feel sweat dripping down my neck. I wanted to walk out from Elle’s room now and pretend none of this had happened. Every time I thought about moving, the image of Elle’s flawless body flooded my mind, keeping me planted in the spot.

“I’m only joking, Nicholas,” she said. “Am I annoyed you saw me naked? Yes, but you’re certainly not the first. I doubt you broke the lock, so I must have left the door open. You can turn around now.”

When I turned, Elle was wearing a t-shirt and sweatpants. I blinked a few times and tried to rid my mind of the image of her naked. I’d probably never forget it; I just needed to ensure it didn’t make things uncomfortable between us.

“So,” she said as she towel-dried her hair, “why are you here?”

I swallowed and pushed aside my embarrassment. “Have you found anything more concerning the door inside the armory? I’ve been past it a couple times, but there’s nothing suspicious about it. The dismantler is inside, and the equipment I sorted is sitting beside it. I haven’t seen anyone go inside the door, but I can’t exactly wait outside the entrance because of Olav’s threat.”

“Sounds like you wasted your time,” Elle said. “Luckily, I have found something of interest.”

She sat in front of the desk and turned on the computer. The holo monitor initialized and the point clerk tapped the side of her skull. The black mist of the Medusa-link seeped from every pore on her face and then entered the system like spectral fingers.

Binary code flashed across her eyes as a ship’s schematics appeared on the monitor. The text on the bottom right was a list of the Stalwart’s specifications, and a revolving holo diagram of the starship extended from the screen.

“As you can see, this image doesn’t reflect the Stalwart’s current composition,” Elle said. Her voice sounded oddly trance-like, and I guessed it was caused by the Medusa-link. “This was the original state of the Stalwart before it underwent modifications. The Caledonian Kingdom’s database has updated records, but they are also limited. The Stalwart has been modified with parts of vessels from various ship classes.”

“None of this is new,” I said.

“Let me finish,” Elle said with a wide-mouthed grin. The effect was haunting with her bleached-white eyes and the black tendrils floating from her head to the computer system. “I matched the parts with their original ships. Every one of the vessels was reported missing at some time in the last two centuries.”

“And somehow they were found and jigged to the Stalwart?”

“Exactly,” the point clerk said.

“Did anyone report that the missing ships had been found?”

“Not once.”

“Was Captain Cross involved?” I asked.

“Of course,” she replied. “I believe his entire inner circle knows about it. At least, that’s what the reports show.”

The monitor turned off, and Elle’s Medusa-link returned to her skull.

None of this made any sense to me. I was meant to be looking for insurrection on the ship, but this didn’t point toward rebellion. I didn’t know what Elle’s discovery indicated. How did the Stalwart come to be made of all of these lost ships? How did Captain Cross do it? And maybe the most important question was: How did the Stalwart get entered into the RTF’s database and become active for duty?

“I haven’t been able to find the origin of the Stalwart either,” Elle continued. “There’s a history of it as a humanitarian vessel, and the recorded missions are mundane. There’s one problem, though. The missions’ commissioning officers either don’t exist or were dead years before they provided Captain Cross with orders.”

“This is weird,” I said.

“You’re telling me.”

“What does this have to do with the armory?”

Elle shrugged.

I wanted to tell the point clerk about my mission to the queen, but I couldn’t, at least, not yet.

“All participants in the Tachion mission are to report to the deployment room at 10:00,” Commander Reynolds barked from the intercom.

“I gotta go,” I said to Elle. With only ten minutes to get myself equipped for the mission and arrive at the deployment room, I was running short on time. “Any chance you can try and make sense of this while I’m on the mission?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Please don’t get caught,” I cautioned her.

“I won’t. You be careful on Tachion. I know it’s a humanitarian mission, but things aren’t always as they seem. You might have to use the hammer I sold you.”

“Ha, wouldn’t that be great?”

“No,” she said. “It wouldn’t. Stay safe, Nicholas.”

I gave Elle a wink and left for my quarters.

I put on and equipped my Runetech armor. Then I slipped the comms device into my belt’s pouch. Together with Neville, Richard, and Nathan, I walked to the deployment room on Deck 3.

It was the first time I’d been on the third deck since the pirate attack. Passing the second gunnery room brought back the gunfight where the artillerymen had died. I tried not to think too much about the fallen crew members as I entered the deployment room and stood beside the three other squires.

A large meeting table with a holographic computer system sat in the middle of the rectangular-shaped chamber. The spinning holo showed a map of Salenum with two blue markers representing the deployment zones. An alcove extended from the back of the room where a portal was initializing.

The knights Olav, Moses, Flanagan, and Leith stood around the edges of the alcove in full plate armor. Two crew members I hadn’t met yet were sitting behind a console to the right. I recognized them for jump mages because of their purple robes. I hadn’t seen them drinking in the galley or elsewhere on the ship in the last five days, but then mages tended to be a little aloof and antisocial because of the vast amounts of study required to advance through their ranks.

My belt pouch vibrated, and my heart leaped into my mouth. Polgar was calling me.

I turned to Neville and the squire twins. “I forgot something in my quarters.”

Nathan smiled at me. “I’ll cover for you.”

“Thanks,” I said as I zipped out of the room.

I found a storage cupboard between the second gunnery and the deployment room. I breathed a sigh of relief when my palm rune opened the lock. When I closed the door behind me, I grabbed the comms device from my pouch and answered the call.

“You kept me waiting, Outlander,” Polgar’s nasally voice buzzed as his video feed initialized.

“Sorry, your eminence.” My anger made the apology little more than a whisper. What the hell was the sorcerer doing calling me outside of the allotted time? It was risky, to say the least.

“I needed to ensure you knew what was at stake in the Tachion mission.”

“I’m aware,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Let me remind you. Should you fail to follow Olav Kjeldsen today, I will ensure you are removed from the RTF.”

“I understand, your eminence.”

“In case you require further enlightening, I also have word you are supporting a certain family member living in the Dobuni tenements.”

My mouth went dry. “You wouldn’t hurt my mother.”

“I am no monster,” Polgar said in mock horror. “But I know she would be unable to pay her taxes without your assistance. I can make it so you cannot find employment anywhere within the Caledonian Kingdom.”

I couldn’t believe the sorcerer’s threats. I agreed to this mission because I wanted to serve my Queen against insurrection, not so I could be ordered around by a man who abused his power.

“I will do my best, your eminence,” I said.

“Good. If you were truly devoted to our beloved Queen, then you would do anything in your power to prevent the insurrectionists from achieving their ends. Time is of the essence, Outlander. The Stalwart’s crew is up to something on Tachion, and I need to know exactly what it is. Olav Kjeldsen is at the center of it. My ship will enter the Augusti Vetera System in two days to arrest the Stalwart’s crew. You will find evidence by then.”

Polgar didn’t specify whether he would be arresting only the Stalwart’s knights or the entire crew. I had befriended Casey, Zac, the squire twins Nathan and Richard, and the shield knight, Moses, so I didn’t want to see guilt ascribed to them.

“Your eminence, I don’t believe the entire crew are--”

The comms device went silent.

I felt like crushing it in my gauntleted hand. I wanted to serve my Queen and my kingdom, but this seemed impossible. How was I meant to find sufficient evidence in only two days?

Through sheer force of will.

I couldn’t let Olav out of my sight for the entire duration of the Tachion mission. If he or any of the other crew members were insurrectionists, then I was going to find evidence while planetside.

I returned to the deployment room and approached the crew members gathered around the alcove. The glowing portal was almost finished initializing, and it bathed the Space Knights and jump mages in an indigo light.

“Hey, Nick,” Moses greeted me as he activated his prot-field. “Haven’t seen you around much lately. You been doing alright?”

“Yeah, I’ve been good,” I said. Moses was still as kind to me as usual, so I guessed he still didn’t know about me and Elle digging around for information. Maybe he was innocent of insurrection? Polgar suspected Olav, and the berserker had been the only one to confront Elle and me.

“You have about an hour before you squires leave for Tachion’s capital, Salenum.”

“An hour? I thought we were leaving now.” I glanced at the open portal in the transportation alcove.

“That portal is for us knights. We have some things to handle beforehand. We’ll see you when the day’s over.” Moses smiled kindly at me.

My mind raced to think of some way to accompany the knights. Following Olav would be almost impossible if I didn’t jump with them to the planet.

“I’d like to come with you, sir,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about the specialist role I want to take, and I’d love to see a shield knight in action.”

Moses smiled proudly, and I felt a little guilty for bending the truth. “I doubt there’ll be any action to see. Besides, we need all the squires to assist with the humanitarian efforts. The containers should arrive within the next few hours, and there are lots of supplies to assign to the relevant Tachionese officials. Didn’t you read the objectives?”

I’d forgotten all about the mission objectives because I’d been so busy investigating the Stalwart’s mysteries, drinking and playing poker with the other squires, and reporting to Polgar.

“Have a read through them now,” the shield knight said with a knowing glance.

“Sorry, sir. I should have--”

Moses raised a hand. “Don’t apologize. I know all about how difficult a first assignment is. Getting accustomed to a ship and her crew ain’t easy. I was fresh on the Stalwart once.”

“Were you assigned to the Stalwart recently?”

The shield knight nodded. “Three years back. I was in some trouble, and Captain Cross got me out of it. I stayed on the Stalwart under his command to work off my debt.”

I smiled, unable to contain my relief. Moses was a recent addition to the starship, and I figured this might also mean he wasn’t embroiled in insurrectionist activity like the rest of the crew.

“Time to jump. Ronan doesn’t like tardiness.” Moses smirked and indicated the older jump mage. “Good luck today, Nick.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“We’ve only got authorization for two portals to enter the planet’s atmosphere and another two to get out,” Ronan said to the knights. “Foreign Runetech is forbidden by the Salenum Elders while in the city, so your comms via your prot-belt are disabled.”

“No un-enchanted replacements?” Flanagan asked the mage.

“They were destroyed during the pirate attack,” he replied.

“Then we won’t have to listen to Flanagan’s terrible ballads,” Olav said.

“I don’t need the comms to serenade you, friend Olav.” The herald began a ditty but was quickly silenced with a glare from the jump mage.

“Jump Mage Patrick will remain with the squires to prepare a second portal,” Ronan said. “Squire Lyons, as soon as you arrive at the palace, I want you to contact the artillerymen aboard the transport ships. Once they have the okay from you guys, they’ll bring the cargo.”

“Yes, sir,” I said to the jump mage.

Ronan nodded at me before leaping through the portal in a flash of light. The four knights followed, the air sparking with each jump. I was fully-equipped, ready for deployment, and the portal was still open.

If I didn’t make a move now, I would lose Olav. I had orders from Polgar, and failing to carry them out would mean trouble for Mom. The Dobuni tenements were bad, but its streets were far, far worse. The image of Queen Catrina flashed before my mind’s eye, and the vow I’d made to serve her in life and death echoed in my ears.

If I could stop an insurrectionist scheme by leaping through that portal, then my service to the Queen required it.

Without another thought, I sprinted for the shimmering light.

“What are you doing?” Richard yelled.

Nathan reached for me, but his hands failed to get a grip on my armor as I jumped through the portal.

I was thrown planetside, and my body screamed with agony from the sudden transportation. I couldn’t hold in my stomach and vomited on the cream-colored stone bricks. When I straightened, I expected to see the Space Knights having watched me eject my breakfast. Thankfully they were already twenty meters down the street and completely unaware I’d hijacked their deployment portal.

I was feeling less certain now that I’d committed insubordination and my feet were on the solid bricks of Salenum’s city. I didn’t know for certain Olav and the other knights were rebels. I was serving the Queen by spying on the Stalwart’s crew, but all I had to go on were the theories of High Sorcerer Silvester Polgar and Duke Barnes. For all I knew, they could be wrong.

Then why was there a door sealed with runes inside the armory? And why had Olav threatened to throw Elle and me out of the airlock for looking into it?

Not to mention the mystery of Brigantes and the Master class gauntlets Casey was repairing.

Knowing this was my last shot at gathering information, I pursued the knights. White-robed men and women filled the streets, and I kept a few of them between the Stalwart’s knights and me so I wouldn’t be seen.

From the statues of a many-winged goddess overlooking the towering marble structures on either side of the street, I gathered Salenum was a deeply religious city. I knew so little about the place because I hadn’t read the briefing, so I would avoid drawing attention to myself.

The robed people glanced at me now and then, but they seemed more focused on marching through the city. After a while, I noticed their steps were measured, as though they were undergoing a religious procession.

When I reached the end of the street, I stopped in my tracks. Hanging from an archway was a female figure wearing a costume with three sets of wings, making her look like the statues of the winged woman I’d seen.

Except this winged woman was very much alive, and she seemed to be in great pain. Massive metal spikes pinned her to the archway. Blood trailed down her body and dripped onto the robed men and women as they ascended the steps beneath the arch. Each robed person bowed their heads to the tortured imitation of their goddess.

I couldn’t help but stare at the grotesque sight. Then I realized I’d lost track of Olav and the other knights. My heart pounded as I searched for the men in plate armor among the white-robed masses.

I pushed through the crowd to every corner of the plaza and still couldn’t find them. Polgar’s words echoed in my mind, and the terror of his threats gripped my heart like an icy hand.

“A Caledonian knight,” a voice said from behind me.

I turned to see a Space Knight clad in power armor step out from a dome-roofed building. His burgundy-colored tabard didn’t bear the sigil of a specialist role, but I figured he was probably a shield knight from his sheer size. He would have been at least a head taller than Moses and equally as wide.

The color of his tabard and his refined accent told me he was Aquitanian.

Although I hadn’t read the mission details, I remembered the captain’s words in the galley. We were meant to steer clear of knights from the other Triumvirate Kingdoms. Under no circumstances were we to involve ourselves in the conflict between the kingdoms of Aquitaine and Rutheni.

“No,” the knight said as he approached me. “You’re not a knight. You’re a squire, aren’t you? But you’re definitely Caledonian.”

I didn’t respond because my attention was focused on the building he’d just exited. The glazed windows were opened slightly, and I could see more Aquitanian knights through the narrow slit.

Technically Aquitaine and Caledonia were at peace because of the Amnesty, but his presence still indicated danger. I wasn’t in contact with the other squires, and the Stalwart’s knights wouldn’t know I’d come through the portal after them because they weren’t able to communicate with the ship.

“I admit my Caledonian is a little rough, but you must understand what I’m saying,” he said.

“I don’t want any trouble.” I almost went to grab my hammer’s hilt but thought otherwise. Any display of aggression would probably send the building full of knights charging outside to carve me into pieces.

I needed to get out of this peacefully and continue tailing the Stalwart’s knights.

The Aquitanian knight gave me a placating smile. “What makes you think there would be trouble? I only want to converse with you. We don’t often see Caledonians on Tachion, not to mention fresh squires like yourself. What ship did you arrive from?”

Even though the man’s expression was friendly, I felt like I was being interrogated under the threat of violence.

“On an RTF vessel.” I kept my answer brief, not wanting to say anything that might get me into further trouble.

“The RTF Stalwart?” the knight pressed.

“Yes,” I said. The knight obviously possessed knowledge about my assigned ship so I couldn’t risk telling him a lie. “Then you know we’re here to provide humanitarian aid to the natives. I have a job to do, so if you’ll excuse me.”

I turned to leave, but the knight’s gauntleted left hand wrapped around my bicep and pulled me back.

“That’s what Salenum’s king has said, but I don’t believe it,” he growled. “The Stalwart has other plans. I’m sure of it. I have information to suggest Captain Cross has sent his knights on a mission which would break the Amnesty.”

I tried to pull away, but the knight’s gauntlets must have borne runes that increased his strength, preventing me from moving my arm in his grip. When he squeezed, my armor crinkled a little.

I reached for my hammer with my other arm, and the knight’s right hand shot out like a viper and grabbed my wrist. I winced as his fingers tightened and crunched the metal of my gauntlets.

He made a beckoning motion with his head, and suddenly three of the robed figures around me removed their white garments to reveal the dazzling armor of Aquitanian knights. One of them cinched shackles around my wrists as I struggled to tear myself away.

“You’re breaking the treaty!” I screamed in the knight’s face. In the best-case, his actions would increase tensions between our kingdoms, but they could just as easily bring about a full-scale war.

“Quiet now, Little Squire,” the knight said as my bonds tightened “There is no one here to help you.”

I felt a prick in both wrists, and my head began to swim with the effects of some disabling substance. The shackles must have contained a drug which was administered whenever predetermined conditions occurred. In my case, it was the desire to take out my hammer and summon lightning sprites to blast the hell out of these knights.

My anger wouldn’t have cared about the innocent people around us, so it was probably a good thing I couldn’t grab my weapon now.

The drugs bathed my mind in dullness, making me unable to make even the slightest attempt to fight against my captors. These knights had been hiding among the Tachionese worshippers, waiting for someone. Maybe waiting for a crew member from the Stalwart.

The robed figures worshipping the impaled woman quietly parted, making way for the Aquitanian knights as they hauled my drugged body across the courtyard and into the dome-roofed building.
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Chapter 16

I was standing inside an Aquitanian surveillance facility with my hands and feet shackled. The haze of drugs cleared a little while ago, and I could see straight now. My senses were still a little dull, but I guessed that as long as the shackles didn’t detect any heightened activity, they would quit pumping me with the disabling drugs.

In front of me, soldiers sat behind ten computer terminals in two rows. All of them faced a ten-meter long monitor with a map of Tachion. Hotspots pulsed on the screen in bright red with text below each one identifying coordinates and providing information about the areas. From what I could gather, the hotspots seemed to indicate Grendel portal zones.

I’d known Tachion experienced a high amount of Grendel activity, which is why the Aquitanian and Rutheni kingdoms wanted to acquire ownership of it so badly. Those portals were also the primary reason for the antagonism between the two kingdoms. Caledonia chose to stay out of the conflict, but now I’d been roped into it.

“Christophe,” the shield knight said in Aquitanian to a soldier sitting at a terminal. “Activate the nullification prison. We’ll keep this Caledonian squire in there until we find out what’s going on.”

“Yes, sir,” Christophe replied as he scurried out from behind the computer and went to a doorway at the back of the chamber.

I was thankful for the extra classes I’d taken in Outer World languages at the Academy. I understood every word the men spoke to each other.

“My name is Emeric,” the shield knight said to me in a convivial tone. He removed his right gauntlet and raised a naked palm to me in what I guessed was an Aquitanian greeting. “I’m sorry we haven’t met on the best of circumstances. Will you tell me your name?”

I grunted, not wanting to reward his fake pleasantness with an answer.

Emeric sighed loudly and slipped his gauntlets back over his huge hands. “You are only shackled and disarmed as a precaution. As long as you obey our demands, you shall be safe. Christophe is preparing a room for you.”

“A room? You called it a prison to the soldier earlier.”

“Ha, so you understand Aquitanian? I am a little less disappointed now. I was planning on taking one of the Stalwart’s Space Knights. But then I discovered you weren’t a knight. Still, a squire is all we have for now. We must get to the bottom of Cross’ plans before I send my men after your knight friends.”

“The prison is ready, sir,” Christophe reported to the shield knight.

My hammer hung from the soldier’s prot-belt, and I eyed it with envy. From looking at him, I could tell he wasn’t a squire, so he couldn’t use the weapon. He probably planned on breaking it down for Arcane Dust or selling it on an illegal market. I thought about lunging for the weapon, but the handcuffs prevented me from acting on it. Even if I could have sprung free of my shackles and grabbed the hammer, it would have been a bad idea. Captain Cross explicitly commanded us not to get involved with the other kingdoms. Unfortunately, I didn’t really have a choice. I had to find a way out of this without increasing the tensions between the Caledonian and Aquitanian kingdoms.

“Good. Shall we?” Emeric held out his arm toward the rear end of the chamber.

I walked ahead to the doorway the shield knight indicated. Blue runes marked the stones inside the room, and I guessed they nullified Runetech. If I somehow found a way out of my shackles, I wouldn’t be able to send a distress signal from my prot-belt as long as I was in there.

A single mattress sat in a corner, and a bucket lay beside it. When I stepped inside, a forcefield sectioned off the doorway from the rest of the building, trapping me inside.

I snarled at the shield knight. “Do you always imprison squires from other Triumvirate Kingdoms?”

Emeric stood with his arms folded across his massive chest and smiled smugly. “The Stalwart is moments away from performing an act of aggression.”

Whatever this shield knight knew could be essential for my mission. Could he have knowledge of insurrectionist activity?

“So you know all about why Captain Cross brought us to Tachion?” I asked the Aquitanian knight. Acting like I knew something seemed to be a better idea than showing my ignorance. This way, I might goad the knight into telling me his theories.

“Not everything,” Emeric said, “but I’m about to know much more.” He grinned and pressed his prot-belt.

Needles popped out of my shackles and punctured my hands. I clenched my teeth as they administered another dose of drug to me. This one also dulled my senses, but I guessed it was a truth serum.

“Now, you will tell me why Cross is interested in specific Grendel rifts. What is he searching for?”

“I don’t know,” I said as my body heat roared like a furnace.

The serum was causing my pulse to fire rapidly. The handcuffs’ detection systems were identifying my bodily state as divergent, and more drugs were filling my veins. I wouldn’t be any use to anyone in a few moments.

Even in the haze, I laughed to myself. The inventor of these bonds mustn’t have thought about the interactions of the drugs and how they’d make interrogating a prisoner rather complicated. I figured the knight hadn’t used them before because he gave me a confused look as I continued chuckling.

“Perhaps it was foolish to have you shackled with prototypes,” he muttered, confirming my theory. “Nevertheless, I do not require any more information from you, other than to satisfy my personal curiosity. Your purpose here is purely economic. Cross is a faithful captain, and he’ll see his squire returned to him. I wish to make a trade. I shall learn of the prize which your captain seeks shortly. Goodbye, Little Squire.”

I watched the man march to the entrance of the surveillance facility where he joined the other knights. I hunched over and clutched my stomach. My insides felt like they trying to crawl out from beneath my skin. The drugs had worn off quickly earlier, so I estimated their biological half-life couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, so I endured the comedown as best I could.

When the pain subsided, I saw Emeric and the twelve knights leave the building. I didn’t know how long I’d wrestled with the drug’s effects, but the giant monitor was now displaying a single location. The text described it as a portal zone about eight hundred kilometers southwest of Salenum. I assumed it was the location where Olav and the others had gone. The same place where Emeric and his knights would now be traveling toward.

I needed to find out what was happening there. The runes inside my prison negated the use of Runetech armor, but did they also prevent me from using my mutation ability? I’d never used the teleportation magic consciously before, so I wasn’t sure where to start.

Picturing the area outside the surveillance facility didn’t take much effort since the image of the crucified woman was seared into my memory. I concentrated on a section of the courtyard where there hadn’t been any robed people, closed my eyes, and jumped to the spot.

When I opened my eyes, I was still in the cell. I tried the same thing a dozen times, clenching my fists, gritting my teeth, and squeezing my eyes closed. All I got was the same unsuccessful result.

“Are you alright in there?” Christophe walked over from his terminal. He must have seen me jumping around like an idiot.

“As good as I can be,” I yelled back to him.

I wanted to scream and pound on the walls. How the hell had I teleported those two times? Once on Tyranus to bring Alice and Ludas to the starship, and another time on the Stalwart to save Casey’s life.

I was missing something, except I didn’t know what.

Unless I could get out of this cell, I wouldn’t be able to find Olav. The Aquitanians were unlikely to kill me, but I didn’t like being their prisoner.

Christophe peered at me like I was a caged zoo animal. “You are most peculiar. What were you trying to do earlier? You don’t need to use the bathroom do you?”

I smiled at the man’s disgusted expression. “I’m fine.”

His prot-belt buzzed, and he touched his helmet. “Emeric, sir. More squires? Yes, I will have them dealt with appropriately.” He tapped his left temple and grinned at me. “Seems like some of your friends are looking for you. Space Knight Emeric has given me permission to dispose of them as I see fit. There is a cavern not far from Salenum with a pit so deep you cannot see the bottom. It is said it reaches to the planet’s core.”

“Why would you kill them? Don’t you need us as bargaining pieces?”

“We have all we need with you in our custody,” Christophe said. “We can’t have the others reporting our intentions to your captain. It would only take one distress signal for our hand to be played. We will ensure it looks like an accident. We do not wish to break the treaty, after all.”

The monitor showed a video-feed of the courtyard outside the building. The three squires were talking with the white-robed men and women. They approached one person and then moved on to another. In a few minutes, I watched them speak with a dozen different Tachionese. I guessed the squires were asking them whether they’d seen someone who looked like me.

I didn’t think the Aquitanian soldiers would leave this building to attack my friends, so I hoped none of the Tachionese people outside would point the squires toward this building.

But that was exactly what happened. An old robed man thrust his finger almost directly at the camera, and the squires started moving toward the domed building.

The Aquitanian soldiers activated their prot-fields and grabbed their laser rifles. They took cover behind the wall separating the entrance from the computer terminals.

The squires were oblivious.

They couldn’t know they were minutes from getting pinged with laser fire. They each wore their shield belts, but with their prot-fields deactivated, they would be dead in seconds.

I had no weapons, and the runes at my feet negated the magical abilities of my armor. My wings were clipped, and I was trying to fly. If only I could figure out how to use my mutation.

I was about to watch three men, two I counted as friends, killed in cold blood. They didn’t stand a chance.

Suddenly, I was standing outside the cell. None of my captors noticed me appear, but I was still shackled. I couldn’t separate my wrists or my ankles, no matter how hard I pushed and pulled against the metal bonds.

The monitor screen showed the squires wading through the crowd toward the building. They were probably two minutes away.

I activated my Runetech equipment and ensured all the rune glows were dampened so I wouldn’t give myself away. With a touch of my earpiece, my visor extended over my face. I spotted Christophe in a corridor leading out from the main room. His back was facing me, so he didn’t notice as I lifted my arms over his head and pulled the shackles against his throat.

“I need you to release my bonds,” I said quickly, knowing the squires would enter the building soon. I was desperate, so I tightened the metal bar against the soldier’s throat. Only a little more force and I’d crush his larynx. He nodded slightly so I released a little bit of the pressure.

He entered a code into his prot-belt, and the shackles around my wrists and ankles released. Before the soldier could turn on me, I lifted my right arm and cracked him on the skull with my elbow, and he dropped unconscious at my feet. I checked his waist, but couldn’t find my hammer. He must have put it somewhere. I glanced at the cabinets lining the corridor and rifled through them, but I couldn’t find my weapon anywhere.

I didn’t have time to hide Christophe’s unconscious body, so I ran back into the corridor and grabbed a laser rifle as I passed a weapons rack. It wasn’t my lightning hammer, but it’d have to suffice.

The surveillance facility’s entrance door creaked open while I aimed the rifle on the soldiers who were preparing to fire at my friends. Before the door fully opened, I pulled the trigger. Blue bolts burst from the gun, peppering the backs of the Aquitanian soldiers. They were surprised by what seemed like friendly fire, and they leaped for cover behind the computer consoles. My gunfire had caught the attention of the squires about to enter the building, and I saw Nathan swivel away from the doorway.

When the monitor showed all three squires with their backs to the exterior wall, I resumed firing at the enemy from behind cover of the storage boxes. All the soldiers’ low-level prot-fields were active, but I did get a few successful hits. A bolt seared through the helmet of one soldier and burned a hole into his skull. Another soldier screamed as he clutched a half-melted arm. From the painful cries, I guessed I’d pinged a few more.

Before crouching back down for cover, I counted two dozen armed enemies remaining. They wielded the same guns I was using to fire at them, but my prot-field was much stronger than theirs. I could hold up for longer, but there were probably more enemies on the opposite side of the building. My gunfire would draw them out soon, and I’d be a sitting duck. The place was large, so there could be at least a few hundred soldiers elsewhere in the building.

Those were odds I couldn’t beat, even with an advanced prot-field and Runetech armor.

The metal wall I’d taken cover behind rattled when projectiles slammed into it. I peered up at the monitor screen as the soldiers continued firing their laser bolts. The squires seemed caught in indecision, unsure whether to flee the location or enter the building.

My stomach lurched as I thought of the carnage seconds away from unfolding.

But what I saw on the monitor screen surprised me.

Neville activated his prot-field and engaged the soldiers charging out from the surveillance building. With a thrust of a needle-thin sword, Neville plunged the blade into one of the soldier’s stomachs. The squire flicked it toward a second enemy, and the fine-point skewered the soldier’s neck in a gush of blood. Nathan and Richard pincered from either side of Neville and hacked the rest of the soldiers to pieces with short swords.

I admired their courage and fighting prowess, but I couldn’t let them kill themselves for me. While they were loyal friends, they’d be dead friends if they didn’t flee this building before reinforcements came.

I fired another flurry of laser bolts at the soldiers near the entrance, and one of my shots bounced off my target’s prot-field before slamming into the giant monitor screen. The bolt seared a hole into it, and shards of glass the size of fists showered the soldiers beneath. A few prot-fields must have registered the glass as projectiles because they hit the forcefields with a thud, but some of my enemies’ prot-fields failed to stop the glass, and their faces were shredded.

I heard shouting break through the screams and turned to my right to see more soldiers filter into the chamber. A turn of a corner would put me in their line of sight with no place for cover. There was no way my prot-field could stop all the gunfire those men would aim in my direction. They hadn’t seen me yet, so I had a few seconds.

Then I noticed my hammer lying on a console three meters to my left. I’d have to make a jump for it, and risk getting hit, but then maybe I could summon a sprite. It’d cause a distraction which might save my friends.

I didn’t have time to think about it, so I just dived for the hammer. I heard laser rifles fire as my right hand curled around the weapon’s handle. I rolled around the console and attached the laser rifle to the magnetons on the back of my armor. With a dash of my fingers, I activated the lightning hammer’s rune effect on my prot-belt. I pounded the weapon’s base onto the ground, and the force of the blow cracked the tile. A lightning bolt streaked from the ceiling, slamming onto the floor with a thunderous boom.

A smoking portal fractured the air in front of me. A blue-skinned sprite tumbled out from the rift, unfolded its wings, and screeched. Although only a little over a meter tall, it was mostly humanoid in appearance. Needle teeth filled its thin-lipped mouth, and its skin glittered with overlapping scales. Black pits served for eyes, and the ends of its fingers and toes extended into keen talons.

The soldiers let loose on the creature, spraying it with laser bolts the color of its scales. My mind felt strange, like there was something in the back of my imagination I couldn’t quite grasp. I remembered my lessons on summoning runes and realized I had a mental connection with the sprite. I channeled all my desire to kill the soldiers and envisioned passing the command to my summon. The entity let out a high-pitched wail and charged into the masses of enemies. Electric flashes sparked as the sprite’s talons slashed carapace armor.

I doubted my summoned sprite would be strong enough to kill more than a few soldiers by itself, but it created a distraction I could use to escape. I had one last ditch effort for my mutation ability to work.

I concentrated on the squires outside and imagined laser bolts searing through the squires’ prot-fields and cooking them from the inside out. I’d already lost Alice. I’d very nearly lost Casey, too. I did not want to lose the squires who were my friends as well. Even Neville’s death would be a loss to the Stalwart.

My mind centered on the area outside. As before, my body winked in and out of existence so I was standing beside the other squires in the courtyard with my back to the domed-roof building.

“Nick!” Nathan said, almost jumping out of his skin. “Where the fuck did you come from?”

“From in there.” I nodded toward the building’s entrance. The courtyard was empty of robed worshippers now. They must have all fled when the soldiers attacked the squires. “We need to get out of here. There are many more enemies inside. You guys shouldn’t have stuck around when they started firing.”

“We weren’t going to leave you behind,” Richard said. “We knew you were in trouble and came to help you.”

Gratitude swelled my chest, and I gave each of them a quick nod.

An Aquitanian soldier sprinted out from the entrance doorway wide enough for only one man at a time to run through. Nathan leaped forward to take down the soldier, slammed his shield into the man’s face, and drove him backward into the enemy behind him. The squire kept his head down while pushing three men all the way back into the building. With Nathan’s shield blocking the doorway, none of the other soldiers could get outside.

“You guys go on!” he screamed. “I’ll hold them for as long as I can.”

“We can’t just leave him here,” Neville said, and Richard nodded.

I didn’t have time to be startled at Neville’s loyalty. I also agreed with him.

I slammed my hammer onto the surveillance building’s wall and jumped back as a lightning bolt struck the spot. A sprite appeared in the dissipating smoke cloud.

“Get out of the way, Nathan!” I yelled to my friend as I gave my summon a mental command to attack.

Nathan turned his head and gaped when he saw the sprite. He stepped aside, allowing the soldiers an opportunity to push through the doorway. With a devilish grin, my summoned sprite launched itself into the gap. The creature met the Aquitanians head-on in a flurry of blood and claws. Human screams filled my ears as I turned to the other squires.

“Let’s go,” I said.

We sprinted through the streets even as laser bolts pursued us. Robed men and women who hadn’t fled were downed by the enemy fire. I swore I’d make those soldiers pay for killing these innocents.

Thankfully, the gunfire stopped when we’d reached a quieter part of the city with less elaborate buildings. Cream-colored homes made from stone blocks about three meters wide rose up to both sides, and the people on the balconies stared at us as we passed beneath them.

The soldiers probably weren’t pursuing us because they were too busy reviewing their surveillance tapes to confirm the impossible. After all, I’d somehow escaped from a locked nullification cell, fired on them from behind, and then teleported outside instantly. They would have all seen jump mages with their portals before, but instantaneous teleportation was a different thing entirely.

When the pain in my sides became unbearable, I grabbed Nathan’s shoulder. “Let’s stop for a bit,” I said, sucking in air.

“Tired, Outlander?” Neville mocked. I still didn’t like him, but I was impressed with the way he’d fought those soldiers. He’d shown a hell of a lot more courage and honor than Ludas Barnes ever did.

My breath was back now, but there was something we needed to do before we resumed our frantic pace.

“We gotta deactivate our runes,” I said. “I don’t know whether Salenum’s law enforcement can detect active Runetech, but it’s a possibility. They might already be onto us. I don’t think there are any more of those Aquitanian soldiers around, so we’ll probably be alright.”

The robed natives were also looking at us strangely. It might have been because we all still wore our helmets fully extended, so the visors covered our faces, and our prot-fields shimmered slightly in the sunlight.

“Good idea,” Richard said with a nod to his brother.

The twins deactivated their gear and weapons.

“We wouldn’t be in this mess if it weren’t for you, Outlander,” Neville said, but he still followed along with the others.

Then we all retracted their helmet visors so the only visible metal was on the back of their skulls.

“Alright, let’s get moving,” I said.

“We left our jump mage, Patrick, waiting with an open portal to find you,” Nathan told me as we traipsed the stone streets. “He wasn’t happy about that. He’s gonna scold us when we get back. We expect some answers, Nick.”

“You’ll get them.” While we travelled, my mind worked on fabricating answers the squires would swallow.

I was glad the others knew where they were going because I’d forgotten to read the mission details and my helmet’s mapping function was Runetech.

We continued through the streets until the robed people gave way to men and women dressed in clothing I was more familiar with. The streets were dirtier here, and the people seemed poorer. Children clothed in filthy garments ran alongside mangy dogs, kicking up dust as they chased each other. Parents watched on with all the enthusiasm of cadavers. I couldn’t meet their vacant stares as we traveled, and I wished I could assist them in their plight.

My vision blurred for a moment, and I swayed on my feet, feeling like I’d run a marathon. I leaned against a wall to steady myself, and exhaled hard as the adrenaline wore off. The drugs I’d been pumped with had sucked all the energy from me, and I felt like I needed to sleep for hours.

“Come out of the street if you want to rest for a bit,” Nathan said to me.

I wasn’t happy about slowing down after Neville’s gibe, but I couldn’t continue for much longer, even at a lighter pace.

“You alright?” Richard asked me after we’d slipped into an abandoned alley.

“A little groggy. I was pumped full of some drug when I got captured. I’ll be fine in a minute.”

“Right.” Nathan cocked his head at me. I could tell he was trying to hold back his anger. After a second, he threw his hands in the air and let it all out. “What the fuck were you doing in there? And why the fuck did you jump through the portal early? You’re acting damned strange, man.”

“Who gives a shit about that stuff?” Richard said to his brother. “What I want to know is how he did that disappearing and appearing thing. Are you a mage?”

Richard seemed more intrigued than angry, but I didn’t have an answer for him either. I’d been racking my brain to think of some lies while we were running and I’d come up empty. I preferred staying silent rather than lie to my friends anyway.

“He’s certainly not a mage,” Neville cut in, saving me the trouble. “There wasn’t any portal for him to jump through. What he did was different.”

“Anyway,” Nathan said as he gave me a cold stare. “Captain Cross is gonna be furious. We jumped through the portal a few seconds after you. We lost you in the crowds of robed people. We’re gonna have a lot of explaining to do when we get back to the ship.”

“And we just made things a helluva lot worse,” I said.

“The Aquitanians?” Richard asked.

I nodded, and realization came to the other squires.

“Shit,” Richard said. “We’re fucked.”

“I only killed three of them,” Nathan said.

“I don’t think it’ll matter,” I said. I was also a little worried about the knight, Emeric, who would probably seek revenge once he found out what we had done to his soldiers. “The captain explicitly said not to get involved with the other Triumvirate Kingdoms. I’ll take the blame. I’m already in enough shit, a little more won’t matter.”

Neville gave me a confused frown, and I was expecting him to tell the twins about my comms device he’d found. But he didn’t. I wasn’t sure why, but that was another difference between him and Ludas Barnes.

“You don’t have to do that, Nick,” Nathan said.

“I do. I don’t have explanations for you guys, so it’s the least I can do.”

“You are quite the elusive squire,” a thick-accented voice said, and the three of us spun around to face the speaker.

The Aquitanian shield knight, Emeric, was leaning on a double-bladed axe at the alleyway’s entrance. Beside him was another knight, equally imposing in stature and holding a giant two-handed warhammer.

“Who are you?” Nathan said from beside me while he grasped his sword hilt, and I grabbed his arm to stop him from drawing the weapon.

We’d been foolish to hide in an alleyway with only one exit. I tried to use my mutation ability but came up blank.

Emeric grinned at me. “You have been busy, Little Squire.”
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Chapter 17

“I’ll handle this,” I whispered to my friends. “Don’t attack the knights unless they attack us first.”

Emeric and the other Aquitanian knight slowly walked toward us, and their metal greaves crunched the gravel beneath their feet.

“Wouldn’t it be better for us to make the first move?” Nathan asked.

I shook my head. “Trust me on this.”

Nathan shrugged while Neville and Richard nodded their agreement.

“We have returned from watching the Stalwart’s knights clear a Grendel rift,” Emeric said as he strolled. None of my friends drew their weapons, but I could guess what they were thinking from their postures. They knew these Space Knights would probably kill us before we even had a chance to swing our weapons.

“It seems Atticus Cross’ men didn’t get their prize today,” Emeric continued. “But we have word they will try again later this evening. We would have continued following them, but then I heard of a little trouble in our surveillance building.”

The Aquitanian knight fixed his dark eyes on me. I felt like a rabbit cornered by a wolf, and I could see he was having fun taunting me like this.

“You were the one who captured me,” I said in my defense. “You broke the treaty by shackling me and throwing me into a cell.”

“Was your room not to your liking? Had you waited a little longer, you might have even tasted Christophe’s fine cooking. The youth in our kingdom are much more appreciative than Caledonian youth.” Emeric looked at me like a father might stare at an ungrateful child. Then he turned to the knight behind him. “Isn’t that right, Bernard?”

The knight grunted and cracked his neck with a push of his jaw. The veins on his shaved head bulged as they pulsed. He rolled his shoulders, entwined his fingers, and stretched his arms. The knight’s breastplate only covered his chest, and he wore no armor on his arms. His massive muscles bulged as he continued his stretching routine.

If we wanted to flee from whatever Emeric had planned, then we needed to go through Bernard. It would be easier to tunnel through a mountain with our bare hands than getting past these colossal men without a fight.

Getting out of this would require using my head.

“I will help you if you let my friends go.” It was a lie, but I couldn’t see an easy way out of this. Two specialist knights against four squires weren’t odds I’d bet on winning.

“I’m already aware you know nothing, Little Squire. Your only value was as a bargaining chip. But then you went and killed my men. I am an Aquitanian, and we never let a slight pass.”

“You tell me what you need to know. I swear I’ll get that information to you.” My voice grew desperate as Bernard massaged the giant warhammer in his hands. The runes on the weapon’s dark gray head glowed an amber color as the knight’s lips upturned slightly to form a terrifying smile.

“No, you won’t. You’re useless to me now,” Emeric said with a flutter of his gauntleted hand. “More trouble than you’re worth. I don’t know how you managed to escape from a nullification prison. Perhaps I’ll watch the video feed.”

Emeric hauled his axe into both hands, and the squires freed their blades from their prot-belts. I grabbed my lightning hammer and activated my visor.

Neither party made a move, and time seemed to crawl as the squires beside me shuffled their feet.

The Aquitanian knight stared at the keen edges of his axe. “Now, it’s time for you to die.”

Bernard jumped ten feet into the air and flew over the top of Emeric. He slammed the two-handed mace into the ground, and narrowly missed Neville.

I turned to Emeric as his axe arced toward me. The blade gleamed as it caught the sun rays, and I felt my heart jump into my throat as I tried to dodge. I twisted sideways, and the blade sparked as it glanced against my cuirass. My visor registered a significant hit, and I faced the knight while warning sirens blared inside my helmet.

The weapon in Emeric’s hand glowed, bathing his face a crimson color. Black hair hung over his eyes as he dropped the axe and then pulled it in an upward swing. I caught the blade with the handle of my hammer and then ducked underneath the other man’s arms. Nathan charged the shield knight, giving me enough time to activate my hammer’s rune effect. Now that the Minor Lightning Sprite rune was active, I could attack with my weapon and call forth an elemental creature.

While Nathan took Emeric’s right flank, I circled around the left. The enemy knight’s armor absorbed every one of Nathan’s swings. Emeric didn’t seem the least concerned with blocking the squire’s attacks.

When I pulled my arm back to strike the knight, he simply smiled at me. I slammed the weapon down, and my opponent stepped back with impossible speed. He couldn’t completely dodge the attack, and my hammer’s head smashed the big man’s right gauntlet with a sound like thunder. Lightning forked the air and struck the spot where I’d hit Emeric, and his axe was torn from the palm rune on his hand. Nathan came at him in a flurry of slashing strokes, but his short sword glanced against the knight’s armor, and only inflicted minor damage on the elite equipment. Richard screamed as he joined Nathan in battling Emeric, but the big knight moved like a panther, and dodged Richard’s first swing.

I saw the sprite I’d summoned attacking the bald knight. The claws on its feet were embedded into Bernard’s scalp, while its long fingers were wrapped around his neck. The knight was trying to reach the button on the back of his skull to activate a full-helmet, but Neville was keeping him busy with his twin rapiers.

The sprite was performing well, so I didn’t need to give it any mental commands. I turned to Emeric and saw him sprint free of the twins and charge toward me. Before I could spin out of the way, his powerful arms wrapped around my waist, and he tackled me to the ground. The wind exploded from my lungs, but my palm rune kept my hammer in my hand.

I was surprised Emeric hadn’t taken advantage of my poor position, but when I stood, I realized I had Nathan and Richard to thank for that. The twins were situated between Emeric and his axe, and the shield knight gained some space after activating an extended prot-field. The field reminded me of the one Moses had summoned while we were battling the pirates, so I knew it was almost impenetrable.

I guessed three minutes had transpired since I’d summoned the first sprite, so I activated my speed sequence on my prot-belt. My body surged forward as I pulled my arm back and slammed my hammer into Emeric’s forcefield.

Lightning struck the barrier, shattering the prot-field. A second sprite appeared in the alley and attacked Emeric, but the shield knight swatted it away with his massive hands like it was a gnat. I switched off the hammer’s rune effect and moved to attack the knight, but he threw me backward with a hard shove.

“I recognize the rune on your hammer. Your lightning trick cannot be used frequently,” he said. “Perhaps you will stand a chance against me now I have no weapon. Although I doubt that very much.”

The knight’s confidence enraged me, and I came at him with a backhanded swing while my sprite flew above me. Emeric’s armor glowed a brilliant white as his prot-field extended to meet my attack. I wasn’t expecting his forcefield to move like that, so I was startled when the hammer’s head struck it with a clang. The force of my attack was reflected, and the impact tossed me backward with a flash of light.

I cried out as the connection between my palm rune and the rune on my hammer’s handle was severed. An invisible power tore the weapon from my grasp. Pain jolted up my arm, and my hammer spun to land on the rooftop five meters above the alley.

“How do you like my Power Block rune, Little Squire?” Emeric said. “Do the Caledonian shield knights have such an ability?”

Neville ran up alongside me, joined by the first sprite. Bernard was face down in a pool of crimson. From the bloody mess that was his head, I knew he wasn’t getting up. The sprite had done its job masterfully, gouging the enemy knight’s eyes while Neville skewered him with his rapiers.

With the bald knight dead, my sprites made a concerted effort to penetrate Emeric’s prot-field while I grabbed Emeric’s axe and fixed it to my magnetons.

“You attack the left side,” Nathan said to his brother and Neville. “Nick and I will take the right.”

I grabbed the squire before he could launch himself into battle with the shield knight.

Emeric was preoccupied with fending off the sprites with his hands. He seemed to be having little luck without his axe, but his prot-field was holding up against their weak attacks. They weren’t going to kill him, but they’d keep him here for a little while. We could try and penetrate Emeric’s forcefield, but he was a powerful shield knight, and we’d probably never breach it. Better to use the sprites as a distraction to give us time to flee.

“We need to go,” I said to Nathan. “The sprites will keep him busy, but I don’t think we’re capable of killing Emeric. He’s just too strong.”

I was glad when the other squires seemed to agree with me.

“What about your hammer?” Richard asked me.

“We don’t have time.” I pushed the others out of the alley and started running.

The hammer had been more powerful than any weapon I’d wielded before, maybe even better than Max’s longsword. I’d have to remember this location and hope I could find it later. Considering how much trouble I was in, and the fact that Polgar was entering this system in less than two days, I doubted I would ever see the lighting hammer again.

“How far away is Patrick with the portal?” I asked Nathan between breaths.

“Not far,” he said as he took the lead.

“Holy shit, man,” Nathan said. “Can you believe what we just did? Soldiers against full blown specialist knights. We’re gonna be in so much trouble when we get back to the Stalwart.”

“I bet that wasn’t the end of it,” Neville said. “The knight we left alive will come back for vengeance.”

“You worry too much,” Richard said.

Although Nathan had dismissed Neville’s comments, I thought it wouldn’t be the last we’d see of Emeric. We’d killed the powerful knight’s comrade, Bernard. From what he said about not allowing slights to pass, I guessed he’d pursue us until we left this planet.

“And you don’t think enough,” Neville snapped. “We’ve violated every single treaty between our two nations and almost got killed! We are going to be in so much trouble.”

“It will be fine!” Richard laughed. “We took out a knight! A real one, and all we had was squire gear! And we did it as a team. How come you’re such a wimp ninety-nine percent of the time, but when you fight with those oversized knitting needles, you turn into a badass?”

“They’re rapiers, not needles.” Neville gave the other squire a sour face.

Nathan smiled. “Whatever they are, you sure know how to use them.”

Neville seemed unsure how to respond to the compliment, and I guessed it was the first time the other squires had said anything nice to him.

“You all fought well,” I said. “Thank you for coming to my rescue. We’re in this shit together now. Whatever comes.”

We all looked at each other, and a wordless agreement passed between us. No matter what happened, we’d stick together. If the entire crew were indicted on charges of insurrection, I’d make sure the squires were alleviated of any guilt.

After fifteen minutes of sprinting down the streets, we came to a plaza where Patrick was waiting beside an open portal. A group of Tachionese women and children stood around the magical rift with mouths like black holes, and I guessed they’d never seen a portal before. The jump mage seemed like he wasn’t enjoying the extra attention. As we approached, he shooed the natives away and prodded his tablet.

“It’s about time you squires got back,” he said. “Keeping this portal open has wasted much of my energy. I can’t say I care much for the locals. Where have you--” His eyes widened when he caught sight of me. “Squire Lyons! I see the others managed to track you down.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. Jump mages outclassed squires, so I was careful to apply the honorific.

The purple-robed man looked us all up and down. “You seem to have gotten into some trouble. Anything I should know about?”

“No, sir,” I said.

“Can we get going?” Neville said to the mage.

“Why the rush?” Patrick asked.

I glanced over my shoulder. I didn’t see Emeric in the street behind us, but he could be hidden among the throng, moments away from attacking us.

“We just want to get this mission over with and get back on the ship,” Neville blurted out.

Patrick rolled his eyes and entered the portal first. It was only large enough for one person to travel through at a time, so I kept an eye on the street while the other squires stepped into the rift one by one.

Nathan and I were last, and my heart slammed against my ribs when I saw Emeric sprint into the alley.

“Go!” I said as I shoved Nathan after our friends.

I held my breath as the portal took the squire. Emeric was only fifty meters away and quickly closing the distance. Terror flared in my stomach, but then I moved through the shimmering oval.

When the portal closed behind me, relief flooded my muscles. Emeric was stuck on the other side, and we were safe from him for at least a little while.

Patrick was already marching down the street, yelling at us to follow him. The buildings in this part of the city were constructed of white limestone with bluestone tile rooftops. Platinum sculptures of the winged goddess gleamed on corner buttresses, and five-meter tall iron fences sectioned off the buildings from the street.

“A few more seconds and that knight would have had us,” Nathan said to me.

“You mean he followed us?” Richard asked.

I nodded, and the color in the other squires’ faces faded.

“I told you he would come after us,” Neville said.

“You think he’ll keep hunting us down?” Nathan seemed genuinely worried now after his earlier flippancy.

“I doubt it,” Richard responded. “You’ve been hanging around Neville too much, bro.”

“We need to keep our eyes and ears open,” I whispered to my friends while Patrick shot us a dirty look. “It’ll be bad if Emeric brings a whole bunch of soldiers to where we’re giving aid.”

“Who’s Emeric?” Nathan asked.

“The Aquitanian shield knight who was chasing us.”

“You know the guy?” Richard said with some surprise.

“Not before today. He’s the one who locked me inside the surveillance facility.”

“Well, let’s hope we don’t see him again,” Nathan said.

I couldn’t agree more, so I scanned the locale while we walked. The streets were empty except for women wearing tall cone-shaped headpieces, trailed by dozens of cream-robed servants. The shopfronts sold dazzling jewelry, fine clothing, and heady fragrances. From their lack of customers and overflowing shelves, I guessed no one wanted to buy their goods. When I passed a food cart with only a few stale-looking buns for sale, I realized Salenum sorely needed our help.

I was happy to be giving them aid.

Soldiers with old-fashioned machine guns and bulky carapace armor stood outside the iron fences. They scowled as we passed, as though we were encroaching upon their domain and they were just waiting for an excuse to fill us with bullets.

“Not the friendliest natives, are they?” Richard commented.

“You guys read the briefing, right?” Neville asked us as we followed the jump mage. “The natives hate Space Knights because of the infighting between the Aquitanians and the Rutheni. Those soldiers probably think we’re knights.”

Our armor’s color and design was distinct from the other Triumvirate Kingdoms, but what kingdom we were from probably didn’t matter to the Tachionese soldiers. If they’d experienced savagery at the hands of Aquitanians, then I didn’t blame the soldiers for their hostility. I didn’t know whether the Rutheni were as bad, and I didn’t intend on finding out. After the romp earlier, meeting Rutheni wasn’t on my list of things to do while on Tachion.

“We have six crates to divide among the kings of Tachion’s various clans,” Patrick said after we’d caught up to him. The jump mage guided us to a grand castle with a dozen towers and an iron fence surrounding it. “Come with me through the palace. Don’t touch anything.”

The castle was situated on the precipice of a giant cliff. A meteoric gorge dipped behind it, stretching into the horizon. I could see the slight shimmer of the city’s giant prot-field over the expanse. Runetech was the name given for all magical equipment within the Triumvirate Kingdoms, so the technology used for the prot-field would be something else. Even so, the runes providing the enclosure would take an enormous amount of Arcane Dust.

The atmospheric systems weren’t present outside the field, so the gorge was filled with chalky alien flora. I guessed the air was poisonous to humans, and I didn’t want to think about creatures capable of surviving in the arid landscape.

With such a large population in Salenum, the incredible cost of maintaining the forcefield, and the inability to cultivate the land outside the city, it was no wonder the people were starving.

We walked behind the jump mage as he escorted us into the building. Waning sunlight filtered in from windows in the high ceilings. The architecture reminded me of some of the ancient temples in Dobuni, with polished marble floors and corridors that made every footstep echo. Dozens of statues of the many-winged goddess sat on plinths or jutted from either side of the arches. Painted murals sparkled on every wall, and we passed robed men and women worshipping the depictions of their deity. Colorful trim marked the hems and collars of their robes, and I figured they were the city’s royals.

Although priceless objects lined the palace corridors, there seemed to be a pall about this building. I couldn’t quite place it until I realized every person was haggard and malnourished. Even the wealthiest on Salenum were suffering.

I recalled the soldiers inside the Aquitanian surveillance building and how not a single one of them appeared sick or starving. They probably owned more than enough food to conduct their rift-clearing while on the planet. Yet, Tachion’s natives were starving, even the nobles.

This was probably going to be my final mission before I was either thrown out of an airlock by the Stalwart’s crew or kicked out of the RTF on Silvester Polgar’s orders. I might fail, but I couldn’t imagine my queen letting these people starve. She must have sent Captain Cross here to legitimately help them, so I’d complete that part of our mission, and then I would worry about Polgar’s proof of insurrection.

We exited the palace and walked through a stone balcony overlooking a rectangular field. The dirt looked like it had undergone an attempt at farming, but the meager sprouts made me think the project was a failure. The temperature in the region was blazing hot, and the clumpy composition of the soil suggested it was riddle with high amounts of salt.

A dozen shipping containers the Stalwart had delivered lay in a semicircle in the middle of the rectangular field a hundred meters outside the palace entrance. Food, medical supplies, water filters, and deconstructed shelters were strewn out around the Stalwart’s three transport ships.

“Since we were late, the yeomen have already arrived,” Patrick said as we walked. “They’ll assign the supplies to each official. You’re to ensure nothing gets out of hand. We can’t use any runes while on the planet, but your presence should be enough to deter any official who wants more than his fair share.”

I hoped it would be enough because I didn’t have my hammer anymore. The laser rifle was hiding beneath my surcoat, attached to the magnetons on the back of my cuirass, but I didn’t want to have to use it.

Desperation made people act irrationally, so I watched with trepidation as the nobles and their envoys filtered out from the balcony and descended the steps to the field.

Each group of natives was dressed in slightly different colored trim, and none of them spoke or acknowledged the other group’s presence, except for the children. The boys and girls didn’t seem to care at all for their parents’ condescension toward the other clans.

The kings approached the goods while Patrick assigned the appropriate measures to each clan. After the servitors trudged down the stairs, royal attendants filled the robots’ containers with supplies.

Although most of the people looked at us as though we were gods delivering divine gifts, there was one particular king who sneered at us like we were devils. He wore a white-gold crown with more jewels than any of the other kings, and his attendants wore pistols in holsters over their robes.

An attendant pointed at me and muttered something to the king. The crowned man’s face morphed into a snarl, and he stormed over to us squires.

“You have committed an abomination in my city!” The king’s pronunciation was strange, as though his tongue was a little too large to get the words out properly, but I understood his meaning. He thrust a jewelled finger into my face. “We have a record of an activation of runes along with video feedback showing you Caledonian knights were the ones who did it. You have blasphemed the goddess with your foreign magic!”

“Ah, one thing,” Richard said as he raised his own finger to correct the Tachionese king. “We’re squires, not knights.”

The man’s face boiled to a bright crimson. “You dare mock me? I will have you taken before my court! I am Salenum’s king!”

“Cool it, man,” Nathan said. “We were defending ourselves. Besides, we’re giving your people all this stuff.”

A woman came alongside the king and whispered in his ear. From the way she rubbed his belly, I guessed she was either the queen or his concubine. The man’s expression dissolved into something less like fury and more like an annoyance.

“Do not do it again,” he said. “You will respect the holiness of our Goddess and my authority as King of Salenum.”

“Sure thing,” Richard said, and he raised his palm in a mock oath. “We promise.”

“Is there a problem here?” Patrick said as he marched over to us. “Your grace.” The jump mage bowed his head to the king.

“You keep an eye on this lot. Don’t assume I don’t know your gifts come with a price. I’d rather starve than have the Goddess blasphemed!” The king took his woman by the arm and stormed off.

“You guys can’t help yourselves, can you?” Patrick said to the twins.

Nathan and Richard both grinned at the mage’s back as he walked away.

In a few hours, all the Tachionese servitors had loaded the goods. A few transport ships belonging to the various clans landed in the field and took the larger materials like shelters and water containers.

Thankfully, there weren’t any other altercations with the clan kings. The King of Salenum stayed out of the way mostly, but he did glare at us a few times.

As the planet’s sun descended, massive kegs filled with wine and ale were wheeled out from the palace. The King of Salenum was the first to fill his goblet as he stepped forward to address the people.

“We give thanks to the Goddess for the gifts she has given us this day,” he said.

“Wasn’t the goddess who helped you out,” Nathan muttered, and the king glared at him.

“Now, we shall drink and dance in cheerful celebration!” the king shouted after he had walked away from us.

Attendants flittered among the crowd, giving a goblet to each person. Many of the clans seemed wary about filling their cups as they approached the kegs, giving each other sideways glances as though the drink might be poisoned.

Musicians brought out their instruments, and the tension between the clans soon faded. People began to dance and sing once the alcohol reached their bloodstreams. Two harpists from a clan wearing blue robes challenged a trio of flutists to a musical game. I had no idea what the rules were, but before long the music became a frantic ensemble ending in uproarious laughter and cheering from the crowd.

“Kinda strange, this celebration, don’t you think?” a male voice asked from behind me.

I turned to see Zac. I’d been busy watching for any conflict between the clans, so I hadn’t noticed him until now.

He nodded at the walls sectioning off the palace from the rest of the city. “There are people starving out there while these royals open the goods we gave them and feast.”

“I don’t think Salenum’s king is too interested in his people,” I said. I didn’t blame these Tachionese for celebrating the arrival of aid, but they could at least have given the citizens outside these walls an invitation.

“Then he is a terrible king,” Zac said. “He could learn a thing or two from the late Justinian, eternal be his name.”

I noticed a deep admiration in the artilleryman’s eyes, and I tried to recall what I knew of the king.

“King Justinian died while I was a child,” I spoke my thoughts aloud. “Mom says he was the greatest ruler to ever live.”

“Your mom sounds like a wise woman. Hey, you ever hear the rumor about the king’s death?”

“I was taught he died during the Wars of the Three Kingdoms.”

“That’s what they want you to believe. His body was never recovered. Or his armor. If you walk through the halls in Castle Stirling, you won’t see his runic suit alongside all the other monarchs.”

“You think he’s still alive?”

“I doubt it,” Zac said. “But whatever we’ve been told isn’t the whole story. Some powerful people don’t want the populace to know the truth.”

“Insurrectionists?”

The artilleryman barked a laugh. “You’ve been watching too many late night shows on the Cube. The insurrectionists don’t exist, at least not in great number. Sure, there are people who want to overthrow the queen, but they’re not this group of rebel soldiers like the rumors say. The insurrectionists were cooked up to draw the focus away from the real bad guys.”

“And who are they?”

Zac shrugged. “That’s a mystery to me. But doing stupid shit like jumping through a portal early definitely makes you look like you’re playing for the wrong team.” He fixed me with a level stare.

“Ah shit,” I moaned. “You found out about that?”

“The other squires just told me,” Zac said as he nodded to the twins. “Whatever you’ve got going on, always remember we serve Queen Catrina on the Stalwart.”

I stared at my feet, not wanting to endure the artilleryman’s stern gaze. Zac might serve the Queen, but did the rest of the crew? If they were insurrectionists as the duke claimed, then they were working to usurp her.

There was no reason for me to believe Zac that the insurrectionists were a fabrication. It was either take his word, or the word of a duke within the Caledonian Kingdom, a man who advised Queen Catrina and her father before her.

My shoulders slumped as I thought about my failure to fulfil my secret mission. Where was Olav now? Probably too far away for me to find him before I reported to Polgar at 06:00.

“Want another drink?” Zac asked me.

“Sure,” I said as I gave him my empty mug.

As he walked to a keg, the screaming of an engine came from above us. The high-pitched sound grew louder as a hoverbike landed in the field. The noise ceased as a purple-robed man turned the engines off and stepped down from the vehicle. He was Ronan, the same mage who had been with Olav and the other knights earlier. His robes were torn in places and covered in dark patches which might have been blood.

Every member of the crowd stared at him in the silence, which was vanquished as a chorus of high-pitched engines screeched. Four hoverbikes landed in formation around the first vehicle.

Olav, Moses, Flanagan, and Leith disembarked from their single-man crafts. Just like the mage, they appeared to have returned from a battlefield. Dirt caked their tabards, and their once shining armor was tarnished with blood and ichor.

Emeric, the Aquitanian knight, had thought Captain Cross brought the Stalwart to the planet to clear rifts, and the state of the knights’ armor seemed to confirm it. What else was the green blood staining their equipment if not a Grendel’s internal fluids?

But the mystery gave way in my mind to a surge of relief. Olav had returned. And there was still twelve hours until 06:00 Caledonian Universal Time. Captain Cross might expect an answer when I returned to the Stalwart, but at least I’d have time to follow Olav, and gather more information for Polgar. I could also tell the sorcerer what the Aquitanian knight had told me and the portal locations I’d seen on the giant monitor’s map.

The Space Knights made straight for Salenum’s king. The man cowered before the imposing presence of the armored men as they exchanged words. Almost as soon as their conversation began, it was over, and the knights were walking back to their bikes.

I couldn’t let them leave without following them. But how could I tail Olav without them noticing?

Zac came next to me and gave me a mug of beer. “You seem really interested in what the knights are up to,” he said. “Looks like you’ve been doing more of that digging I advised you not to do.”

“Zac, I need your help. Can we follow the knights? I want to see what they’re doing on the planet.”

“Listen, Nick. I already told you it’s a bad idea. We can’t--”

“Please.” I stared into his eyes and tried to show my desperation. “I can’t tell you everything, but I’m here to serve the queen. I need to find out what they’re doing.”

He cocked his head at me. “The Queen sent you to the Stalwart?”

“Kinda. Not really. Uhh . . . yes.”

Zac frowned and moved to face the gathered nobles. In the center of the courtyard, two boys chased each other with remote-controlled fighter skiffs. My friend watched them for a few moments. I feared the artilleryman wasn’t going to help me, so I decided it was best to leave the subject alone. I was about to walk away, but then Zac let out a long sigh.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll help you out. But this better be worth it.”

Nathan popped his head out from my left side, and then Richard did the same on my right.

“So,” Richard said. “Where are we going?”

“We’re not going anywhere,” I said.

“You can’t fool us,” Nathan said. “We were listening the whole time. Quite the heart-to-heart you two were having.” He smirked at Zac and me.

“I’m coming with you guys, too,” Neville said as he entered the light.

I rolled my eyes. Did the squires have a habit of hiding in the shadows while they eavesdropped?

“Wait here,” Zac said. “I’ll get one of the transport ships organized.”

“We need to be fast,” I said. “The knights are leaving soon.”

While I waited for Zac to prepare the ship, I felt a tugging on my coat and peered down at a boy of about seven. He was holding up a toy soldier, and he said something to me in his native tongue. I smiled at him, and he continued waving the toy at me.

“I think he wants you to take it,” Neville said without looking at me. “It’s his gift to you.”

I paused for a moment, not wanting to take an item from a child. He might have been a noble, but even the upper classes were struggling. But I didn’t want to offend him either. I didn’t know Tachion customs, and I might hurt his feelings if I refused the gift.

“Do you want to give this to me?” I asked him.

At first, I wasn’t sure whether he understood me, but he gave me a firm nod and pressed the toy into my thigh. I crouched down, held out my palm, and the boy dropped the toy soldier into it.

“Thanks, kid.” I ruffled the boy’s hair as I slipped the toy into my belt pouch with my other hand.

I looked up to see Olav and the others walking toward their hoverbikes. Zac still wasn’t back from the transport ship yet, but I could see him fiddling with the engines of one vessel. I turned back to say goodbye to the boy, but he was already running toward a middle-aged woman I guessed was his mom. I smiled for a second and started turning back to the transport ship when a bright light tore the boy from his feet.

It was a laser blast.

The crowd of partygoers flinched from the sound of the shot.

Then everyone started screaming.

“We’re under attack!” I yelled above the music. Chaos exploded through the plaza as the civilians tried to figure out which way to run. There were no visible gunmen, so people ran in every direction to escape the bullets.

I temporarily forgot about the danger and ran over to the screaming mother. The woman now held the boy in her arms, and I knelt beside her. A patch of seared fabric and flesh marked his back, and his charred intestines were visible through the hole. A laser bolt had gone straight through him.

I glanced up at dozens of soldiers who seemed to materialize among the trestle tables and alcohol kegs on the far side of the courtyard.

I touched my helmet, and the visor shifted over my face. With my precision-vision lifting the cover of darkness, I could see the soldiers’ uniforms clearly. They weren’t the red suits the Aquitanian soldiers had worn, but a combination of red and blue pinstripes like the flag of the Rutheni Kingdom. The shimmer of their forms meant they were using advanced cloaking Runetech.

It also meant the Stalwart’s crew was in serious trouble.
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Chapter 18

Laser shots rang out as the enemy soldiers opened fire on the partying nobles from between the containers. The nobles screamed as they tried to escape the field without getting shot, but their cries of fear did little to protect them. Desperate people dove behind the various trestle tables and alcohol kegs in an effort to take cover, but most of them failed, gunned down by the soldiers who had appeared in their midst.

Anger boiled inside of me, and I grabbed Emeric’s two-handed axe from the magnetons on my back. I hadn’t identified it, so I didn’t know its abilities. I would also take a severe damage penalty from wielding a weapon above my class since my squire palm rune couldn’t interface with the axe’s superior runes.

But I didn’t care.

I wanted to spill the blood of the Rutheni soldier who’d killed the boy and anyone who fought alongside him.

I activated my prot-field and sprinted through the chaotic crowd. One of the enemy soldiers saw me rushing toward him, and he raised his laser rifle at me. Blue beams of malice darted toward me, but the bolts glanced off my forcefield. His eyes broadened in terror as I reached him, and they opened even wider when the axe tore him in half.

Another soldier ran at me with his sword outthrust, but I slammed the axe into his chest with a bloody thump. He gargled blood, and I planted my boot onto his chest so I could heave my weapon free from the dead man’s ribcage.

I didn’t know whether either of these soldiers had been the one to murder the boy. Nothing short of a confession would provide me with the murderer’s identity. My lack of knowledge meant I’d have to kill every last one of these Rutheni bastards to ensure I got the soldier responsible for blasting a hole in an innocent child.

I heard Olav roar from behind me as he leaped over a trestle table and joined the fray with his twin hatchets. A trio of soldiers were felled by the berserker’s spinning attack, and their comrades fled as Olav pursued them. As he ran, the knight slipped an axe into his prot-belt and grabbed a nearby ale mug with his free hand. He drained the ale as he buried his hatchet into the back of a soldier, and then he smashed the empty mug onto the man’s face.

My attention was drawn to a throng of screaming nobles. The soldiers had rounded them up like cattle and were slaughtering them by the dozens. I searched the field for where the enemies fired from, and anger flared in my stomach when I found a group of Rutheni crouching within a transport container.

I heaved the axe over my shoulder as I ran for the uniformed men. They stopped firing laser bolts, and their bayonets gleamed as I entered the container.

I plowed into their ranks with my weapon, my axe blade carving them to pieces. When the soldiers realized they were trapped, they tried to charge past me. I met their escape attempt with the keen edges of my axe and soaked the container’s metal walls with their blood.

My chest heaved as I stepped outside. I sucked in air through my helmet and searched for the next group of enemies who would feel my wrath. Six meters in front of me, a squad of Rutheni was taking cover behind another container as they fired upon Zac and the artillerymen.

The corpses of nobles and enemy soldiers littered the field, and I weaved between them to meet the Rutheni squad. The enemies were so focused on firing at the Stalwart’s artillerymen, they didn’t see me coming. Their blood soaked my axe as my heartbeat pounded in my ears. I heard gunfire behind me, and then laser bolts struck my prot-field as I rolled to take cover behind an upturned trestle table.

 

Prot-field: 24%

 

I’d been tagged dozens of times since the battle had begun, and I hadn’t been keeping an eye on my prot-field status. I could probably take another dozen laser bolts, but then I’d only have my armor to protect me.

The enemy gunfire from behind me ceased, and I lifted my head above the table’s edge. Olav hurdled over a three-meter tall stack of beer kegs and soared above the soldiers who’d been firing at me. The enemies lifted their bayonets to skewer the knight, but he let his hatchets fly from his hands. The weapons spun and plunged into the solar plexuses of two soldiers, and the men died with surprised screams.

As I sprinted out from the table to assist my fellow crewmember, Olav landed atop the third soldier. The berserker’s thighs pinned the man to the ground and the knight’s right gauntlet burst with light as he pulled his arm back. Then Olav punched through the Rutheni soldier’s chest, tore out the enemy’s heart, and turned to me with a maniacal grin.

“You gonna use that fucking axe or what?” he yelled at me. “You are too damn slow, Squire.”

I stared in amazement while the berserker discarded the soldier’s heart over his shoulder and retrieved his axes from the two corpses. With a bloodcurdling roar, he charged another group of enemies. Olav’s twin weapons tore through enemy soldiers one by one. Not a single movement was wasted as the berserker performed with the precision of a surgeon. I found myself unable to turn away from the spectacle of his deadly dance, or the trail of dead in his wake.

After Olav disappeared behind a transport ship, my gaze flittered around the battlefield as I hunted for Rutheni to kill. The agonizing screams of injured soldiers and the terrified wailing of the Tachionese nobles were accompanied by the high-pitched flurries of laser fire and the sharp barking of the Stalwart’s artillerymen’s high-caliber rifles. Smoke shrouded the battlefield as lights flashed from all around me.

The overwhelming sensory input almost toppled me, but the Academy’s grueling combat training kept me focused. My wrath at these child-killers wasn’t satiated yet, and I allowed it to fill me. I located a pair of soldiers lying prone atop the shipping container in the middle of the array, and I activated my speed sequence so that I used every bit of the rune’s power.

Then I jump three meters on top of the center container, and let my axe edge satisfy my rage.

My weapon tore through the two prone men with ease, and blood splattered my visor. Laser fire came from behind me, and I flipped from the container to face more soldiers. My prot-field sparked like a fireworks show as a burst of projectiles slammed into me. Mini-explosions obscured my vision, but I didn’t need to see anymore; all I needed was the sweet sound of my kills as I charged the enemy.

Soon, I couldn’t tell whether it was my fury or the blood which stained my vision red. I let the anger take complete command of my body, my wrath controlling every axe swing.

I was broken from my battlelust by a warning sign flashing in my helmet.

 

DANGER!

Prot-field: 3%

 

Corpses surrounded me. Most of them were Rutheni soldiers, but some were innocent nobles. Anger reignited within me, but reason prevented me from allowing it the driver’s seat. I couldn’t throw myself into battle yet; I needed to take cover while my prot-field regenerated. If I went down now, I wouldn’t be able to finish what these bastards had started.

I slipped behind a shipping container and waited while my forcefield percentage ticked upwards.

At least the nobles I saved had fled to the safety of the palace. But there were others who were frozen in panic, unable to summon the will to take flight.

“Escape the field!” I screamed at them. “Get inside the palace!”

The deafening roar of battle prevented them from hearing me.

I sighted a Tachionese nobleman tugging two teenage boys as he sprinted in the opposite direction of the palace. At first, I thought his terror had conquered all sense, but he ran beyond the shipping containers and jumped into one of the Stalwart’s transport vessels. His two sons followed him, and I prayed the ship’s armor would keep them all safe.

In the space of a few seconds, an explosion boomed as a rocket destroyed the vessel and the nobles along with it. I searched for where the projectile had originated and noticed a Rutheni soldier standing beside the Stalwart’s other transport ship. He must have thrown the powerful rune-grenade that obliterated the transport ship.

“Hurry up!” I hissed at my prot-belt as I punched the ground. My cuirass boosted the regeneration time, but I hated waiting for even a second while innocent people were dying.

I couldn’t understand why these soldiers were attacking the nobles. It was clear they’d come to kill every last one of the people. But for what? The Rutheni’s actions might not have been an outright breach of the Triumvirate treaty, but I couldn’t imagine the other kingdoms turning a blind eye to this wanton slaughter.

An explosion boomed a few meters to my left, and I ducked to avoid shrapnel. As soon as the dust had settled, Neville jumped behind the container and took cover beside me.

“You alright?” he asked, and I was a bit surprised by the expression of concern on his face.

I nodded. “Just waiting for my prot-field to regenerate.” I rolled my shoulders to soothe my cramping muscles. The axe was about twenty kilos, and it was a bit too heavy for me to wield for a long time without activating its gravity runes. I didn’t exactly have a choice, though. I still had the laser rifle I’d taken from the Aquitanian soldiers, but projectiles weren’t much use even against low-level prot-fields.

I would have to make do with what I had.

“Ready for round two?” I said to Neville as my prot-field regenerated completely.

“Let’s do it,” he said as he rolled out from the container.

Together we jumped four Rutheni terrorizing a family of nobles hiding beneath a table. When they saw us, the soldiers fired their rifles, but our prot-fields absorbed the blue projectiles. I let my anger fill every part of my body as I flipped the axe into an uppercut. The blade caught the soldier underneath the jaw, and I smiled with grim determination as I gave him a two-inch facelift.

Neville poked a soldier full of holes, and the man’s wounds glowed a sickly green color immediately. He turned to face us as his eyes rolled to the back of his head and froth bubbled out from his mouth.

“Like my rapier’s rune effect?” Neville said, after the man died screaming.

The other two soldiers looked at us in terror after what we’d done to their comrades, but then Neville flicked the blades in both of his hands, and the soldiers clutched their leaking throats as they died.

I still didn’t feel any satisfaction. I knew I wouldn’t until the last Rutheni decorated the palace grounds with his corpse.

“Thank you!” the noblewoman cried as she grabbed her daughter and son before sprinting out from beneath the trestle table.

The Tachionese family ran toward the palace, only to be felled by a spray of laser bolts by a squad of charging soldiers as more Rutheni joined the first wave. The dirt courtyard was already littered with blue and red pinstriped carcasses, and I wondered how many more soldiers they could throw at us.

There were already too many dead civilians.

“We need to do something about these nobles,” I said to Neville. “They’re gonna keep getting killed out here.”

“Right,” he replied. “Let’s gather them up and get them inside the palace.”

Moses roared from the battlefield. He drove his spear through the stomach of one soldier before crushing the skull of another enemy in his gauntleted hands. While his eyes blazed with bloodlust, I kept a wide berth around him as I found the grieving mother. She was still holding the corpse of her boy, clutching it to her chest as tears ran rivulets down her makeup.

Nathan and Richard came behind me, and I told them our plan to herd the nobles into the palace. They didn’t need any convincing. Soon we had a group of a hundred kings, queens, and their attendants following us. Even the King of Salenum was easily navigated away from the slaughter.

The Space Knights kept the enemy soldiers busy while we made our way across the field, passed the outer courtyard, and through the palace’s back doors.

I returned to the courtyard to assist the Stalwart’s knights. They were weaving from one statue to another while waves of laser bolts chased them. Projectiles smashed the marble statues as sirens blared from within the palace.

“Get inside!” Moses screamed at me as he skewered a trio of enemy riflemen with a single trust of his extendable spear. “Prepare to close the doors!”

I sprinted inside the palace and stood beside the entrance doors. The artillerymen gathered inside the foyer, aiming their rifles at the doorway. The nobles huddled together at the far end of the chamber like petrified field mice.

Neville, Nathan, and Richard came beside me. I was glad to see none of them had been injured.

I stared out at the courtyard and watched the knights keep the Rutheni at bay.

Flanagan was playing his axe-harp, the rune-song causing the other knights to glow with arcane energy and fight with unparalleled intensity.

Leith Manzo threw his twin dirks at two soldiers. When the blades skewered the men between the eyes, the black-haired navigator cackled. He moved across the courtyard like a panther and retrieved his weapons before running for the palace.

Moses, Flanagan, and Leith all entered the fortress at the same time. I went to close the doors, but Moses stopped me.

“We’re still waiting for Olav,” he said before turning to the others. “Anyone know where he is?”

Flanagan thrust a finger at the screen above us as berserker came into view. More soldiers materialized in front of him and aimed their rifles at his chest.

“We need to go out there and help him!” I said to Moses.

“He’ll be fine,” the shield knight said. “You ever see a berserker’s cyclone?” He pointed at the monitor.

I looked up and saw Olav spin through the last of the Rutheni ranks like a tornado of sharp steel. The soldiers were sucked into the berserker’s attack range like he was a whirlpool, and they died with a shower of blood.

Olav was twenty meters away from the palace entrance when another squad of Rutheni soldiers appeared on the edge of the field and the courtyard. They were too far away to engage Olav in close combat, but their laser bolts slammed into the berserker’s prot-field. Olav ignored them as he dived through the doorway and skidded along the palace foyer’s marble tiles.

The attendants slammed the doors behind him and secured them with a gear-locking mechanism. The palace shook as the enemy fire hit the building, and we all looked at each other with relief.

“Whoa,” Nathan said to the other squires and me. “You guys wonder if the gods are trying to kill us today?”

“The gods are always trying to kill us,” Neville said.

Moses addressed the whole room. “Does anyone here speak Tachionese?”

Zac stepped forward. “I can help, sir.”

“Good man!” Moses clapped the artilleryman on the back and nodded at the official. “What’s this guy know about the defense systems?”

“The kings of Salenum didn’t build the palace’s defense systems to account for Runetech, since runic weaponry is forbidden,” Zac translated.

“Seems kinda dumb,” Flanagan said. “You’d think the engineers would know an enemy wouldn’t adhere to silly laws.”

The official shrugged after the artilleryman had translated.

“He says that might be true,” Zac said while he listened to the official speak Tachionese, “but that doesn’t change the fact.”

“And the door?” Moses asked.

“Its seal will not last long against powerful weaponry.”

“Is there a fortress program built into this structure?” Moses asked the man.

The official nodded.

“Then why isn’t it activated already?” Moses seemed at the point of strangling the Tachionese man with his massive hands.

After Zac translated, the official rushed over the console beside the door and entered a passcode. I heard a lurching sound as steel sheets closed over the windows in the ceiling. Heavy gunfire roared from outside, and I guessed the palace’s mounted turrets were now firing at the enemy soldiers.

“Where’s your safe room?” Olav screamed at the official. The man almost leaped out of his skin, and the berserker grinned.

The official whispered to Zac, and the artillerymen translated. “It’s in the cellar, sir.”

“Squires Nathan and Richard,” Moses addressed the twins. “You’ll escort the king and the other nobles into the cellars. Ensure the area is secure and locked down before returning here.”

“Yes, sir!”

The twins escorted the terrified nobles out from the foyer and down a staircase.

Moses scanned the chamber, his gaze moving to each member of the Stalwart as though he were counting them. “Good. We didn’t lose anyone. Except now we’re trapped in this damned palace. No way to know how many more of those Rutheni soldiers might be out there. It’s lucky they only sent grunts. Could have had a few casualties if any Rutheni knights decided to show up.”

“Should we call for reinforcements?” I suggested to the knight.

“We don’t need reinforcements,” Olav spat. “Let those fuckers come inside. I’ll deal with them.”

“I’d call support from the Stalwart, but Captain Cross has the other knights on another mission,” Moses said.

“That might not be necessary, sir,” Zac said to Moses. “I’ve made contact through the console to the Salenum barracks.” The artilleryman was peering over a Tachionese official’s shoulder at a computer console.

“What’s the situation?” Moses asked.

“We’re expecting four hundred troops and ten fighter skiffs from the barracks in less than an hour. It seems the Rutheni dealt with the guards around the palace at the same time they attacked us.”

“That explains why we never had any support,” Leith said. “Not that we needed it, of course.”

The enemy soldiers and automated guns of the fortress had stopped firing, and a deadened silence punctuated the chamber. I cocked my ear and tried to hear any noise at all, but all I could hear was the breathing of my fellow crewmembers.

Moses frowned. “Sounds like the palace’s fortress system might have already dealt with all the enemies. Or maybe there are two hundred more of those bastards out there who’ve destroyed the turrets. No way of knowing unless we open up that door.”

Olav’s grinned with glee as he armed himself. “My axes were getting lonely. Give the word, and I’ll open the door.”

“Not yet,” Moses said. “For now, we’ll wait and see what happens.”

As I waited in the entrance foyer, I reached into my belt pouch and squeezed the toy soldier the boy had given me. My stomach burned with wrath, and I ground my teeth as I thought about a life snuffed out because of one of those soldiers. He couldn’t have meant to shoot a child, so I guessed I had been his target. The shooter must have intended to kill me, but miscalculated with his rifle and killed the boy instead. The action had given away the position of his squad. Then, the Rutheni had attacked.

Servants filtered out from the main building and provided us with food and water while the wounded among us used medkits to heal themselves. No one was injured critically, so we didn’t need doctors. The Stalwart’s crew had to be among the best warriors in the RTF, since they had dealt with over a hundred enemy soldiers who’d taken us by surprise. It was another reason I knew Captain Cross and his crew were much more than they let on.

When Nathan and Richard returned, I removed the axe I’d taken from Emeric and identified it with my prot-belt.

 

Weapon type: War Axe of the Deranged

Additional damage: None

Power class: Knight (Any Specialist)

Weapon effect: War - Gains 10% attack damage for every 20% loss in durability.

Runes inscribed: Derange

Rune class: Knight ([unknown])

Rune effects: An armor-piercing strike causes an enemy to become deranged. Effect lasts for five seconds.

 

Reading the axe’s rune effect forced a shiver down my spine. Emeric was a far crueler man than I’d imagined if this was his preferred weapon. An insane person would just as easily strike an ally as an enemy, and a lot of damage could be done in five seconds.

I doubted the Caledonian Kingdom would allow such a rune effect among the RTF’s ranks, except my prot-belt’s database had been able to identify it. It meant someone within the RTF had once used this rune. I didn’t know what specialist role it belonged to because the rune class couldn’t be determined from the kingdom database.

With a sense of dread, I laid the axe beside me. I wouldn’t be able to activate the magic effect unless I bore a knight rune. I didn’t know whether Elle would even purchase the weapon for KPs, but if not, Casey might be able to strip the illegal rune for Arcane Dust.

For the moment, it was useless to me.

I took the Dust kit I’d bought from Elle while I tried not to imagine using Emeric’s axe in battle. Soon, I’d almost forgotten about the dreaded weapon while I busied myself with repairs. My cuirass had taken quite the beating from the battle, and the Enhance rune used almost half of the Dust to repair it to 100%. The other squires did the same with their equipment, and we each exchanged nods when we finished our work.

I was going to miss them. Although I’d only been a part of the Stalwart for a little over a week, they’d become my friends. Even Neville had grown on me.

If I went back to the Stalwart after this battle was over, Captain Atticus Cross would probably follow through on Olav’s threat and have me thrown out of an airlock. I’d jumped through a portal without an order, and I still hadn’t thought up a reasonable explanation.

At least now I could tell Polgar that the Stalwart was on Tachion to search for something among the Grendel rifts. But would the sorcerer be satisfied with that? He had explicitly commanded me to tail Olav and obtain proof of insurrection. Due to current circumstances, I hadn’t fulfilled those orders.

I needed more. I needed something substantial to turn into the sorcerer before he arrived in the Augusti Vetera System.

“Hey, Nick. Do you need another weapon?” Neville asked as he sat next to me. “I saw you using the axe, and the runes weren’t even activated. You are a big guy, but the weapon looks really heavy.”

“Are you offering?” I asked him as I raised an eyebrow.

“I’m about as good with one sword as I am with two.” The squire passed me one of his rapiers, and I linked it to my prot-belt.

 

Weapon type: Rapier of Necrotic Poison

Additional damage: None

Power class: Squire

Weapon effect: Necrosis - causes necrotic damage on flesh wound (penetrates enemy armor), dealing 10% of base attack damage every second for 5 seconds. Doesn’t stack.

Runes inscribed: Poison

Rune class: Squire

Rune effects: Poison doubles the rate of damage over time effects (base damage and duration).

 

It was an expensive design. The kind only a nobleman could afford to purchase. The synergy between the rapier’s weapon and rune effect made for a blade capable of striking an enemy with a piercing blow and almost guaranteeing a kill. I’d seen it work on the soldier Neville had killed. It was a gruesome weapon to use, but those Rutheni deserved the worst kind of death for what they’d done.

I activated the Poison rune and the blade glowed a necrotic green, shining brightest at the point.

“Thanks again,” I said to Neville as I watched the skull-shaped rune on the blade’s hilt ripple with magical energy.

He smirked from the corner of his mouth. “If you break it, you’re paying for it.”

“Hey, knights,” Zac called out to us as he walked from the gathering of nobles who were manning the security terminals. “I managed to figure out how to turn the exterior cameras on. They haven’t used the system in a good eighty years, so I had to kind of hit a bunch of buttons until they worked. Take a look.”

We directed our attention to the screens semi-imposed over the brick at the top of each entrance, and the image of the courtyard, fields, and supply crates sprung into existence.

“Looks like someone wants to have a chat with us,” Leith said as he nodded at the monitor above the main doorway.

The palace’s four main entrances were depicted on the monitor, each sealed by the fortress program. I couldn’t figure out what the slayer knight was talking about until Neville nudged me and pointed at the section of the screen showing the courtyard outside the east wing.

Crouched among the hedges were a group of figures. Their bulky size suggested they were clad in power armor.

I shuffled closer to Moses so I could hear the conversation between the knights.

“Can you zoom into the eastern garden?” Moses shouted back to the Tachionese officials as he thrust his massive finger at the monitor.

“I’ll go help them,” Zac said before he walked back. A few moments later, the garden increased in size until it took up the whole screen.

The group gathered beside the hedges were definitely knights, and their blue and red tabards identified them as Rutheni. Animal pelts hung over their right shoulders, and the kite shields in their left hands pulsed with runic magic. Each shield bore the image of a roaring bear. I didn’t know anything about the specialist roles Rutheni knights could take, but from looking at these men’s armor, weapons, and the way they carried themselves, these were frontline warriors.

But if the Rutheni soldiers possessed cloaking tech, why weren’t these knights cloaked?

A short knight at the front of the group waved directly at the camera, answering my question. These knights wanted to be seen.

“How long will it take for them to break through the defense systems?” Moses said to the Tachionese official.

Zac translated, and the man shrugged. “Depends on what they’re using to open the door.”

A flicker of movement came from the monitor as the shortest of the Rutheni knights strolled toward the camera. He grinned and waved like he was a guest for a dinner party.

“These Rutheni are fucking insane,” Olav said.

“Ha! You can talk.” Flanagan gave the other knight a playful smirk. “You’re a full-blown lunatic!”

“That’s part of my charm,” Olav growled. I was half-expecting the berserker to wrestle the other knight to the ground like I’d seen him do in the Stalwart’s galley.

“Oh, I agree, friend.” Flanagan laughed. “It’s a special kind of charm, like bitter coffee after a hangover. Or perhaps you can think of a better metaphor that employs axes in the language?”

“We’ll talk to them,” Moses said before Olav could answer the herald knight. “We have no idea why they attacked. I think that’s important to know.”

“You want to talk, go ahead,” Leith said. “But let me know when you want me to go out there and kill them. I could use some more scalps for the collection.” The slayer knight winked at me, but I couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not. I wouldn’t have been surprised if a collection of scalps was hanging in Leith’s wardrobe.

“Will do,” Moses said before he turned back to shout at Zac. “Are there comms to the courtyard outside?”

Zac translated the information, and an official pointed to a computer system embedded into the wall right of the bolted doors.

Moses walked over to the system and punched a button. “You bastards here for anyone in particular?” the shield knight asked.

The short Rutheni knight approached the doorway and spoke into a microphone. “Hello, Caledonians. Will you please open up so we can come inside this palace? I heard you’ve been having a party, but you failed to send the Rutheni an invitation.”

“You’ve committed an atrocity, Rutheni,” Moses said as his face tightened with fury. “Your soldiers killed innocent civilians. This is an act of war.”

“Well, we don’t want to start a war, do we? Or maybe we do. Maybe you Caledonians have come to Tachion to fill your bellies.”

“Rutheni is a far richer kingdom than Caledonia.”

“True, but it doesn’t change the real reason why the Stalwart has come to this planet. You wine and dine the Tachionese clans so they will give you access to the higher-level Grendel rifts.”

“This guy’s a bloody idiot,” Olav said. “Can we kill him yet?”

Moses shook his head and spoke into the comms. “We are providing these people with aid they desperately need. We seek nothing in return. What has the Rutheni Kingdom done to help these people during the years it has occupied their lands?”

“Many things.”

“Name one.”

The Rutheni knight sighed. “I’m afraid I don’t have the time. Still, I must thank you for your presence on Tachion. Without you, not one noble would have died tonight.”

“What are you talking about?” Moses spat.

“You are actors in my play. A story which shall finally grant the Rutheni Kingdom access to the Grendel portals on Tachion.”

“Can we quit talking? My daggers are thirsty.” Leith Manzo scowled as he sharpened his dirks against each other.

The sound of the blades scraping made my skin crawl. I had thought Olav the craziest man alive before meeting the ship’s navigator. Maybe they were just used to combat, and I’d soon brush off the violence as if it was a daily task.

“You’re getting on my nerves, Rutheni. Why did you kill those nobles? No more of your riddles,” Moses said.

There was definitely something strange to the attack tonight. The Rutheni knight’s confidence suggested this was more than a basic assault on the Space Knights of a rival kingdom.

“You’re no fun at all.” The Rutheni knight’s lips formed into a pout. “I suppose I can speak plainly. Every noble inside this palace will die tonight.”

“And what do we Caledonians have to do with it?” Moses asked.

“Once the palace’s video feeds have been destroyed, everyone will think the Caledonian knights gathered the Tachionese nobles from all the clans under the false pretense of humanitarian aid,” the Rutheni knight said. “Every galaxy will know these horrible knights then massacred all the nobles inside the palace. But this story is not without its heroes! The Rutheni knights and their soldiers brought the Caledonians to justice, but they could not save the Tachion nobles.”

“This isn’t some theater show,” Moses said.

“Oh, you’re most certainly wrong about that. All of life is a play, whether you realize it or not. And at the end of this particular act, the Rutheni will be rewarded with full access to the higher-level rifts on this planet.”

Flanagan marched over to the comms device and pressed the button. “One problem with your plan. It requires killing us. I don’t see you doing that, Mr. Director.”

The Rutheni knight seemed taken aback at Flanagan’s words. “Dealing with the rabble on the RTF’s worst vessel is a simple task for twelve Rutheni knights. You underestimate us.”

Moses’ expression turned grim. “You fired upon the Tachionese nobles. You will leave the palace, or we will kill you.”

“Damn it, Moses.” Flanagan palmed his face. “Why you gotta go and give them an option to flee? That’s no fun.”

“Tell him we’re going to chop his toes off and mail them back to the Rutheni emperor,” Leith said.

“Tell him we’ll drink beer from their hollowed-out skulls,” Olav recommended.

“Have you ever tried to do that? You have to fill in the eye sockets, and you really can’t fit much liquid in it,” Leith explained with a heavy sigh.

“But what beer I can fit in will taste ten times better.” The berserker chuckled, and it became clear to me that everyone onboard the Stalwart was all sorts of insane.

And maybe I was too, since I would stand beside them if it came to a fight. Even though I knew I wouldn’t be a member of the crew for much longer, I was currently a squire on the Stalwart. I was also committed to defending the innocents on this planet.

“I’m not saying that,” Moses said. “This is serious. These guys are breaking the treaty. This could be the beginning of a war. We can’t run into battle unless it’s absolutely necessary. Even if we’re provoked, it could still mean war within the Triumvirate.”

“Take a page out of their book,” Olav said. “We’ll destroy the video feeds. Burn their bodies once we’re done. Threaten the Tachionese nobles into silence. No one will ever know.”

“If this is meant to be a covert mission, I guess I can’t ship any body parts to the Rutheni emperor, right?” Leith asked, seeming genuinely disappointed.

“No one is shipping anything anywhere. But I don’t see a way out of this without a fight. These Rutheni have done a great evil. They must be brought to account.” Moses turned back to the comms. “On second thought, we’re not gonna let you leave.”

“See you soon, shitheads,” Flanagan yelled into the microphone.

The Rutheni knight raised a finger to the camera and returned to the other eleven enemy knights waiting in the garden.

“Alright,” Olav said to everyone gathered in the foyer. “Let’s go kill these bastards.”

His confidence made my stomach churn with nerves. This sounded like a bad idea. Twelve knights against four were terrible odds, not to mention the Rutheni soldiers who would join their knights.

The Tachionese official had said the eastern door wouldn’t hold up against Runetech weaponry. Now the Stalwart’s knights were practically begging the Rutheni to breach the palace.

I couldn’t stay silent any longer. I had to make them see sense.

“Sirs!” I said a little too loudly. The knights whipped around to face me. “Ah, I don’t know whether taunting the enemy is such a clever idea. There are twelve knights out there and only four in here. I don’t mean to state the obvious, but we’re outnumbered.”

“It’s okay,” Moses said to me with a wide smile. “We got this, Nick.”

“They better get that door open soon, or I’m gonna go over there and open it for them.” Olav jumped on his toes with eagerness.

Moses turned to the other Space Knights. “We have less than an hour before the Tachionese troops arrive from the barracks. What’re the chances those Rutheni knights won’t breach the east wing until then?”

As though the enemy had heard the shield knight’s question, the screen showing the entrance to the east wing blacked out.

“The enemy has delivered an EMP wave to the tech throughout the east wing,” Zac said as he peered at the console. “The defense and surveillance systems are no longer functional in the area, sir.”

“Then they’re minutes away from knocking down the door and entering the palace,” Moses said.

Olav, Leith, and Flanagan let out a cheer and pumped their weapons into the air. I glanced at the other squires, and they shared my confused expression. The knights seemed almost childish in their hunger for battle, as though fighting was some kind of game.

While the Stalwart’s crew often appeared crazy, they showed no shortage of bravery or honor. I had trouble believing such men were capable of treachery against the Queen.

Had I made a mistake by taking the duke’s mission? Polgar seemed intent on the idea that these men were traitors, but I saw no clear evidence besides missions unreported via the RTF’s chain of command.

The day had already been filled with fighting, and every muscle in my body cried out for rest. But I couldn’t allow my aching body to prevent me from giving my all against the enemy.

The Stalwart was my ship. These men were my brothers in arms.

And they were about to fight a battle with odds they couldn’t possibly surmount.

“How soon can we get to the east wing?” Moses asked Zac.

The artilleryman touched the console, and a map of the palace appeared on the monitor. “The map suggests the east wing might be a maze, sir.”

“A fucking maze.” Flanagan’s eyes widened like a child discovering a new playground. “I love mazes!”

The only maze I’d ever been inside was the Wayfarer commune on Bratton, and that had ended with dozens of dead innocents.

“Keep your head on, Flanagan,” Moses said. “We got somewhere to be. Need to deal with these Rutheni quickly and ensure the nobles are safe. Zac, you got some details on this maze?”

The artilleryman stared at the computer for a bit and hit a few keys. “I think so, sir. I’m patching through a layout of the maze to everyone’s prot-belts. I can’t guarantee it’s current, though.”

“What do you mean? Recent renovations or something?” Olav said.

“I think it moves.” Zac’s voice was unsure, as though he didn’t think the knights would take him seriously.

“Great,” Moses said. “As if finding those Rutheni inside a maze wouldn’t be difficult enough. Now we learn the thing moves.”

“I enjoy hide and seek,” Leith said as he picked his teeth with the end of a dirk. “Just when I thought this day wasn’t going to get any better.” He peered down at his prot-belt, and I saw hundreds of scratches across the item. The lines etched into the metal looked a lot like kill tallies. “I claim three of those Rutheni.”

“You know that’s not how it works,” Olav said as he plaited his mohawk and activated his full-helmet. “It’s first come, first served.”

“We still counting assists?” Flanagan tweaked the tuning machines on the headstock of his stringed axe. “Because I have a new tune I wouldn’t mind testing.”

A thunderous sound rocked the walls, and dust drifted from the ceiling.

“That’ll be the Rutheni breaching the eastern door,” Olav said as though he were announcing the arrival of a friend. “Let’s go kill ‘em!”
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Chapter 19

I stopped outside the doorway to the palace’s east wing. The lights were out from the Rutheni’s EMP weapon, but moonlight shone through the reinforced glass skylights every few meters along the corridor. Fountains trickled down the walls, and the mosaics of the many-winged goddess looked devilish in the low light.

The glowing runes on equipment faded as the knights and squires activated their dampeners.

After selecting the maze layout Zac had uploaded to my prot-belt, I stared at the portion of my visor showing the maze’s intersecting corridors. I hadn’t come up with a good theory as to why the king built a maze inside his palace and examining the layout didn’t give me any answers.

I peered around the narrow entrance corridor and searched for any indication the enemies might be nearby. I didn’t find any, but my eyes remained focused. These Rutheni were equipped with cloaking tech, although I doubted it would be capable of masking heat signatures. If any kingdom could afford that level of technology, it was the Rutheni.

“Flanagan, can you give us a runesong before we set out?” Moses asked.

“I can muster something up.” The herald knight brushed his blonde hair out of his eyes and rested his axe-harp on one knee. He gave it a strum, and a clear note reverberated through the corridor.

After tuning the instrument a little, he broke into a riff that resounded in my ears and filled my limbs with magical energy. All my tiredness faded, and I felt like I could lift eight-hundred kilos above my head with ease.

“Bloody show off,” Olav muttered. “I could kill all the Rutheni knights without your enchantments.”

“Alright then,” Flanagan said. “I’ll apply a curse, and we’ll see how well you do.”

Olav grabbed the axe-harp’s fretboard and pulled it toward him. “Don’t you dare, or I’m never sharing my beer with you again.”

“Well, that is a terrifying punishment,” Flanagan said, and Olav released the instrument. “I shall throw myself upon the Rutheni’s blades.” Both the herald and berserker wore smirks, and I guessed they jested with each other like this all the time.

“Enough,” Moses said. “We have work to do. Forty-one minutes until the Tachionese troops arrive from the barracks. I’d like to avoid too many of their number getting killed, so let’s take out these Rutheni before the reinforcements get here. We’ll travel as one to make sure we don’t get lost. Squires fall behind the knights. I’ll lead with an enhanced prot-field.”

Moses’ chest armor glowed, and then a forcefield extended in front of him like a golden net of interconnected hexagonal shapes. It reminded me of Emeric, and I shuddered a little.

The shield knight marched through the east wing’s doorway, followed by Olav, Leith, and Flanagan. I took the foremost position among the squires, constantly watching for any sign of a heat signature on my visor. The detection system didn’t work through walls, but it would at least notify before anything got a jump on me.

The actual process of searching the maze took some time since we needed to enter every room and ensure enemies weren’t hiding among the clutter. It seemed like the maze’s chambers functioned as storage rooms since they held hundreds of objects made from precious metals and encrusted with priceless jewels.

I thought about how someone so rich couldn’t even afford food for his people while the knights searched a small chamber filled with golden statues of the many-winged goddess.

If Tachion hadn’t been the only habitable planet inside the Augusti Vetera System, the king could have sold these treasures for food and aid. An interstellar trip would be too costly. With jump magic restricted to the Triumvirate, they’d have to travel to the outer reaches of the galaxy to the rune beacon and barter for passage elsewhere. Ships filled with these goods would barely pay for the fuel, let alone a crew and upkeep for the transport vessel.

I was standing in the doorway, watching the knights maneuver from one side of the chamber to the other. Moses stopped at the far end, knelt beside a statue with its face obscured by a helmet with dragon-like wings jutting from the sides. It took me a second to recognize the helmet as a Rutheni item, and then Moses spun around.

“Enemies are close by!” he screamed. “Prepare to engage!”

The knights leaped into fighting stances, their backs to each other.

“There’s nothing showing up,” Olav said through gritted teeth. “Their cloaking tech must be able to hide their heat signals.”

“Squires!” Moses yelled. “The Rutheni could be anywhere. Keep your eyes--”

The knight was cut off as a grinding sound filled the corridor, and I jumped back as a slab of granite slammed over the doorway. The ground beneath me shook like an earthquake, and I grabbed onto the wall to stop myself from falling.

“Everyone still alive?” Richard’s voice cut through the darkness.

Two grunts answered him, and I added my own.

I deactivated my dampeners so my runes could illuminate the passageway. Dust flittered through the air, and specks marred my vision as the light from my runes touched them. The other squires were all covered in gray dust, but none of them looked hurt as they stood.

I whirled to face the obstructed doorway. The chunk of rock had sealed the knights in the room while the squires were still in the hallway. Either the Rutheni had planned for the knights to get sealed on the other side, or we’d somehow triggered one of the maze’s traps the EMP hadn’t taken out.

We were now sectioned off from the Stalwart’s knights. Prime pickings for the Rutheni enemies.

“What are we gonna do?” Nathan asked, his voice trembling.

“Probably get killed by enemy knights,” Neville hissed. “This is the perfect time for them to attack.”

“Do you have to be so pessimistic?” Richard asked, and his tone was soaked in worry. I couldn’t see his eyes through his visor, but I guessed they were wide and filled with terror.

Without the presence of the knights, the twins seemed to lose all their confidence. They’d fought well against the enemies earlier today, but I guessed their assurance was slowly coming to an end. The darkness probably wasn’t helping much either.

“Deactivate your dampeners,” I said to them, knowing they were a few seconds away from panicking. “Make sure you have plenty of light. I’m gonna see if I can get through the obstruction. You guys keep an eye on the other side of this corridor. We don’t want anyone sneaking up on us.”

Richard and Nathan unsheathed their swords, removed their dampeners, and faced the darkness on the other side of the doorway with their glowing weapons.

Neville came alongside me as I pushed against the granite block. He added his strength, but it didn’t budge in the slightest. We were both empowered by Flanagan’s runesong, so the block must have weighed at least a few tons.

The open channel on my comms crackled with feedback. “Squires! We are surrounded.” I heard Moses grunt through my earpiece, followed by a bloodcurdling battle cry.

The other squires looked at me with concern, and I did my best not to join in their alarm.

“We gotta find a way through this obstruction,” I said. “Those men on the other side are the Stalwart’s knights.”

Even though they might be insurrectionists, I couldn’t sit back while they fought the enemy.

“Let me try,” Richard requested, and I moved out of his way. The squire slammed his shield against the brick obstruction. The stone sparked as the metal made contact, but it barely left a scratch.

I pulled the laser rifle from my magnetons and aimed at the granite slab. “You guys get back. I’ll try to blast a hole through it.”

The squires retreated fifteen meters behind me, and I emptied the entire gas cartridge into the wall. Besides a noxious smell, the rifle didn’t do anything at all.

“Damnit,” I said. “We can’t get through.”

Frustration coiled in my stomach, and I fought to keep despair from ensnaring me.

“Uhh . . . I think something is wrong.”

I turned to Neville, ready to scream his head off for stating the obvious when I noticed he was standing in the opposite direction of the doorway.

He held his rapier above his head, so the runes illuminated six meters in front of him. “This corridor doesn’t lead to the same chambers as it did before.”

I peered down the barely lit passageway and didn’t see any of the same doorways we’d entered when clearing the maze. In fact, I didn’t see any entrances at all. When we’d triggered the trap, the granite slab had come down, but the corridor must have also shifted beneath our feet.

Now we were in a totally different part of the maze, and this area hadn’t been scoured by the Stalwart’s crew. For all I knew, Rutheni knights could be hiding around the very next bend. Plus, the layout on our prot-belts would no longer be useful. Even if we found a landmark, there was no guarantee the rest of the labyrinth had remained like it was on the map.

The other squires seemed to share my thoughts, and I pushed my own doubts from my mind. They needed me to remain calm and focused. We were going to get out of here, and if we encountered any enemies along the way, we would kill them.

“Follow me,” I said to the others after glaring at the impenetrable doorway one last time.

I thought mostly about what other booby traps the maze might have in store for us. Enemy knights were bad enough, but speaking of other traps lying within the dark passageways would probably make the squires more likely to freeze with fear. I couldn’t keep the information a secret, though.

“We might have triggered a trap earlier. I think that’s what happened when the corridor shifted, which is why what’s beyond looks so foreign. The EMP took out all the east wing’s tech, so this shifting corridor must work on a system of gears and pulleys. Keep your eyes peeled for old-fashioned tripwires and pressure sensitive tiles.”

“I’m thinking maybe we should wait it out in here,” Nathan said as he froze on the spot. “The Stalwart’s knights will deal with the enemies.”

“Probably a good idea,” Richard said, agreeing with his brother’s worries for the first time.

Neville shoved them both from behind, and the squires almost went sprawling.

“We can’t stay here,” the nobleman said to them. “If those Rutheni kill the knights, it’ll only be the artillerymen and us left to defend the Tachionese nobles before reinforcements arrive. It is our duty to protect the innocents and our artillerymen brothers and sisters.”

I couldn’t make sense of the way Neville changed whenever he was in a life-and-death situation. Outside of the battlefield, he was a petulant wimp. But now he carried himself with more confidence than the twins put together.

Nathan scoffed dryly, and he squared his shoulders a little. “Alright,” he said with a sigh. “Lead the way, Nick.”

I followed the corridor until it curved to the left. From what I could tell, the chamber the knights were fighting in was in the opposite direction, but there was no option to veer right.

We came to the intersection of five different passageways, and I tried to get my bearings. The longer I tarried, the more likely the squires might turn to despair. I needed to keep their morale up, but I didn’t want to get us lost within the maze either.

I turned to the others for some suggestion on which path to take. Their expressions were blank, and I could see they were relying on me to make the right decision.

“Let’s take the far right one,” I said after some thought. “It’ll lead us back to the knights.” I didn’t know for sure, but it seemed the best option. I really had no clue which direction to go, and I was worried I’d take the others further into the maze. It might take us hours to find a way out, and the knights could be dead by then.

Moses and the others had seemed so confident, but I knew basic math. Four against twelve weren’t good odds. I wasn’t sure how much help four more squires could be, but we had to count for something.

I was the first to enter the far-right passageway, and this particular section of the maze didn’t have skylights. The green light from my rapier shone like a torch, but the passageway curved and constantly bent so I could only see a few meters ahead at any one time.

The atmospheric readings on my visor showed a slight shift in temperature, and I stopped walking. I touched the button on my temple, and my visor retracted. A cool breeze tickled the left side of my face, so I pointed my rapier in the direction of the temperate air, and the light illuminated what seemed like a solid wall.

Then where was the air coming from?

“What is it?” Neville asked.

“I can feel a breeze coming through,” I said.

“Must be vented,” Nathan mused.

I closed my helmet visor and fired up the map. I smiled when I noticed the file also contained an overlay of the ventilation systems. My smile turned into a full-mouthed grin as I determined the vents here were lining up in the correct spots according to the map. The shafts in the ceiling ran in straight lines, parallel to one another, so we’d be able to navigate our way out from the labyrinth much easier inside the shafts than on the ground.

I explained my theory to the other squires.

Richard’s eyebrows rose after I finished. “Damn, that’s smart.”

I gave him a little smile and searched the wall for the origin of the air. After a little effort, I found the opening a few meters from the ground: a metal grate a meter from the corridor’s corner. The metal was painted the same color as the stone walls, and it had been difficult to spot in the low light conditions.

“Help me up,” I said to the squires, and they got beneath me so I could reach the vent.

Flanagan’s runesong had filled my muscles with strength, so I didn’t have too much trouble tearing the metal frame from the wall. I dropped the crumpled scrap onto the ground and then put my head through the shaft. Once I adjusted the angle of the two-handed axe on my magnetons, I was able to fit my whole body inside effortlessly. Although Richard and Nathan were larger than me, I figured they’d be able to get inside.

I held my rapier up through the vent and triggered its magic glow. With the light, I saw that this shaft ran straight for at least a hundred meters in what I estimated was the direction we needed to go.

“What do you see?” Nathan asked through the comms.

“From what I can tell, this shaft runs in a straight line to the west,” I replied. “I’ll move down a little, then Neville can enter. We’ll both shuffle along a bit, keeping our distance, then the twins can come in.”

The squires echoed their agreement and went about the task. After a few minutes, all four of us were inside the shaft. It creaked under our weight, and we were careful to spread out as far as we could so the whole thing didn’t come crashing down.

I crawled about thirty feet when the entire structure started to rumble.

“Uhh . . . that doesn’t sound good,” Neville said.

The bolts holding the duct up screamed, and my stomach dropped as the tube we were in tore free from the structure. We hit the ground, and the metal crumpled around me. I couldn’t crawl out from the duct because the fall had distorted its shape, and it was now tight around me like a grappling hold.

“Are you guys alright?” I called out.

“I think you’re sitting on my face,” Neville said, his voice muffled.

I could feel something underneath my ass, and I guessed it was him.

I stifled a chuckle. “Sorry, brother. You twins still alive?” I didn’t hear any response. “Nathan? Richard?”

The metal above me screeched as light flooded into the mangled duct, and Richard finished sawing through. Nathan gave me his hand, and I grabbed it so he could pull me out. Neville came out after me, and then we took stock of where we’d fallen.

The entire duct had collapsed into a chamber filled with Runetech armor. The room was at least twenty meters long and ten meters wide. There wasn’t a section without some kind of expensive-looking equipment stacked on a shelf or hanging from the ceiling.

Tiny bits of mortar filled my helmet’s filter, so I deactivated my visor while the system replenished itself. The other squires did the same, and their faces lit up as they inspected the armor and weapons inside the chamber.

“This must have been what the king was really hiding in the east wing,” Nathan said as he admired a pauldron with skulls embossed into its silver surface. “This stuff must be worth a fortune.”

“I bet this is Runetech the king has confiscated over the years,” I said, recalling the city-wide ban on the use of Triumvirate magical equipment.

“If the Tachionese are so poor, why didn’t he sell this stuff?” Richard asked as he scanned a falchion with is prot-belt.

The treasures outside this armory wouldn’t make for profitable interstellar trade; this Runetech, however, could probably be exchanged for enough food to feed the entire planet for years.

I could only think of one reason why the king might store the equipment in this cramped armory rather than sell it off.

“The goddess frowns upon Runetech, right?” I asked the other squires, hoping they’d follow my train of thought. “The king seemed like a jerk, but he appeared to care about his religion a lot. I think he hasn’t sold any of it because it would be evil or something.”

“Riiiight,” Richard said. “Does that mean we can have it? He’s not using it, after all.”

I looked at the armor all around me. We could take something, and the king would never know. He’d stolen it from others, after all. My stomach churned, and I realized I was trying to justify robbery.

“We’re squires in the Royal Trident Forces,” I said with more authority than I’d intended. “We work for our equipment by either defeating enemies in combat or paying for it with KPs. We don’t steal it.”

“Yeah, Nick’s right,” Nathan said as he slapped his brother over the head and snatched the pauldrons from him. “Don’t be an idiot.”

Richard rubbed the back of his head. “I was only asking. It was a theoretical question. I wasn’t actually going to take anything.”

Nathan rolled his eyes, and then something caught his attention. He frowned and walked over to a spiked mace. I watched him remove a small square of fabric from where it had caught on a point, and my heart slammed in my chest.

Nathan held up the red and blue pinstriped cloth. “This is Rutheni, right?”

“Shit!” I yelled as my visor slid over my face. “Visors on! Weapons out!”

We’d been so enraptured by the priceless equipment we’d forgotten all about the dangers within the labyrinth. It looked like a Rutheni had snagged themselves on the weapon and torn the fabric from their tabard.

I scanned the room for any heat signatures, but remembered Olav saying the Rutheni knights were capable of hiding them. My heart pounded as I realized we’d gotten ourselves trapped inside this armory with cloaked enemies.

But I was determined not to let any of my friends die.


[image: ]




Chapter 20

“Anyone see anything?” I whispered as I circled the palace armory with the three squires beside me.

The equipment dangling from cables drilled into the ceiling didn’t move at all, but they made it difficult to see any hiding Rutheni. My gut knotted as I realized looking for enemies was futile since even my thermal recognition system wasn’t getting any hits.

“Negative,” Neville muttered. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t have company.”

All it would take would be a slight tremor from one of the items suspended in mid-air to let me know the location of an enemy. After a few seconds, I cursed in frustration. The knights in this armory knew they would only need to stay perfectly still to remain unseen.

My mouth went dry as my thermal detector showed an orange blotch behind the armory’s door. The life form on the other side was either leaning against the door, or it emitted a heat signature strong enough for my systems to pick it up through five-inch titanium.

“You guys see that?” I asked with a nod to the door, and the other squires grunted their acknowledgment.

“It’s huge,” Nathan gasped with disbelief. “Way too big to be a knight.”

“Then what the fuck is it?” Richard asked from beside me, his sword raised to strike and his shield clutched to his side. His equipment trembled a little in his hands, and I could understand his fear.

The fallen ventilation shaft separated us from the armory’s entry, so if something managed to breach the door, the obstruction might slow it down a little.

The red blotch grew larger, and I could only hope whatever was on the other side would be incapable of breaching the door. The entire chamber shook as the thing pounded on the steel. Equipment rattled in the shelves, and items suspended in midair spun on their wires. If Rutheni were hiding elsewhere in the room, now was the perfect time for them to attack us.

Sweat poured all over my body, and a slight buzz washed over my legs and arms as the recycling systems went to work. I shuffled on my feet as the banging grew louder, and my gaze flickered across the armory for any movement from cloaked enemies.

I heard a thunderous sound and turned to see the door implode into a shower of granite pebbles and chunks of steel.

A monstrous creature bounded inside, covered in debris from the destroyed door. Silver fur covered its hulking body, and it rose from all fours to stand on its hind legs. The monster was at least three meters tall, bulging muscles roped around its frame, and its twin eyes glowed.

I knew now what the bears on the Rutheni knights’ shields represented. This was one of their summoned monsters. The artistic rendition I remembered couldn’t encapsulate the sheer size and monstrous appearance of this bear.

“Anyone got a plan of attack?” Richard asked.

The color of the monster’s eyes shifted from shades of orange and red, as though a fire writhed within the orbs. The bear’s body shuddered, and the veins beneath its fur ignited like coursing rivers of molten lava.

“That doesn’t look good,” Nathan said.

I swallowed back my fear. “I’ll distract it while you three hack the ever-living shit out of it.”

As I moved toward the monster, it opened its mouth and let out a massive roar. A ball of molten liquid exploded from its maw, and I dodged it with a quick sidestep. The fiery ball slammed into a Runetech sword, and the item melted like an upside-down candle when the substance touched it.

Uh oh.

“Don’t let that stuff hit you!” I yelled to the others. “We’ll need to work as a team to take the bear down.”

The creature bounded after me as I waved my rapier and my left arm. I skirted around the fallen ventilation shaft, keeping the object between the bear and me. Although the creature was huge, it’d take a decent leap to clear the obstruction. The other squires stayed outside the bear’s line of sight, trailing behind it while it focused its attention on me.

The monster’s every step left a flaming footprint in the granite bricks. The squires charged the bear, but their weapons missed completely as the summoned creature vaulted over the fallen shaft with a roar.

I’d done too good a job of making the bear want to chase me. Its claws extended as it swiped at me. An instinctual backward step got me out of range, thus preventing my insides from spilling out of my stomach like a gutted fish.

I couldn’t see myself keeping it at bay with only a rapier, so I spun behind a robust looking stone equipment rack. The bear swatted the shelf aside like it was made of plastic. The equipment inside skittered across the ground, and I quickly tumbled away before the monster could attack me.

I rolled to my feet as Neville jumped behind the bear and thrust his rapier into the monster’s furry hind leg. The creature let out a howl as soon as the squire’s blade pierced its body, but the howl sounded more like it was filled with annoyance rather than agony.

The bear spun to its side and made a swipe at Neville, but the squire was half a moment quicker, and he managed to yank out his blade before the monster’s claws tore him into hamburger meat. Relief filled me as my fellow squire made it out of harm’s way.

Nathan came around the monster’s left while Richard took its right. The beast shook its head in fury and swatted the squires aside like they were gnats. They slammed into another stone equipment shelf with an explosive thud. I ran over to Richard since he was closest to me, and helped him up. Nathan was a few meters away, and I saw him stagger to his feet.

We’d all taken refuge behind cases of Runetech gear, and I could see the bear’s thermal image on my visor. Equipment clattered, and shelves exploded into chunks of rock as the frustrated monster searched for its prey.

“The fucker is too strong,” Nathan said over comms.

“How the hell do we take it down?” Richard said.

“It’s futile,” Neville said. “I buried the length of my blade in its back, and it didn’t bat an eye.”

The creature lumbered out from behind a shelf in front of me. Its neck was turned away so it couldn’t see me, and I poked my head out to get a look at it. Blood-like lava dripped from the bear’s wound and hit the ground with a hiss.

We’d injured it.

“It’s not invulnerable!” I screamed to the others.

My limbs tingled with excitement as I realized the bear could actually be killed. As long as we avoided its molten blood, we could take it down without too much trouble.

I jumped out from cover and sprinted toward the bear. It turned to face me with its massive head. I was about to plunge my rapier into its ribs, but it roared again, and an oozing ball of fire belched from its mouth. I dove hard to the ground in front of the bear before rolling across the tile to avoid getting hit by a second projectile. As I slid between the monster’s legs, I heard the twins scream as they hacked the bear with their swords. Lava cascaded from the wounds, and smoke rose from the ground where the molten blood landed.

After rolling to stand on the left side of the monster, I lunged forward to pierce the bear’s tough hide with the end of my rapier. I pulled the blade out and skewered it five more times. With each jab, the creature spun in an attempt to get to me, but I evaded the monster while the other squires harassed it with their weapons.

The monster screamed as its blazing veins shifted color, illuminating a sickly green beneath its fur as the rapier’s poison flooded the creature’s bloodstream. It snapped its head back and forth in agony. With a deafening roar that spouted a massive explosion of fire, it collapsed.

I scrambled behind a shelf of gauntlets to avoid the molten rain, and the other squires took cover where they could. My back heated up and I rolled away as the shelf behind me melted with a hissing sound. The lava ate the metal rack and the Runetech equipment inside it. The items sparked as the Arcane Dust used to craft their runes ignited like a firecracker, and the smell of charred metal stung my nostrils.

“Ahh!” Nathan screamed from a few meters left of me as he stripped off his left boot. A glob of the fiery sludge had eaten a hole through the boot’s heel, but he’d gotten it off before the lava reached his flesh.

Nathan exhaled with relief. “That was close.”

“Intense,” Richard added.

Neville grunted as he removed his rapier from the dead bear’s hide. The surface of the blade was singed, but it looked to be mostly unharmed. The weapon’s active runes had probably protected it from the full-force of the bear’s molten blood.

A slow clap sounded from the far end of the armory, and a Rutheni knight suddenly materialized as he walked toward us. It was the short knight who had addressed Moses, and he wore a smile even though we’d just killed his summoned beast.

I gripped my rapier, and we fanned out in preparation of facing our new enemy. A small section of the man’s tabard was torn, and he held a glowing poleaxe in his right hand. The knight stopped five meters away and leaned on his weapon lazily.

“An excellent display of teamwork and fighting prowess!” he said in the tone of a theater director. “I was inspecting the king’s armory and managed to lock myself inside. This labyrinth set has some interesting tricks. Unfortunately, the knights under my command didn’t respond to my comms, and then you four dropped from the ceiling. I thought perhaps you might be knights, so I summoned my Bane Bear. Due to an oversight on my part, the creature appeared outside this room.”

I shared looks with the other squires, and they seemed just as confused by this knight as I was. We thought him to be a deadly foe leading an ensemble of knights and soldiers inside the palace to kill us. But now, he seemed like a petulant nobleman, one who thought he was directing a play rather than fighting a battle.

My muscles tightened with apprehension as I waited for our enemy to make the first move.

“Should we charge him?” Richard’s voice whispered into comms. He was speaking too softly for the enemy knight to hear him.

“No,” I whispered. “Let’s wait. Keep him talking. As soon as he lets his guard down, I’ll lead the charge. You three circle him.”

The other squires nodded while the Rutheni knight smiled lopsidedly at us. “Having a good chat? What’s your plan of action?”

I sneered at the man as I remembered the boy who’d given me the action figure. In his conversation with Moses, this Rutheni had shown no remorse when he’d spoken of killing the innocent nobles.

He was a monster.

But he’d also gotten himself locked inside the armory, and the other Rutheni knights had left him behind.

The man’s demeanor was messing with my mind. I couldn’t determine whether he was an idiot who believed himself a play director, or whether he was a powerful warrior who cared little about the presence of four squires.

He could be both.

I’d been through enough shit to know we needed to be careful. I wasn’t going to charge until the knight gave me an opening, or he attacked us first.

“I never thought four Caledonian squires could slay a Bane Bear,” the knight continued as he looked around the armory with a bored expression. “I guess the Demiurge’s light shines on cretins every once in awhile.”

“Fuck your god,” Neville spat.

I was surprised at the squire’s fury, but then the Rutheni knight’s bear had almost seared through Neville’s brain with its molten saliva.

The knight tutted. “Now, that’s not very nice. My god was the one who granted me the power to summon his minions from beyond the void. This play’s current act hasn’t proceeded in the manner I envisioned. I thought perhaps I might rewrite it and spare four amateurs a gruesome death, but then you decided to curse the Demiurge. Let’s see how you fare against another of his creatures.”

“He’s gonna try and open a summoning portal!” I yelled as I sprinted toward the enemy knight. I wasn’t entirely confident we could all take him, but it would be much easier trying to fight him alone, so we had to stop him from summoning.

The man’s cackling filled my ears as he suddenly disappeared. My thermal detector couldn’t see where he was, but I kept my eyes peeled for any sign of movement in the armory. A hanging helmet shifted slightly, and I thrust my rapier toward it.

“There!”

Before I could rush the knight, there was a buzzing noise, and the area I had indicated burst with blue light. A portal opened, and a Bane Bear started to step out from it.

I heard a whizzing sound from behind me, and a blue object zipped through the air and slammed into the bear before it could completely enter the armory. I realized the newcomer to the fight was a Lightning Sprite, but this one was much larger and more fierce than the ones I summoned earlier today.

In one quick movement, the sprite tore out the bear’s jugular with its razor talons. Molten blood drenched the sprite, and the creature squealed as it exploded into flames before disintegrating into ash atop the bear’s corpse.

“That’s no fun,” the Rutheni knight said as he appeared behind the two dead summons. “Who summoned the Lightning Sprite?”

I glanced over my shoulder and recognized the person responsible.

Emeric.

The Aquitanian shield knight grinned at the Rutheni knight. Blackened patches spotted his crimson tabard, and lacerations marred his bulky power armor.

“We need to get out of here,” I said to the squires beside me. “We can’t take on two knights.” We’d tried to do that earlier today in the alley, and only pure luck had gotten us out alive.

“Fucking Aquitanians!” the Rutheni knight who’d summoned the bear screamed. His face bulged with pure rage, and he seemed to forget all about us. The Rutheni and Aquitanians shared a bloody rivalry stretching back millennia, and I guessed this knight was ready to settle some scores.

“Hello, squires,” Emeric said as his eyes fell upon us. “I couldn’t let this Rutheni fool’s monster kill you. Your lives belong to me, and I intend to--”

The Rutheni knight screamed and charged past us to meet the other knight.

Emeric cleaved the air with my lightning mace, but the weapon bounced off the Rutheni knight’s bear shield. They started a vicious round of strikes and parries, and I could barely look away as the two titans clashed. Then I realized that we had the perfect opportunity to escape.

“Go!” I ordered the other squires with a shove.

The three men sprinted through the doorway the bear had blasted a hole through, and I trailed behind them. Before I exited the room, I took one last look at my lightning mace. Emeric slammed the weapon into the other knight’s shield, and a spray of lighting danced through the air. It was hard leaving the weapon behind, but I preferred leaving with my life.

I led the squires through a dozen turns before stopping beneath an archway. The length of this corridor was illuminated by a narrow floodlight, so I slipped into a nook to remain unseen by thermal recognition. The squires shuffled along beside me until they too were hidden beneath the cover of solid walls.

“We can’t keep running without knowing where we’re going,” I said.

“Maybe we should just stay here and wait for this thing to blow over. I’m a little worried about more enemies confronting us. We barely defeated the bear,” Nathan said as he craned his neck and peered down the passageway. “Emeric could have brought more of his knights with him, and that’s forgetting all about the original Rutheni knights.”

“And their soldiers,” Richard added. “Not to mention one of those knights fighting in the armory is going to kill the other, and then the survivor will hunt us down.”

I turned to Neville. “You want to add anything?” The other two men seemed consumed with fear and worry so I didn’t expect him to be any different. We’d barely gotten out of the armory alive, after all.

Richard retracted his visor, and his expression hardened. I’d never seen him look so serious. “I’ll go wherever you tell me to go.”

I was taken aback by the squire’s words, and my head flooded with gratification when they hit home. He was trusting me with his life.

“Aye,” Nathan said. “I’m not gonna be left behind. Where to next, Nick?”

Neville stared at me for a few seconds, and then he sighed as he agreed. “I’ll follow wherever you lead.”

I swallowed back my stomach bile and nodded at the others. The responsibility was a great weight, and I wasn’t sure I could live up to their expectations.

But I didn’t have a choice.

The squires were relying on me to get them out of this mess unharmed.

“We’ll figure this out,” I said. “We need to get back with our team.”

I touched my comms activator and opened the channel to the knights. “Moses, sir, are you still fighting the Rutheni? I believe there are also Aquitanians within the maze.”

“We know,” Moses said. “We’re battling them as well as the damned bears.”

“It’s my kind of party!” Olav shouted over comms.

“Of course it is. Endless battle in a dark dungeon. Friend Olav, my parties involve beautiful women and beer,” Flanagan said with a snort.

“The point is, we are winning. These Rutheni might have more money than us, but it doesn’t make up for their terrible fighting ability.” Olav made a grunting sound, and I heard someone scream across the comms.

“We are winning. For now,” Moses added. “What’s the situation with you, Nick?”

“We managed to escape from two knights fighting in the king’s treasury,” I said.

“A Rutheni and an Aquitanian?” Moses asked.

“Yeah,” I answered.

“You kill them?” Olav snapped.

“No,” I said, and I wasn’t looking forward to what I knew was coming next.

“Looks like you have an advantage,” Moses said. “You’re not gonna like this, but you need to go back there and take out the survivor once they finish fighting. Otherwise, he’s just going to heal and then come after you. Four squires won’t be able to stand against a fresh knight. The Tachionese troops will be arriving any minute now, and you’ll take down this knight by the time they get here. Understood?”

“Sir, I don’t think--” The line went dead before Richard could finish.

“Fuck!” Nathan exclaimed as he punched the wall. “How are we meant to take out those knights? You didn’t mention to Moses that they’re both summoners.”

“You think his orders would be different if he knew?” Richard demanded. “So, you guys have any ideas for an epitaph? I’m thinking, ‘Drank too much. Partied too hard. Then he died.’”

“What’s an epitaph?” Nathan asked.

“The cutesy line they write on a tombstone,” his brother responded.

“Ah . . . “ Nathan paused for a second as realization set in, and then he shook his head vigorously. “No epitaphs for me. I’m not planning on dying today.”

“Good,” I said.

“So we’re going back to those knights?” Neville asked.

“Our superior has given us an order,” I said. “None of us might have wanted to get assigned to the Stalwart, but we’re still members of the Royal Trident Forces. We don’t ignore orders.”

“You really think we can kill one of those knights?” Nathan asked. “I already said I’d go wherever you told me to go, and I don’t break my word, but your idea about the shaft didn’t turn out too well.”

“It would have if you laid off the cakes,” Richard mocked.

“Hey, I’ve got big bones!”

“Emeric found us once,” I said. “If he manages to kill the Rutheni knight, then he might find us again. We can’t wait for that to happen. Whichever knight wins, should be in a bad way after the fight. It’s like Moses said, we need to take him down before he can use a medkit to patch himself up.”

Silence rippled across the squires as they registered the truth of my words.

Moses had given us an order, and we would carry it out.
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Chapter 21

After navigating the labyrinth’s passageways, we returned to the armory in time to see Emeric grip the Rutheni knight’s throat with his right hand and lift him from the ground.

The shield knight squeezed, and I heard the other man’s neck snap with a sickening crack.

Emeric tossed the dead knight aside and grunted. Although his back was to me, I could see a nasty looking gash on his right hamstring, and he seemed to have difficulty putting any weight on it. The laceration slashed down the knight’s leg, rending power armor and the flesh beneath it.

“He’s injured,” I whispered. “Look at his leg.”

“Ah, squires!” Emeric said as he turned to face us with a grin twisted in pain. “You’ve saved me the trouble of hunting you down.”

“I want my hammer,” I demanded as I stared at the glowing weapon in the knight’s left hand. I was surprised my voice sounded as brave as it actually did.

“If you want it, you will have to take it!” Emeric thrust the weapon up, and a lightning bolt cleaved the air in two. A lightning sprite burst through a magical cavity. The knight slashed the mace downward, and a second portal opened with a blue flash, summoning another lightning sprite to join the first.

Even though two sprites had entered the treasury, it didn’t make sense. My hammer’s rune effect was restricted by a cooldown of three minutes and could be used five times before it required repairing. Emeric had clearly circumvented those restrictions. He must have possessed some other equipment that enhanced the weapon and increased the cooldown recovery. It also explained why his sprites were at least three times the size of those I’d summoned.

As a sprite screeched and dove toward me, I saw Emeric stumble and fall to the ground. The cut in his leg was deep, but he should have been able to stand. Specialist shield knights were equipped with gear that allowed them to ignore even the worst wounds.

My hammer flickered in the knight’s hand, and I remembered Emeric’s axe had the rune effect which caused insanity after striking an enemy. The database couldn’t retrieve information on the rune’s specialist role, but now I knew why.

The massive man wasn’t actually a shield knight specialist.

He was a lich knight.

It was a role the RTF had banned centuries ago, but apparently, the Aquitanian military didn’t follow suit. Those specialists were capable of sapping the physical and mental strength of their enemies to enhance their own abilities, but they could also use their own energies if the situation were desperate enough.

Emeric must have sacrificed his own physical strength so he could ignore the rune’s cooldown.

It meant he was weakened.

We only needed to deal with the current sprites, and then make short work of the Aquitanian before he could heal himself.

I was driven from my thoughts when a sprite maneuvered past the twins and attacked me. It hit me with a flurry of swipes, and I could only block a few of them. The creature rent my pauldrons with its claws, and I grimaced with pain as the blades pierced my shoulders.

The sprite made for my helmet with a slash of its right claw, and I ducked. The blade-like ends of its fingers scraped against a suit of armor behind me, carving metal like a circular saw.

I rolled along the ground while the creature dove with its sharp toes poised to stab me. Before it could land its attack, I thrust my rapier into the blue monster’s belly, and the end of the blade sank into the creature’s flesh. The sprite beat its wings to carry it up and back. After a moment, it registered the fact that I’d just skewered it with my weapon. The rapier’s Poison rune did its work, and the sprite dropped like a dead fly after three seconds.

I rushed the sprite the three other squires were attacking and cut a hole in its wings with the end of my rapier. Neville drove his blade into the creature’s overgrown belly, and it popped in an explosion of blue ichor.

Emeric summoned another sprite, and my theory was confirmed when the move caused him to groan and lean on a crate for balance. The object seemed to be the only thing keeping him from falling flat on his face.

Now that the squires knew how to take down the sprite, we encircled it and hacked it with our blades. It attempted to fly out of range, but I grabbed a nearby javelin and threw it at the beast. My aim was true, and the weapon impaled the monster as it tried to fly away. The sprite let out a death shriek, falling to the ground as I turned toward the enemy knight.

Blood trickled from Emeric’s mouth as he smiled. “You lads can really put up a fight. The RTF should be proud.”

I marched toward the man, my rapier ready to end his life. Killing an enemy while they were weakened wasn’t ideal, but I couldn’t see any other way of taking down such a strong opponent.

Emeric chuckled and slammed his left fist into the floor before I closed the distance. A light burst from his chest armor, and an invisible field stopped me from getting close to him. The skill would require immense amounts of energy to maintain, and he’d made the mistake of fortifying himself in a section of the armory without weapons.

As soon as the knight ran out of energy and his forcefield disappeared, I’d snuff out his life.

“We’ll need to wait until his juice runs out,” I said to the squires. “I can’t imagine him keeping it up for long.”

“. . .No,” Emeric said with as much malice as he could muster, “I’m not done yet.” The shield knight pulled his arm back and slashed the air with the lightning mace. A booming sound and a flash of lightning signalled the entry of a fourth sprite outside the forcefield.

Neville didn’t pause for a moment before engaging this new enemy. He might have been the brunt of jokes and socially awkward, but he was more than capable in a fight. The similarities between this nobleman and Ludas Barnes were quickly fading.

I skirted around the flying creature as it used its claws to fend off Neville’s swings. The twins joined me, and together we hacked at the sprite. My heartbeat raced as the sprite dashed Richard’s sword from his grip and then clamped its hand-like feet down over his helmet. I knew I had seconds before my friend’s armor was crushed, or he was fried by the creature’s elemental lightning.

I increased my speed from my prot-belt and leapt toward the sprite. I lunged, extended my right arm, and plunged my rapier into soft blue skin. As the sprite twisted in agony, it released Richard’s helmet. The blade’s point slipped out of the sprite’s abdomen while the creature regained its composure in mid-air.

Richard jumped and clutched the sprite by the ankles. The creature vigorously increased the speed of its wildly flapping wings but couldn’t stay airborne with the extra weight. It plummeted like a boulder. With a quick roll and twist, Richard was on top of it. The sprite thrashed in the squire’s grip, and I ran to help him. I couldn’t find an opening for my rapier that didn’t risk skewering my friend, and the other two squires seemed to be caught in a similar predicament.

All we could do was watch as Richard and the sprite wrestled around the armory. The monster was only about four feet tall, but its sinewy muscles rippled with strength. Richard proved the stronger as he gripped the creature between his legs and pinned it to the ground.

“A little help!” he yelled with effort, and I slammed my foot square on the sprite’s skull. Bone shattered with the force of my stomp, and purple brains mashed into the granite floor.

I turned toward Emeric as he lurched to his feet. He must have applied a medkit while we were fighting the sprites because he was now standing on his injured right leg without difficulty.

“Get around him, squires!” I screamed. “We can’t let him arm himself.” I’d seen the enemy knight kill sprites with his bare hands and crush the armored windpipe of another knight, so I knew he was still deadly without a weapon. If he got ahold of a powerful item, then we were all doomed.

Emeric laughed as we descended upon him. He spun at the hips to dodge the thrust I aimed at his chest and then ducked to evade Nathan’s swipe. The lich knight slammed his armored fist into Neville’s stomach, and the squire was thrown into a stone shelf.

Now that our circle was broken, Emeric slipped outside of my range and grabbed a glaive from a nearby weapon rack. I stopped short as our opponent thrust the end of the long-handled weapon at me. Nathan and Richard came at him from either side, and the knight easily blocked their attacks with a flash of his glaive.

“Don’t give him time to activate the weapon’s rune effect!” I yelled to my companions, and the squires came at our opponent with renewed fervor. Sweat trailed from Emeric’s brow as he exerted himself to keep us at bay.

Neville was still down, and I worried the knight’s blow had crushed something vital. I tried not to let concern for my fellow squire cloud my judgment and attacked Emeric. We were unable to tag him with our weapons, but before long, the enemy knight was favoring his left leg. The medkit mustn’t have had time to heal the wound on his right hamstring completely.

Emeric faced me, and I caught the faintest glow emitting from his right hand. He grabbed my arm before I could twist away and his hand burned with a sickly green color.

He was going to use his lich powers on me.

I released the rapier from my palm rune on my right hand and caught it in my left. Light burst from the knight’s hand causing an almost unbearable pain to lance along my wrist, up to my elbow, and ending at my right shoulder. I screamed with agony and twisted the rapier in my left hand, so the blade pointed toward the knight’s injury. Then I slammed the tip of the blade into his wounded hamstring with the last of my strength.

Poison threaded through the knight’s veins, and he dropped the glaive with a surprised gasp. Released from his power, I flicked the rapier out from the man’s leg, and drove the blade into his windpipe with a straight thrust. Blood fountained from between the knight’s fingers as he gargled the last of his life away, and he teetered before collapsing sideways. Bulging eyes stared up at me as I exhaled in relief.

We’d done it. We’d slain a knight far stronger than all of us squires combined.

I stepped over his dead body and grabbed my lightning mace. I couldn’t summon any more sprites until I’d repaired the rune, but it was back in my hands now. I felt an extra surge of relief flood my body.

When I turned back to the other squires, they were already looting the dead knights’ corpses. Nathan took the boots from the Rutheni while Richard attached the knight’s bear shield to his magnetons. I was about to tear Emeric’s gauntlets from his lifeless hands, but Neville had already removed them. He looked at me, then at the gloves, and back into my eyes.

“You want them?” he asked. “You’re the one who made the kill.”

“I couldn’t have done it without the sword you gave me. You keep the gauntlets,” I said.

Neville gave me an appreciative nod before I walked over to the Rutheni knight. I picked up his poleaxe and then attached it to my magnetons. I also uncinched his prot-belt and clipped it around my waist, a few centimeters above my own belt. I noticed the knight was also wearing a ring, so I pulled it from his middle finger and slipped it into my belt pouch.

I was about to turn away from the corpse when I observed a pendant hanging from Emeric’s throat. I knelt beside him, unclipped the necklace, and inspected the tear-shaped obsidian jewel. The blackness of the gemstone seemed to swallow all the light in the room, and I shuddered a little before pocketing the item.

I didn’t have time to scan my acquired gear now, but I’d do so as soon as we cleared this palace.

After the others had finished with the corpses, I radioed Moses. “How’s the situation, sir?”

“Still fighting. Tachionese troops have arrived, but it’ll take them some time to sweep through the labyrinth. We’ll get outta here as soon as the palace is secure. You four take care of those knights?”

“Yes, sir,” I said as I glanced back at Emeric’s corpse. Three times he’d attacked me today, and I’d finally killed him. It could have easily gone the other way if not for the help of my friends.

“Good,” Moses said. “Can you make your way back to the nobles? We’re almost done here. The artillerymen need backup should any of the Rutheni find their way out of the maze.”

“Yes, sir,” we squires chimed together.

It sounded like Moses had ended the conversation, but his voice returned to my ears. “You squires wouldn’t have any idea why the Aquitanians came to the palace tonight? Something about an attack on their surveillance building?”

“Perhaps we can share what we know once we’ve dealt with the enemies, sir,” I said. I’d have a lot to report once the day was over.

“That would be good,” Moses said, and this time his voice didn’t come back once the radio call closed.

“I kept track of our movements,” Neville said as he summoned a holo projection of the maze’s map from his prot-belt. “We should be able to get back to the nobles if we follow the highlighted route.”

“Nice work,” Richard said with a grin. “Who knew you could be so useful.”

“Neville managed to kill the Bane Bear,” I said. “I’d say he’s more than useful.”

The nobleman gave me an appreciative nod, and Richard seemed taken aback by my defense of the other squire.

“You did alright, I guess,” Nathan admitted.

“Just don’t hug me,” Neville said, and the rest of us broke into laughter.

Our cheerfulness faded into sobriety, and I didn’t need to see their faces to know they were exhausted and ready to leave this place.

“We gotta get back to the nobles,” I said. “Lead the way, Neville.”

As we moved out from the destroyed door and back into the labyrinth, I wondered how many KPs I could get from turning in the equipment I’d looted. If any of the items were powerful, I could keep them until I was capable of using them to their full potential. But they’d have to be amazing because they’d probably fetch a high price from Elle, and I was eager to accumulate enough KPs to take the knighthood examination.

I frowned as I realized none of that would happen. The day would be over soon, and my life was going to change at the end of it. One way or another.

If Polgar decided to kick me out of the RTF, or Captain Cross released me from the airlock, there’d be no knighthood for me.

I forced myself to concentrate on getting out of this maze as Neville indicated a doorway for us to enter.

A deep pool took up most of the room, except for a narrow path around the edges of the water and a giant platinum statue of the winged goddess on an island in the middle. Moonlight made the surface shine like silver, and I estimated it was at least five meters deep. The stillness in the air made my stomach squirm, but the silence was shattered with the faint sounds of battle from elsewhere in the maze.

“What’s a natatorium doing in the middle of a labyrinth?” Richard asked.

I shrugged. “Knowing the king’s penchant for storing all his goodies, I’d say there’s probably treasure-filled chests at the bottom of the pool.”

“Treasure?” Nathan peered into the depths.

“Fancy a swim?” Richard said as he nudged Neville in the direction of the pool’s edge.

Neville shoved the other squire back, and his visor flashed with images of the map. “Uhh . . . I think I must have made a wrong turn at some point.”

I tried not to let my annoyance show. “We’ll double-back until we--”

A giant figure jumped from the middle of the pool and landed in the lap of the goddess statue. It was a Bane Bear, and it almost dwarfed the monument. I heard the metal squeak beneath the creature’s weight before the thing shook its fur free of water and stared into the pool.

“Another bloody bear,” Nathan whispered. “I say we get outta here now.”

I was about to tell the squire we couldn’t leave such a dangerous creature alive when the water bubbled. The bear jerked its head toward the activity, and then a second figure shot out from beneath the bubbling pool. This one was half the size of the bear and covered in plate armor. The man roared as he tore the bear from its perch and dragged it back into the water.

“Was that Moses?” Richard asked.

It was too dark to know for sure, but the man had looked a lot like the shield knight.

The water exploded as Moses and the bear breached the surface before landing on the island in the middle of the pool. The knight’s massive arms were wrapped around the bear’s midsection while he struggled to keep its paws from tearing his head off.

Molten saliva dripped from its mouth, and most of it landed in the pool with a hiss. But some of the lava hit Moses’ helmet, and the knight released his hold on his opponent. He tore the melting metal from his head and tossed it aside before it seared his skull. The bear roared and slammed into Moses, taking him into the pool again.

After a few seconds, bubbles rose to the surface, followed by a massive floating mass.

It was dark and covered in fur.

Moses had killed a Bane Bear with his bare hands while being submerged in at least three meters of water.

But where was he now?

He hadn’t been wearing his helmet when the bear dragged him under the water. Without artificial gills, he would be incapable of breathing beneath the surface.

I turned to the squires. “I’m going in.”

I didn’t have time to tear my armor off, but I could probably get to the bottom of the pool and back up by using my speed sequence. If I didn’t, then Moses might drown. I couldn’t let that happen.

Without another thought, I dove into the water. I activated my speed sequence, and kicked as the weight of my armor carried downward. I saw Moses lying motionless on the bottom, so I wrapped my arms around him, pushed my feet against the pool floor, and launched us upward.

When my head broke the surface, Nathan and Richard were there to lift Moses out. They pulled him over the stone and rolled him onto his back.

I got out of the pool with a hand from Neville and stood over Moses while the twins removed his chest piece and drove the water from his lungs. After a series of chest compressions, the knight vomited a bucketload of water.

My breathing relaxed as Moses stumbled to his feet and wiped his mouth. “You see the size of that thing?” he said. “It’s even larger than me!”

“What happened to your weapon?” Richard asked. His eyes were wide open, and I guessed he was amazed that the shield knight had been able to fight the creature without his spear.

“I think the bear ate it. Mind if I borrow your blade?” Moses pointed at Richard’s sword, and the squire gave it to him.

The knight used the weapon to slice open the dead bear’s stomach. Lava oozed out from the wound and cooled on the tiles beneath. Portions of the lava were a dark gray, and they turned to metal when they touched the area outside the corpse.

“I loved that spear,” Moses stated sadly before handing the sword back to Richard. “The others have dealt with the rest of the enemies, and the Tachionese troops have now handled the Rutheni soldiers outside the palace.”

“So we did it?” I asked. “We defended the palace successfully?”

“Yeah,” Moses said, and he looked back at the melted remains of his weapon. “But it’s a damn shame I had to lose my spear to do it.”

“Maybe you can grab a few weapons from the king’s armory?” Nathan said to the knight. “It’s filled with some amazing-looking Runetech from all the Triumvirate Kingdoms.”

Moses gave the squire a disgusted look. “You suggesting I should steal from the king, Squire?”

Richard whacked his brother over the back of the head. “My brother sometimes suffers from a lack of judgment, sir. Mom said she dropped him a few too many times as an infant.”

Moses snorted. “Right. Make sure you keep him in order. We’re in enough of a mess on this planet without adding thievery to the list of grievances.”

When the shield knight turned and marched out of the natatorium, Nathan glared at Richard. “Why are you always hitting me?”

“Why are you always saying such idiotic shit?” Richard asked with a wry smile.

“Oh, come on,” Nathan groaned. “I was only trying to help Moses out.”

Richard grinned. “I know. That’s why everyone loves you.”

We followed Moses through the maze until we reached the exit we’d come through almost an hour ago. When we arrived, a squad of Tachionese troops with belt-fed machine guns waited beneath the archway, and they escorted us to a grand hall in the center of the palace.

Three Rutheni knights were lined up, kneeling with their hands manacled behind their backs. Two Aquitanian knights knelt beside them, also cuffed, and the Stalwart’s crew stood around the captured enemies.

Moses gave Zac a friendly clap on the shoulders. “Wouldn’t have been so easy without your intel. You ever gonna tell me how you know Tachionese?”

“A long story, sir,” Zac said with a smile. “Perhaps over a beer in the galley.”

“I’ll be taking you up on that offer, Artilleryman.”

“What’ll we do with the men we’ve captured?” Zac asked.

“They shall be executed in the city square!” Salenum’s king made himself known with a squeal.

Moses turned to the man. “I’m afraid that can’t be done, your highness. No one can know the Kingdom of Aquitaine and the Kingdom of Rutheni attacked your palace today.”

“Nonsense,” the king said as he sneered at the captives. “Justice must be brought to those who would defile my home.”

“Oh, you’ll have your justice,” Moses said. “These men will not live to see tomorrow. But it should be a private matter.”

“You have yet to give me a reason for this secrecy,” the king said.

“Don’t be so daft,” Flanagan said as he rolled his eyes. “You benefit from the Amnesty. If it crumbles, then the Tachionese will be wiped out completely. These men who came to your palace are from a rogue faction, one we almost completely wiped out tonight. They were going to kill you, and we stopped them. I’d say you owe us a few nights in your finest pleasure houses.”

“And beer,” Olav added. “Lots of beer.”

Moses looked at the two knights with an expression of disapproval before focusing his attention on the king again. “I hear that labyrinth of yours is home to a vast Runetech collection. Possession of Triumvirate magical technology is a serious breach of our agreements, your highness.”

“I was only keeping it off my streets,” the king responded, his mouth slack with fear.

Moses raised a hand. “Whatever your reasons, know we won’t mention anything. You have a pretty tight hold on the information highways in your city. So it’d be in your best interests to guarantee the truth of today doesn’t leave this palace. Can you ensure the other nobles stay quiet?”

“Yes, but that’s quite a task. I would need some means of rewarding them for their silence.”

“Alright,” Moses said, and he chewed his cheek in thought. “Most of the containers we brought earlier today will have been destroyed, but I imagine some of it can be salvaged. I will speak with the captain of our ship and see whether we can provide some additional containers filled with goods.”

The king sighed. “I accept your offer, and I shall do as you say. No one outside Tachion will know what transpired here. I will inform my media that rogue groups of Rutheni and Aquitanian attacked the palace and that they share no connection with the actual kingdoms. Now, I’ve had about enough of foreign knights in my city.”

Moses nodded. “We’ll be leaving now. Thank you, your highness.”

“If I can make one suggestion,” Leith said to the king. “It might be a good idea to upgrade your defense systems to something which can defend against Runetech. This whole goddess business is rather stup--”

Moses glared at Leith before he could finish.

“We’ll be on our way now,” the shield knight said to the king.

The King of Salenum turned to his troops on the edges of the hall. “Strip the captives. Have their equipment taken and documented. Then put a bullet in their heads. I want their bodies burned and their ashes scattered into the crater.”

Moses smiled at me. “Thanks for saving my life.”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

He lifted his head and addressed all the squires and artillerymen. “Time for you all to head back to the Stalwart.”

“What about the transport ships, sir?” Zac asked.

Moses shook his head. “Those Rutheni bastards destroyed all except one. The yeomen have already returned the surviving craft to the Stalwart. This humanitarian mission turned out to be bloody expensive.”

Nathan tilted his head at Moses. “Are the knights not returning to the Stalwart, sir?”

“We have to handle a few things planetside, but we’ll be drinking beer with you in the galley soon enough.”

We all marched as one to the rear courtyard, the victors of a gruelling battle. Patrick prepared a portal for the crew while the knights traipsed the corpse-littered field to their hoverbikes. From the sound of the engines firing up, none of them had been damaged in the battle. They were probably too small to get hit by enemy fire.

In a half hour, everyone was ready to leave.

Except I couldn’t go back to the Stalwart. I had five hours until 06:00 CUT, and I needed to follow Olav.

I felt like shit, and I could barely raise my arms. I was beyond tired, but sleeping would mean I’d fail the mission for the duke, and my Queen.

Nathan, Richard, and Neville approached me, and I prepared to wiggle my way out of going back to our starship.

“You want your rapier back?” I asked Neville with a smile.

“Nah, you can return it to me on the Stalwart.”

I frowned at him. It sounded like he wasn’t planning on going through the portal and back to the ship anytime soon.

“If you’re wondering, we’re not going back,” Richard said. “We’re coming with you.”

“Why would you follow me?” I couldn’t think of a good reason why the squires would want to chase the knights with me. They would risk their positions aboard the Stalwart, and possibly worse.

“We agreed to follow them before the Rutheni showed up, and we’re not backing out,” Nathan added.

“Tell Nick the truth,” Richard said to his brother before meeting my eyes. “You’re our friend, Nick. We’re not gonna let you go alone.”

My body buzzed with emotions, and I didn’t know how to respond. I never had time to make friends besides Alice. She’d died because of me, and I feared I’d also be responsible for these squires coming to harm. Unfortunately, I could see the determination in their faces, and there’d be no convincing them otherwise.

I gave them a nod. “Alright. But if I’m wrong, you could all be in serious trouble.”

“We know,” Nathan said. “It’s not like our lives can get shittier. The Stalwart is the worst ship in the RTF, after all. Getting kicked off it wouldn’t exactly ruin our careers.”

“And something tells me you’re onto something.” Neville met my eyes, and I got the feeling he was doing a lot of hard thinking. The nobleman paused for a bit before speaking again. “Sorry about threatening you on the ship, Nick. I haven’t been myself for the last year. All I’ve been doing is moping around because I was so angry about my assignment to the Stalwart. Bitterness ate me up and turned me into a bit of a dick.”

“A bit?” Richard mocked.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said as I ignored the twin and shook Neville’s hand.

“You two gonna kiss or something?” Nathan said with a playful grin.

Neville whipped him over the rump with the flat-end of his blade, and we burst out laughing.

“Ow! How about an apology for that?” the twin asked with an over exaggerated moan of pain.

Neville smirked as he tucked the rapier into his prot-belt, and we all walked over to the portal.

The artillerymen left, and then the jump mage entered the portal. Zac remained behind as the magical blue doorway to the Stalwart closed.

“You’re coming, too?” I asked the artilleryman as he approached.

“I’m not gonna miss out on all the fun,” Zac said as he checked over his rifle. “I told the other artillerymen we’re staying planetside. They weren’t happy about it, but I outrank them. I gave them something to tell Captain Cross. I don’t know if he’ll believe it, but we’ve got a little time.”

“Captain Cross is going to know something is wrong with us, and I’m assuming he’ll know we are looking into his knights,” I said. “We need to find out what we can before he sends others after us.”

“Then why are we waiting around here?” Nathan asked. “The knights left five minutes ago. They’re gonna be moving fast on those hoverbikes, and we don’t know where they went either.”

Zac grinned. “You’re wrong. I know exactly where they’ve gone, and I have the perfect way to get us there. Tachion used to be my playground before I joined the RTF.”
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Chapter 22

We traveled through the city on foot for over an hour until we reached the seedier streets of Salenum. I was worried we’d lose the knights, but Zac assured me this was the only place we’d find a skiff fast enough to catch up to them. I kept my hand on my rapier’s hilt the whole time, but besides a few insistent hawkers, we didn’t encounter any trouble.

The artilleryman led us to a two-story ramshackle tavern nestled between three multi-level buildings. Flashing signs offering the kinds of pleasures I’d only heard whispers about at the Academy decorated the exterior of the skyscrapers, and five women lounging on the front porches whistled to us as we approached the tavern.

“What do you suppose they want?” Nathan asked as he stared at the scantily-clad women and smirked.

“Your currency,” Neville said.

“Well, I do have quite a bit of that. Zac, how long do you think you’ll be speaking with the tavern keeper about a skiff?”

“Bad idea.” Zac pulled Nathan away from a blonde woman with mountainous breasts who’d stalked toward us like a hungry apex predator. “Only reason you take a naked romp with a Salenum girl is if you’re looking to catch something.”

“She didn’t look too bad,” Nathan muttered as we entered the tavern’s double-doors.

“The worst ones never do. Trust me,” the artillerymen advised with a note of finality.

The squire cast a forlorn look over his shoulder as the tavern doors closed.

The ground floor contained a dozen circular tables with six chairs surrounding each of them. Most of the tables were filled with patrons who were more than likely criminals of various shades. I was surprised to see the tavern so full early in the morning, but I figured these people were probably still drinking from the night before.

Women clad in sheer robes fluttered from table to table, scanning currency chips on their customers’ wrists in exchange for mugs of beer, sometimes earning a slap on the ass for their troubles. I wondered whether any of the women in this part of the city owned clothing that wasn’t transparent.

Zac marched through the tables towards the bar along the far wall. As I trailed behind him, I had to stop breathing through my nostrils to avoid the stench of stale beer and unwashed bodies. I considered triggering my visor so I could breathe recycled air, but I was getting enough dirty looks just in my armor; wearing a full helmet would probably make the shady patrons even more uneasy.

“Zachary!” a rotund man called from behind the bar. He was wearing a waistcoat that glowed neon from the runes embroidered into the garment. It was Runetech equipment, and the tavern’s owner complete disregard of the local laws made me a bit uneasy.

“Hirsch,” Zac said as he approached the bar.

“It’s been some time since you were a patron of my fine establishment.” As if on cue, the light above the tavern keeper flickered before going out. “Well, maybe it was fine once. Now, I’d say it’s average.”

“I need a skiff,” Zac said. “Something really fast.”

“You and your friends look thirsty,” Hirsch said as though he hadn’t heard Zac. “Let me fetch you a drink.” The tubby man grabbed a mug and held it beneath the tap. He pulled on it but stopped halfway. “You do have currency, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Zac confirmed, “but we really need the ship. We don’t have time to--”

“Nonsense,” Hirsch said with a wave of his hand. “There’s always time for a drink. Besides, this is my best brew.”

The tavern keeper dispersed a round of mugs filled with a pale liquid to Zac and the squires. I drank a mouthful of the watered-down beer and tried not to show my disgust. The flat liquid tasted rancid and smelled like urine. I wouldn’t have put it past the snivelling owner to recycle from the bathroom stalls.

“So,” the owner said as he ran his hands through oily hair the color of rust, “you want one of my skiffs?”

“Yes,” Zac said. “And I need it now. We don’t have much time.”

“Why the hurry? Now that you’re part of RTF you don’t have time for your old buddy? Wasn’t long ago I was--”

“Please, Hirsch,” Zac interrupted with a sigh. “A skiff.”

“I suppose I can give you a deal,” the man offered as he dried his hands on a towel and flipped it over his shoulder. “But it’ll cost you.”

“Sure,” Zac said. “I got KPs. Some Tachion currency, too.”

“Nuh uh,” Hirsch said with a shake of his grubby finger. “Can’t have this one on the books. You’ll do a trade.” The tavern keeper set his beady eyes on us. “One piece of gear from each of you. Squire class or above, and I’ll trade you a Common piece from my stores in the back.”

“That’s not exactly reasonable,” Zac said.

Hirsch ignored Zac’s comment and thrust his finger at the gun hanging from the artilleryman’s shoulder. “I’ll take your rifle.”

The artilleryman turned to me. “There are a few other folks in this district who won’t rob us of our equipment. Their ships won’t be as fast, but they’ll--”

“We don’t have time,” I said, feeling a little guilty about cutting him off. But the knights might already be at their destination by now, and we couldn’t guarantee they’d stay there for long. I turned to my companions. “I don’t expect you guys to hand over your equipment for my mission. You want to pull out now, that’s fine by me. I’ll go after the knights by myself.”

I would probably have to hand over lots of my equipment to Hirsch in exchange for a skiff, but it was necessary. My mission to the Queen was more important than any of my gear.

Nathan, Richard, and Neville shared a quiet conversation while Hirsch drummed his fingers on the bench.

“We said we’d go with you,” Richard said after they’d finished talking. “And we’re not exactly broke. We might have been assigned to the Stalwart, but we have plenty of currency to buy some new stuff from the point clerk.”

“You fellas finished flapping your gums?” Hirsch asked. “So, what’ll it be, Zaccy Boy, gonna take my deal? It’s a onetime offer.”

I removed the ring from my belt pouch, unclipped the Rutheni knight’s prot-belt from my waist, and then released the poleaxe from my magnetons. I placed all three items on the table beside me, and then added Emeric’s two-handed axe to the pile.

Hirsch’s eyes widened, and his mouth dropped a little with surprise.

“I’m not giving these up just yet,” I cautioned the tavern keeper, and he frowned in disappointment. I turned to the squires. “I’m gonna scan these now and see whether any of them are worth trading over my existing equipment.”

I owned a Squire class cuirass, hammer, and prot-belt, but they were all essential to my current gear set, so I preferred to trade one of the items I’d looted from the knights.

I didn’t want to use my prot-belt’s holographic menu since it would mean broadcasting the items’ stats to Hirsch. I figured if one of them was particularly valuable, the tavern keeper might get a bout of envy and demand it from me.

And any attempt to steal from me would lead to bloodshed we didn’t have time for.

So I pressed my helmet, and my visor closed over my face. I scanned the ring first.

 

Item type: Vampiric Band

Runes inscribed: Siphon

Rune class: Knight ([unknown])

Rune effect: Grants the use of the siphon spell.

Siphon (spell) - leeches life essence from enemy. Life essence can be used to enhance runes.

 

The rune class said the specialist role was unknown, but I now knew it belonged to the class of lich knights. This item explained how Emeric had summoned the powerful Lightning Sprites and healed himself so quickly without a medkit. He must have siphoned energy from the Rutheni knight he’d killed.

I was wondering how Emeric stored the energy, but I got my answer when I scanned the prot-belt.

 

Item type: Reliquary Belt

Power class: Knight (any specialist)

Item effect: Contains 2x runic batteries for the storage of life essences.

 

So the belt’s runic batteries allowed Emeric to store the essence he drained from his enemies. It was a powerful weapon that synergized well with both the two-handed axe and the ring. I shouldn’t have been surprised a specialist knight would be equipped with synergizing gear. The power level of these items was so far beyond anything I’d ever held in my hands.

There was no way I was handing these over to Hirsch. Even if the lich role was banned in the RTF, I could still find a use for them. Maybe after today was done, I’d get enough KPs after selling them so Mom could move to a nicer apartment. She’d still be in the tenements, but at least she could get a place above the smog.

That only left Emeric’s axe, the Rutheni knight’s polearm, or the obsidian necklace to exchange with the tavern keeper.

I already knew the stats for the axe, so I scanned the polearm while the other squires inspected the items they’d looted today.

 

Weapon type: The Eidolon’s Bardiche

Additional damage: None

Power class: Knight (Summoner)

Weapon effect: Damage dealt with weapon increased by 10% if a summoned creature has struck the enemy first.

Runes inscribed: Offering

Rune class: Knight (Summoner)

Rune effects: Offering increases the strength and vitality of a summoned creature by 15% while the weapon is in use.

 

After reading the poleaxe’s rune effect, I immediately attached it to my magnetons. It was one weapon I wouldn’t give up, especially since I was getting a feel for summoning. I’d seen the combat style’s effectiveness first hand on this planet. Although the summoner role had gone out of vogue lately, that didn’t mean I couldn’t find a knight to teach me one day.

Plus, Emeric’s ring, axe, and prot-belt were far too intriguing for me to hand over to Hirsch willingly.

The other squires had already finished scanning their newly acquired equipment, so their eyes were on me as I removed the necklace from my belt pouch.

The tavern seemed to darken in the same manner as when I’d picked up the piece of jewelry in the king’s armory. A tingling sensation traveled down my spine while the obsidian jewel spun in my right hand.

“Whoa,” Nathan said, and it seemed like the rest of the men shared his awe.

Hirsch licked his lips greedily as I entered the item in my prot-belt.

 

Item type: Overlord’s Heart

Runes inscribed: Mastery (+2)

Rune class: Uncapped

Rune effect: Wearer can use any item 2 levels above their class for a duration of 30 seconds. Requires repairing after a single usage.

 

The text bore a metallic hue, which meant the item was unique. I was holding in my hand the only version known to mankind.

Overlord’s Heart allowed me to wield the two-handed axe, the Bardiche, or Emeric’s prot-belt. The effect was incredibly limited, and the rune would be expensive to repair, but it would be worth it.

I blinked a few times out of disbelief, expecting the text on my visor to fade and the item description to become something less powerful. But that didn’t happen. My hand was shaking as I fastened the amulet around my neck and slipped it beneath my tunic. The jewel felt warm against my skin, and the lights in the tavern brightened once more.

I couldn’t give up any of the equipment I’d gained on Tachion, they would be worth too many Kingdom Points, and I needed to get promoted as soon as possible. I would have to give up another item.

The hammer was useful for summoning, and the Rutheni knight’s poleaxe would strengthen my lightning sprites. Without my prot-belt, I couldn’t generate a prot-field, and then a bullet would become deadly to me.

The only item left was my cuirass.

The chest piece granted me a standard absorption rating, and its Enhance rune increased my prot-field’s recharge rate by 15%. Those were excellent stats, but I could live with whatever piece of armor Hirsch would trade me. Besides, I didn’t see myself getting into any more fights today, and any of the items I wanted to hold onto would generate enough KPs to buy a better chest piece later.

I unclipped my cuirass and slammed it onto the table, spilling three mugs of the vile beer onto the brick floor.

“Now, now, there’s no need to be rude about it.” Hirsch’s giant grin suggested he wasn’t offended at all by what I’d done. He scooped up my armor for inspection, and he shuddered a little with gleeful pleasure.

Nathan then placed his helmet onto the table, Richard his shield, and then Neville added a necklace to the pile.

In all, they were probably worth more than 5,000 KPs. But the gear we’d looted from the knights was far more valuable.

“Get these fellas some replacement equipment,” Hirsch said to a barman.

“I’ll take a pair of boots if you’ve got them.” Nathan grinned as he pointed at the boot the bear’s blood had seared a hole through.

Hirsch nodded to the barman, and the man went into the back room.

He returned with a replacement chestpiece, helmet, shield, and boots. They were all Common class, the lowest rank of Runetech equipment, and not one piece bore a single rune.

“I need a gun,” Zac said to the barman. “This is meant to be a trade, isn’t it?”

The barman grunted, lifted a pistol from beneath his waistline, and tossed the weapon to Zac.

“Are you sure this thing works?” the artilleryman said as he inspected the firearm.

“Last I checked,” the attendant replied with a shrug.

“You have the ship until tomorrow,” Hirsch said as he held out a keycard. “Any damage and you’re paying for the whole thing. It’s in the garage at the end of the block. You’ll know it when you see it.”

Zac snatched the keycard from the tavern keeper and stormed out from the fetid building.

“Sorry about that,” Zac said to us as we struggled to keep up with him. “Hirsch can be a real tight-ass. I would have gone elsewhere had I known he’d swindle us like that.”

“Thanks for giving up your rifle,” I said, and then I turned to the squires walking alongside me. “Thanks to you all, we’re on our way to find the knights.”

I was convinced now that my friends were on my side because they’d so readily sacrificed their gear to get us transport.

“Enough of that sappy stuff,” Nathan said, and he pointed in front of us. “I think that’s our aircraft.”

Inside an open-air garage was a polished black racing skiff. The craft was about seven meters long and three meters wide. The only weaponry was a mounted cannon, and I figured its presence was more for aesthetics than utility. I couldn’t tell what kind of weapon it was because it blended seamlessly with the sleek, angular lines of the rest of the aircraft.

“Told you Hirsch would come through.” Zac laughed as he scanned the keycard and the skiff’s door hissed open.

“This is fucking brilliant!” Nathan roared as he jumped into the vessel.

There were three rows of two seats, and I took shotgun in the plush chair next to Zac.

“How did Hirsch afford something like this?” I asked as I studied the control panels. They were distilled down to a few motions sensors for detecting the pilot’s hand movements. This skiff was state-of-the-art, with the detection systems and artificial intelligence taking most of the work out of flying a craft.

Zac booted up the computer system. “Like I said, the guy’s a tight-ass. He loves his racing crafts, though. Which is why I went to him first.”

“I should never have doubted you,” Richard said as he clapped Zac on the shoulder and sat in the seat behind him. Nathan was sitting next to Richard, and Neville took a spot in the back row.

The artillerymen made a few hand motions in front of the sensors, and the skiff’s engines whirred to life. We floated above the garage and into the airway. Other vessels zoomed past us, and Zac activated the autonomous driving system to take us to a particular point on the map.

“We’ll have to leave through the designated zone to get out of the city’s atmospheric field, then it’s about a four hour trip from there,” he said. “It’s gonna be a bit rough in spots, since the distribution of terraforming zones wasn’t thought through very well.”

We soared above the cityscape, and I could see the various districts clearly below us. The massive palace of the king sat on the northern edge, while the religious sector was at the southernmost point. Between them were the poor districts and the aristocratic suburbs.

“How did you know where the knights were going?” I asked Zac as he moved his open palms in front of the steering sensors like he was waxing a vehicle.

“I didn’t. But Patrick did. I made him tell me, and then made him promise not to tell anyone else.”

“Really? He doesn’t seem like someone who’d be pushed around.”

Zac winked at me. “I’m not the kinda guy you refuse.”

We crossed the customs zone, and all it took was a flash of Zac’s Caledonian identification for the border guards to let us through.

Outside the city, the landscape was a vast desert. As far as I could see, there were no cities, only small buildings springing up like weeds around bundled hills. Primitive atmospheric fields encased the communes, giving off a faint reflection.

The burgeoning sun illuminated rolling hills and towering mountains. The local time where we were was 05:36, but Caledonian Universal Time was 01:12. I had a little under five hours until Polgar would buzz the comms device and I’d have to provide him with a report.

“You know,” Nathan said from behind me, “this isn’t too bad. I was getting kinda sick of drinking and partying on the planets while the knights went and did their super-secret stuff.”

Richard pulled open a compartment from beside his chair and reached into it. His hand came back with a carton of bottles. The squire’s eyes lit up like a child on the morning of his birthday. “Beer!”

He tore a bottle from the packaging and tossed it to me. I fumbled to catch it.

“To figuring out what the fuck is going on with the knights.” Nathan raised his bottle after we’d all popped one open.

“For the Queen,” I said.

“For the Queen!” the others yelled.

Once we’d taken a mouthful of the surprisingly good beer, the inside of the skiff became oddly quiet. As Tachion’s twin moons relinquished ownership of the skyline to the sun, a somberness darkened the aircraft’s occupants.

No one spoke while we sped across the desert, and it was at least ten minutes before the sun had completely risen.

“If the knights are working against Queen Catrina,” Neville said, “then we’ll catch them. Who are you working for?”

I didn’t know whether I should reveal the identities of Duke Barnes and Silvester Polgar, even to my friends. They might have wanted to keep their identities secret for reasons I didn’t know.

“The Queen,” I said.

“You’ve met Queen Catrina?” Richard said with awe. “Is she as beautiful as she looks in the holos?”

“Well, I haven’t met her personally,” I said.

Richard grinned. “So the guy you’re working for is working for the Queen, and we’re working for you, so we’re operating directly under Queen Catrina, right?”

“Every person in the RTF serves the Queen,” Zac clarified.

“Sure, but the chain of command is filled with at least a dozen links from me to her. Nick’s working for . . .” Richard turned to me. “Who exactly do you report to, Nick?”

“Uhh . . . it’s probably best not to say.” I knew Polgar carried somewhat of a reputation, and I figured the squires might not like to hear that I was reporting to him. The sorcerer was the middle man between the duke and me, and the duke could be trusted, so I assured myself that I had made the right decision.

The squires gave me confused looks, but Zac nodded as though he understood my silence. “We’re all devoted to the Queen. Any way we can serve her, we’ll do it.”

“I’m just here to see Nick do the teleporting thing again,” Nathan said with a sly grin.

“Teleporting?” Zac asked with confusion.

“You should have seen it! Nick was inside a building, and then he was outside all of a sudden.”

“Like a jump mage?” the artilleryman asked.

“Kinda, but there was no portal,” Nathan replied.

“It was weird,” Richard said.

“Sounds weird.” Zac appraised me with a raised eyebrow. “How many more secrets are you hiding?”

“I think that’s the last of them,” I said, and I felt a flurry of mixed emotions. Everyone knew I was a mutant, and they could ruin my life if they so chose.

I turned to Neville, and the other squire gave me a slight grin. We’d become brothers-in-arms today, but he still bore the sanctimonious aura that reminded me too much of Ludas. “You think I’m not being honest with you guys?” I asked him. “I’d tell you who I report to, but I could get into trouble.”

“I don’t expect you to tell us, but what makes you so sure the person who sent you to the Stalwart is working for the Queen?” he asked.

“Well . . .” I paused for a bit and considered it. Duke Barnes hadn’t given me any proof, but then I had no reason to suspect he was lying. What purpose would that serve?

“The twins and I are on the Stalwart because our families once trusted the Core World’s superior houses,” Neville said. “Be careful of who you trust.”

“Understood,” I said as I nodded. It was good advice, but I couldn’t see any reason for Duke Barnes to lie to me. Perhaps the high sorcerer would deceive me, but he wasn’t the one who gave me the mission.

I was exhausted, and the others looked like they were about to pass out, but I still had too many questions. If I could get some answers, then I might have more than the day’s events to share with Polgar.

“Do the missions always go like this?” I asked Zac.

“Not quite as bad,” he replied. “But they’ve been getting worse. I think trouble follows the Stalwart’s crew.”

“Like on Brigantes?”

Zac stared at me for a second before sighing, and I figured he was debating whether to tell me what he knew about the crew’s last mission. “The knights were chasing portals there, too, but they aren’t supposed to be. They cleared a few high-level rifts and came back with gauntlets. I’ve never seen the like before. I don’t know much about Runetech, but I could tell they were crazy powerful.”

I nodded. “I’ve seen Casey repairing some Master class gauntlets in her workshop.”

“That must be them,” Zac said. “Leith used their rune effect to summon this massive squid creature that almost nailed an entire platoon. But he did something wrong, and the squid almost took out our starship and the crew, too. He also turned the gauntlets into smoking ruins. That’s why the crew was so pissed at him after the Brigantes mission, and I’m guessing they charged Casey with repairing the items. The gauntlets are important for Captain Cross’ true mission.”

“Which is?” I asked.

Zac shrugged. “I had a few theories, but after you said the crew might be insurrectionists, I don’t know what to think. They’re clearing portals on Tachion, so I can only assume they’re looking for more gear under the guise of humanitarian missions.”

My stomach dropped as I realized the knights probably weren’t participating in insurrectionist activity. There were plenty of reasons why they might hunt high-level portals for quality equipment. The ship would benefit from a bunch of upgrades, and they could hire more crew members with additional currency.

I’d accepted this mission because Barnes and Polgar were both convinced the crew was insurrectionists. I hadn’t found any evidence to confirm their theories, but the sorcerer required clear proof by the day’s end. Otherwise, I’d be kicked out of the RTF. Or worse, Mom would be on Dobuni’s streets.

But it was now obvious the Stalwart’s crew was only clearing portals, just like every other crew on every other ship in the RTF fleet. Yeah, they were supposed to be on humanitarian missions, and not fighting Grendels, but the only punishment they would get is a demotion to a worse ship. The Stalwart already was the worst starship in the fleet, so my crewmates had nothing to lose. There was probably no insurgency, and I was fucked.

“Something wrong?” Zac asked.

I explained my thoughts to him, and he shook his head.

“Nah, the knights aren’t looking for currency for upgrades or anything like that. They brought hardly any gear back to the ship. A few things, but if their purposes were salvaging, they would have looted more.”

“I’ve seen them before,” Neville said out of nowhere.

“Huh?” I said.

“The gauntlets,” Neville said, as though he was coming out from deep thought.

“Of course you have,” Richard said. “You’re always prowling around the enchantry.” The squire looked at me. “He’s got a thing for Casey.”

Neville scowled at the twin. “No, I’ve seen them even before the knights got them.”

“Right,” Richard said in a sarcastic tone. “So you visit the Grendel realm often, do you? Probably saw the gauntlets on one of your trips there, I suppose.”

“Easy, bro,” Nathan said to Richard.

“I’m not talking about the actual items,” Neville said with a sigh that seemed to diffuse his anger at the other man. “I’ve seen their likeness. An old holo of King Justinian my dad used to have in his office. I swear those gauntlets in the enchantry were the same ones the king was wearing.”

“Weird,” Nathan said. “It’s all too weird.”

“Even if they are the late king’s gauntlets,” I said. “Why would the knights want them?”

“They’d be powerful,” Zac said.

I stitched together a few mental threads and came up with a theory.

“The Aquitanian knight who captured me said Captain Cross came to Tachion to find some prize, and he was looking for it in one of the portals. Maybe that prize is more of the late king’s armor.”

“But why would the Grendels have King Justinian’s equipment?” Nathan asked.

“There’s a rumor,” Neville said. “My father believed it, and it made him a laughing stock. Half the reason why I’m on the Stalwart is because he couldn’t be convinced otherwise.”

Richard rolled his eyes. “You gonna tell us what this rumor is or what?”

Neville glared at the other squire. “Apparently King Justinian wasn’t killed. He went missing.”

“Where’d he go?” Richard asked with plain skepticism.

“He went through a Grendel portal.”

“As in to the other side?” I said. “No one has ever entered the Grendel realm before. The ethereal barrier prevents it.”

Neville shrugged. “It’s just a rumor. Might be bogus for all I know.”

“Let’s say it’s true,” I said. “It would explain why the Grendels are bringing the king’s equipment through the rifts. But it still doesn’t tell us why the captain wants the gear.”

“And that’s a mystery I don’t expect you’ll solve easily,” Zac said. “The knights won’t tell you. And Captain Cross definitely won’t.”

The other squires mulled over our conversation in silence, and soon the twins were sleeping while Neville stared blankly outside the aircraft.

Everything we’d discussed would be valuable for the sorcerer to know. I was glad to finally have something worthwhile to share with Polgar. But it all seemed so far-fetched. Would he really believe Captain Cross was ordering his knights to clear portals so they could retrieve the lost items of the late King Justinian?

On the chance Polgar didn’t accept the theory; I still needed to follow Olav. I didn’t know whether I’d discover anything more than what Zac and the squires just told me, but the sorcerer had ordered me to tail the berserker knight, and he’d been clear on the costs of disobedience. I’d done a miserable job of following Olav so far, and I hoped I’d at least get a little first-hand information by catching the knights at the portal.

My muscles throbbed as I stood and tried to stretch my limbs. The cockpit was a little too short for me to pull my arms above my head completely, but I was able to soothe most of my aches.

I stifled a yawn and rubbed my eyes as I sat again.

“You should get some shuteye,” Zac said. “I’m about to do the same. We can’t be exhausted at the portal zone. The knights might need a hand clearing Grendels. I don’t imagine they will, though. Those guys can take out a wave of lizards like no one else.”

“Do you think they’re insurrectionists?” I asked as I yawned again.

“Don’t know. Mind if I give you some advice?”

“Go ahead. I could use some of that.”

Zac smiled at me, and he gave me a look an older brother might give his younger sibling. “Don’t do anything hasty. The truth is always complex. You gotta dig down to find out what’s really beneath all the rubble, and sometimes it’s a whole lot different than what you originally thought it was.”

I was expecting some more practical advice from the worldly artilleryman, but I thanked him anyway before I settled into my chair and begun using the repair kit I’d purchased from Elle. I started on my lightning hammer first since it had taken a serious beating after Emeric. I barely finished retracing the rune’s outer circle when I nodded off.

I woke to Zac’s gentle nudging, not knowing how long I’d been asleep.

“Rise and shine, Nick,” he said. “We’re about to close in on the Grendel portal.”

I looked out at the windscreen and saw the sky streaming with oranges and pinks behind a mountain rage.

“This skiff is a work of art,” Zac said. “The engines are almost soundless.” The artillerymen turned the craft and then the screen showed a gorge with a stream running through it. Leafy plants with purple foliage bunched around the edges of the water, and I sighted a few creatures that looked like feathered llamas drinking by the bank.

“You guys all have ELs above a version 3.24?” Zac said. “You’ll need them to breathe outside.”

We all nodded as the artilleryman guided the skiff over the gorge.

ELs, or Exterior Lungs, were runic-empowered tech engineered from the Grendel organic respiratory system. I’d always struggled with biology and chemistry, but according to my limited knowledge, the EL provided ample oxygen in almost any atmospheric conditions as long as there was enough CO2 and trace levels of sunlight.

How it worked didn’t really matter, I was just glad we’d be able to breathe outside the skiff without difficulty. Our helmets would be points of weakness since our other armor could automatically seal itself if there were breaches elsewhere, but I didn’t plan on fighting today. I’d let the knights do the work while somehow recording them retrieve whatever they were searching for.

“This skiff has some basic atmospheric monitoring capabilities, so I did a scan of the Dust particles in the area, and it looks like the portal is a Level Five. It should be no trouble for the Space Knights.”

No trouble. I would have been surprised to hear Zac say that if I hadn’t seen the knights fight before. A Level Three completely obliterated the cadets on Tyranus, along with our sergeant, point clerk, and Ludas’ personal guards.

“It should be at the bottom of the gorge,” Zac continued. “I’ll see if I can land somewhere without notifying the knights of our presence.”

He waved his hands in front of the control sensors, and the skiff maneuvered toward a cave hewn from the eastern side of the gorge. The craft landed on the basalt rock, hidden by a thicket growing along the cliff face.

“Ha!” Nathan said after we’d exited the skiff. He thrust a finger at the water, and I saw a moving figure the size of a thumbnail. “There’s Olav in the herd of those feather looking llama creatures.”

The animals did look like feathered llamas, and they scattered as the berserker knight sprinted through their flock. A flurry of plasma balls chased Olav, but they glanced off his prot-field and disintegrated. The llamas weren’t so lucky; they exploded into a cloud of feathers. Grendel Warriors charged from the northern thicket and trampled the feathered beasts’ corpses as they pursued Olav.

The Warriors belonged to a power class lower than Elites but higher than Grunts. They were equal in fighting prowess to the Elites, but thankfully they didn’t share their cloaking technology. The humanoid lizards wore bulky armor over their chests and shoulders while their taloned hands gripped plasma rifles or serrated broadswords.

The berserker turned to face his pursuers as two more knights charged from within the cover of the purple-leaved trees. Leith flicked his dirks to and fro, carving the lizard-men with all the precision of a master sculptor.

A light burst from a few meters away, and I caught Moses’ finishing blow as he severed the serpentine head of a fallen Grendel with the razor-edge of his glowing shield. Soon, the white sand along the stream’s bank was stained green with the enemy’s blood.

“Do you know where they retrieved the gauntlets from on Brigantes? Was it a particular kind of Grendel?” I asked Zac as the knights vanished into the bushes.

“I’m not sure. But I did overhear them speaking about a cache.” Zac winced a little as if admitting he’d eavesdropped on the knights caused him pain.

“Cache?” I asked.

“It’s kinda like the pot of gold at the end of a rainbow,” the artilleryman explained. “I thought they were joking, but maybe they weren’t.”

“That’s not exactly reliable information to act on,” Nathan said.

“I don’t think we have any better ideas,” I said before turning to Zac again. “Can you find the portal’s precise location?”

The artilleryman nodded and images flashed across his visor. He then scanned the area at the bottom of the gorge before indicating a pocket of caves just beyond the stream.

“There it is,” he said. “You might have to magnify the location.”

I allowed my visor to enhance the area, and I saw the faint bluish glow of a Grendel portal between a group of twisted palm trees. A rippling sensation travelled along my arms and legs, and I tried to shake it off. It brought back memories of Tyranus and the fellow cadets I’d lost. But most of all, it reminded me of Alice.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and estimated the time it would take us to travel down the naturally-formed mountain path and reach the portal.

“It’s gonna take us a while to get there,” I said.

“We can always take the skiff,” Zac said.

I sighed and turned to face the aircraft. It’d be much faster, but flying so close to the knights would inform them of our presence. We’d also risk enemy fire from the Grendels, although I imagined the skiff could take a few shots.

We didn’t have a choice. The knights were dealing with lizard-men like they were neophytes, and they could clear the portal long before we ever got there.

My eyes ran over the layout of the gorge, and I noticed a few mountains around the southern perimeter. Any one of them was big enough to hide us from view while we traveled in the skiff. I pointed the place out to Zac while I explained my plan.

“I reckon they are having too much fun to notice us even if we flew right in front of their faces, but I can circle around if you want,” Zac said.

“Great,” I said.

“So back in the skiff then?” Nathan asked with a hint of disappointment.

“Sorry, bro, they don’t make them for guys with ‘big bones.’” Richard laughed as he avoided a punch from his twin.

I was about to step back into the skiff when the tingling sensation came back to me. This time, it almost felt like the smallest parts of me were trembling. It reminded me of what happened immediately before I’d teleported, only this sensation was less intense.

I paused and breathed through my nostrils. It was probably just my subconscious freaking out because I was about to face another Grendel portal.

I noticed Neville staring out into the gorge. He hadn’t made a move to enter the skiff yet.

“Something wrong?” I asked him before I noticed the reflected image on his visor. He was gazing at the portal, and I could see a slight frown on his face through the glass.

“What the fuck is happening to that Grendel portal?” he whispered almost too softly for me to hear, and I spun to face the portal. I magnified the location, so a small image of the magical doorway showed on the bottom right of my visor.

“It appears to be expanding,” Neville continued. “Why would it do that?”

“Uhh . . .” The Academy ship’s commander came to my mind. I remembered the comment she’d made, that somehow a mutation event had caused the Grendel portal on Tyranus to increase in strength.

Was the same thing happening now? Was it because of my presence here?

Suddenly I was back on Tyranus as the Grendel Elites surged from the Level Three rift and killed my fellow cadets. Alice flashed before my eyes as plasma balls burned away her arm. Then, her last breath fluttered from her mouth as she died.

Would the knights face a similar fate? Had I made a mistake coming here?

“What is it, Nick?” Neville grabbed my arms and shook me out of my stupor.

My vision cleared, and I focused on what we needed to do next. I’d messed up by coming to the portal. I should have known my mutation would affect it, but would I have done any differently?

The portal’s image on my visor darkened to a deep purple, and sparks flashed within the whirling gases of the arcane rift.

A humanoid creature lumbered through the portal. The Grendel monster was almost twice the height of the two-meter tall palms, and it carried a flail in each hand with spiked balls the size of boulders. Unlike the other Grendels, this creature didn’t have a serpentine face, nor were its limbs in any way lizard-like. But the viridescent scales covering its muscles confirmed it as a Grendel.

My studies at the Academy hadn’t prepared me for such a creature, which meant this particular portal was far above anything my schooling thought we would face.

A fleeing llama bounded past the scaled giant, and the monster dropped the handle of one of its flails so it could swipe the ground with surprising alacrity. It seized the llama in its massive right hand, raised its fist to its mouth, and chomped the small creature’s head. Its crimson eyes scowled in disgust, and the giant spat the contents of the mouthful out in a glob of bones, brains, and feathers, glued together by yellow slobber.

The scaled monstrosity turned its head to the portal as two more creatures entered the gorge, equally as large and monstrous as the first. One brandished a tree-like club that looked like it could have been plucked straight from the ground. The other giant didn’t carry any weapons, but a second head stuck out from its right shoulder like a cancerous growth. The two-headed giant raised its left head to sniff the air, and then the right head said something to the other giants. Immediately, they entered the thicket of purple trees and traveled south toward the stream.

And the knights.

I heard Zac gasp behind me, and he rushed over to the precipice. He started shaking his head as his eyes took in the terrible sight of the three newcomers. The artilleryman didn’t speak, and I understood he was too shocked to say anything.

“Shhhhhhhit,” Nathan whispered as he appeared beside me, and I guessed he’d come to see what the hold-up was.

Richard joined the rest of us as we gaped at the trio of giants. “Those three don’t look particularly nice, do they? Not your typical Grendel type. The database doesn’t say a thing about them. So, what the fuck are they?”

“Grendel Ogres!” Zac yelled as he rushed back to the skiff. “We gotta get down there and warn the knights!”

The portal was open, disrupting communication channels, so we wouldn’t be able to contact the knights through our comms.

“Let’s go!” I yelled to the other squires as I followed Zac.

A Level Five shouldn’t have brought such dangerous enemies. The knights wouldn’t be ready for one Ogre, let alone three of them.
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Chapter 23

I strapped myself into the chair beside the pilot’s seat while Zac twisted his hands in front of the skiff’s steering sensors. The engines hummed to life, and we quickly lifted off the ground. The aircraft drifted over the cliff while I looked out the front windscreen and down into the trees for the Grendel Ogres.

Zac maneuvered the vehicle like an expert, and I got the feeling he’d flown a few skiffs in his time. He looked about ten years older than me, and his hardened features made me think he had lived an eventful life. Even though the squires technically outranked him, I was glad to have an experienced soldier with us.

The skiff’s nose dipped as it crossed the stream and descended toward the portal. A line of movement rippled through the purple-leaved trees, and I saw the Ogres slowly make their way south through the thicket, but they vanished from view as we flew over them.

There was a console in front of my seat with a double-stick yoke extending from the center control board. I remembered the single mounted cannon, and I figured this stick was used to control it. I waved my hand in front of the console, and the monitor turned on, showing the sky above the craft. I moved the yoke, and the turret shifted so the rear of the skiff was visible.

Red lights flashed from a hundred meters south, and I guessed those were Grendel Warriors firing their plasma rifles at the knights. I moved the cannon until I located the Ogres. They left the edge of the thicket and came to the stream’s bank.

“Don’t land just yet,” I said to Zac. “I’m gonna try something while we’re still in the air.”

“You’re gonna try and shoot the Ogres, aren’t you?” Nathan asked from behind me.

“That’s the plan,” I responded.

“The other Grendels will shoot at us. If we get hit enough, this craft is gonna blow apart. But I’ll get you closer,” Zac said with a dry laugh.

The skiff moved toward the Ogres, keeping a vertical distance of about fifty meters from our targets. Either the monsters were deaf and blind, or they didn’t care we were coming for them.

Plasma balls shot up to meet us, and the skiff’s limited shields depleted until all I could hear were blaring warning sirens. The vessel trembled like we were in a windstorm, but I ignored the movement and framed the two-headed Ogre in the weapon’s crosshairs. I guessed this creature was the leader of the trio, so taking it out first was a good idea.

The fingers on my right hand navigated around the yoke until I found the switch to engage the turret. A red point appeared in the middle of the crosshairs, and text blinked on the bottom right of the screen to let me know the weapon was ready to fire.

I kept my eyes fixed to the monitor as the Ogres lurched through the stream. I reached further on the right prong of the control stick for the firing trigger, but I couldn’t find it, and my heart pounded as I watched the two-headed Ogre move toward the edge of another thicket. We were still attracting enemy fire like a magnet, and Zac’s face was streaming with sweat as he battled to keep the skiff from going down.

My stomach surged with relief as my left hand found the trigger, and I punched it with my thumb. A projectile shot from the mounted cannon to make the twenty-meter distance to the Ogres. The missile projectile was travelling slowly enough for me to pin what kind of ammo the skiff’s weapon fired.

It was a kinetic energy penetrator or a KEP. The ammo was used primarily as anti-vehicle, which made sense given that we were in a skiff.

The round hit the ground behind the unsuspecting Ogres, narrowly missing the two-headed creature I’d targeted. The area exploded into a cloud of smoke and dirt, and I hissed with frustration.

“Does the aircraft have some way of seeing through the smoke?” I asked Zac. The still air kept the thick haze from dissipating quickly, but I guessed the Ogres and Grendel Warriors would also have a hard time seeing the knights through the smoke.

“Not that I can see,” Zac said as he scanned the pilot’s control board.

I tried to squash my frustration as I flicked the yoke’s arming switch. The countdown descended from ten while I lined the crosshairs into the smoke. I picked a section of land a little south of where I’d fired the first cannon and hit the trigger as soon as the countdown completed.

The KEP spewed out of the ship with a trail of thruster vapor and vanished into the smoke on the ground. A half-second later, another explosion carved a crater into the earth. Chunks of lizard flesh shot out in multiple directions, and I figured I’d hit a squad of Grendel Warriors. They weren’t my targets, but at least there’d be fewer plasma balls slamming the skiff from now on.

There would be no hiding our location from the knights now. They would have heard the explosions if not seen the fireworks. But I didn’t care; we needed to take out the Ogres before they killed the knights. I imagined even warriors as powerful as Olav and Moses would have difficulty dealing with the giants.

With another press of a button, I loaded the cannon with a third projectile and looked for my next target. The entire area around the southern thicket was shrouded in the smoky aftermath of the first two KEPs, so I guessed where to aim next. After I pulled the trigger, a rocket launched into the haze, and the shockwaves from the resulting explosion rocked the skiff back and forth.

I readied the weapon for another shot just as an Ogre showed itself about fifty meters into the thicket. It was skirting a hill, and I caged it within the crosshairs on the console. But when I hit the trigger, there was no sound of the weapon firing. Confused, I pressed the button again.

“Is the weapon blocked?” I asked myself aloud.

Zac frowned as he read from the monitor on his console. “Hirsch is a cheap bastard,” he muttered. “He only put three rounds in the cannon.”

I watched the Ogre disappear into a crop of trees, and felt my stomach churn. I growled in frustration and racked my brains for some way to take out these assholes. We were in a skiff, so we were able to fight the enemies much easier than the knights on the ground. Typically the RTF didn’t clear rifts using vehicles or heavy artillery because it damaged the Dust. It was also one of the reasons why knights tended not to use firearms.

But protecting the Arcane Dust these Ogres might offer didn’t matter now. I doubted even the Stalwart’s knights could defeat three of them, and I imagined Moses would thank us once we found a way to kill the monsters from afar.

The Ogres had disappeared into the cover of the trees, so even a KEP round wouldn’t get them.

“Uhh . . . I think I see one of them,” Neville said as he pointed at a figure on the upper left corner of my monitor.

I pulled the screen with my thumb and index finger to enlarge the figure. It was the Ogre wielding the two flails and he stood atop a hill jutting out from the thicket. The creature was spinning in a circle, like he was a child on a playground. His movements confused me, but then he let his flails fly from its hands.

They spun toward our craft with deadly accuracy.

“Shit!” Zac yelled as he wrestled with the motion sensors.

The inside of the skiff blared with warning signals, telling us enemy projectiles were inbound. Zac swatted his hands in front of the sensors in a desperate attempt to evade the weapons. The skiff responded to the artilleryman’s frantic arm movements, shifting aside in a maneuver that made my stomach roil.

But the evasive move came too late, and one of the flails slammed into the skiff’s fuselage, piercing the interior wall above my head. Electrical sparks showered from the breach as Zac fought to keep the skiff in the air.

“Visors on!” I yelled as I activated mine. The deafening sound of rushing wind was silenced as my helmet filtered out the noise.

Zac gritted his teeth as he struggled. “I gotta land this thing,” he said as he twisted his hands in a figure-eight motion.

The skiff’s engines sputtered while the vehicle hummed over the southern thicket.

“I’m gonna try and land on the hill!” Zac shouted between heavy breaths, and the skiff’s landing gear activated.

“By the Ogre?” I saw the hill he was referring to. It was the same landmass the monster had launched its flails from. The creature was still standing on the chunk of rock, and it held its arms to either side of its body as though it was preparing to catch the craft.

“What’s that thing doing?” Nathan asked.

“I don’t know,” Zac said, “but it’s about to get an armful of skiff!”

The aircraft was about thirty metres from touching the hill when the Ogre leaped toward us. The windscreen smashed in two places as the giant’s fists plunged through reinforced glass, and two meaty fists entered the cabin. One hand gripped Zac around the throat as the skiff skidded wildly across the hill.

I jumped from my seat and drew my rapier. Zac kicked his legs and futilely pulled at the Ogre’s hands while we hacked at the monster’s right arm. The green scales covering the limb were almost impervious to our attacks, but a few dozen strikes penetrated the serpentine armor, and the Ogre released Zac from its death grip.

A series of booms rocked the skiff until a third hole appeared in the windscreen above the first two cavities. The Ogre’s giant head entered the cabin, and from the bloody gashes in its overly large forehead, I guessed it had headbutted the glass until it was granted entry to the ship.

Now that it could see, the monster reached at us with its left hand, but this limb was devoid of scales. Before the arm-sized fingers could grip us, our weapons carved the pink flesh like slices of roast ham.

I climbed over the front console and drove Neville’s rapier into the Ogre’s skull. The monster swatted at me with what remained of its arms, but the blows were like soft nudges as poison entered the thing’s brain. Green-colored drool oozed from the Ogre’s overhanging jaw, and its eyes rolled in death.

“Well, all we need are two more skiffs to crash into the remaining Ogres,” Zac said as he massaged his neck. “But someone else can drive next time.”

“We have to find the other monsters,” I said and then paused while I stared at the head of the dead Ogre. We’d only killed this monster because it had been foolish enough to jump at our skiff. We couldn’t bet on the other giants being as stupid. “Or at least we should find the knights before the Ogres get to them.”

“Maybe they will want to flee,” Nathan said in an optimistic tone.

“I doubt that,” Zac said. “I’ve never known them to run from anything.”

“So we’re leaving the safety of this skiff to help the knights because we think those Grendels are too strong for them?” Neville asked as he walked to the exit door.

“Yeah,” I confirmed.

“You think we’re going to tip the balance? Four squires and an artilleryman? Don’t you think they are traitors?”

“Are you with the crew or not?” I asked him. “Until we have definite proof of insurrection, they’re our fellow crewmembers.”

“I was always going to fight,” Neville said with a slight smile. “I just thought your reasoning was terrible.”

I blinked at the other squire until I realized he had made a joke, and I offered him a smile. I guessed humor was how Neville dealt with stress, and it was much better than him freaking out over the fact that we were about to encounter enemies far stronger than us.

“It’s not normally a good idea to wait on an open hill like this,” I said to the others before they could leave the skiff, “but I think we can weather any plasma balls a few Grendels throw our way. The knights should have dealt with the majority of them anyway. Besides, we’ll be able to spot the Ogres or the knights from up here much easier.”

The others nodded their agreement, and we exited the aircraft and took cover behind what remained of the skiff. It was difficult to see beneath the trees because their leaves and branches intersected to form an impenetrable violet canopy broken only by the odd rocky hill. My visor scanned the area with its thermal recognition lens, but there were dozens of objects detected within the vicinity. I presumed they were those feathered lamas or some other beast native to the locale since they weren’t moving to attack us.

Something buzzed in my belt pouch, and I realized it was the comms device Polgar had given me. A quick glance at the time on my prot-belt confirmed that it was 06:00 CUT. I knew I shouldn’t answer the sorcerer now, but he’d threatened Mom the last time I’d spoken to him.

“I’m going to have a look inside the skiff for a sec,” I said.

“What for?” Zac asked, but he didn’t get an answer before I entered the craft.

When I was sure none of the squires would see or hear me, I removed the device from my pouch and flicked it open.

A holo of Polgar materialized, and I didn’t give him a chance to speak.

“I’m busy, sorcerer,” I said. “Can we make this call a little later?”

“Do not order me around, Outlander.” Polgar scowled. “Where are you?”

“I’m inside a skiff,” I said. “And I’m swamped. We’re about to fight some Grendel Ogres, and--”

“What have you discovered?”

I peered out the skiff’s door to check on the others, but it looked like they hadn’t spotted any Ogres or knights yet.

“I believe the Stalwart’s knights are retrieving pieces of King Justinian’s armor from Grendel portals,” I said.

“That would require access to Seraphic portals. How would they--” The sorcerer paused as though he’d revealed too much to me. “You have confirmation of this?”

“We’re at a portal site now. I’ll use my prot-belt to take a snapshot of the item when they retrieve it.” Clearing this portal wasn’t looking likely at the moment, but I strove not to let any hint of doubt seep into my expression.

“A snapshot would be good. Let’s see if you can manage that,” Polgar said with a sarcastic smirk. “Ensure you continue to meet my demands until I arrive in twenty-four hours, or I will find a new home for your mother. I am sure you understand the extent of my imagination, Outlander.”

I attempted to reduce my wrath by filling my lungs and then exhaling through my nostrils. It barely worked, and my next words were laced with anger. “I will do as you ask.”

“Very well. I think I have made myself--”

I remembered the danger I faced when I returned to the Stalwart and interjected before the sorcerer could end the call. “I believe Captain Cross will kill me if I return to the ship.”

“What?” Polgar’s face boiled with rage.

“I made a mistake earlier today.” It was almost twenty-four hours ago when I’d jumped through the portal to this planet, but it felt like days.

“And?” the sorcerer pressed, and his eyes narrowed to black slits.

“I believe Captain Cross will punish me for it,” I continued.

“You will return to that starship, Outlander,” Polgar seethed. “You will ensure the entire cohort of insurrectionist crew members returns with you. Or else I will find the most brutal whorehouse on Dobuni for your mother.”

The call ended, and I was glad I wouldn’t be seeing the sorcerer for at least another day. If I could find some way to make him pay for his threats, I would do so. Maybe Duke Barnes would like to hear how his lackey had threatened me.

But it was a matter for another day.

I disembarked the skiff and joined the others. At first, I was a little surprised when none of them asked what I’d been doing, but they seemed too focused on scanning the surrounding area.

“Any luck?” I asked.

“None yet,” Zac said. “We might have to start making our way through the forest if something doesn’t show up soon.”

The trees to the left of me shifted, and I saw a thermal imprint racing toward the hill. It looked too small to be one of the Ogres, so I suspected it was a Grendel Warrior fallen away from the rest of its pack.

I gripped the rapier and deactivated the thermal detection system with a press of my prot-belt so I could see better in a fight. The figure that burst through the treeline wasn’t a Grendel, but Olav, the berserker knight.

“What the fuck are you fellas doing here?” he asked us after he climbed the hill. He took a step back upon seeing the dead Ogre with its head and arms buried in the skiff’s windscreen.

The rest of the Stalwart’s knights came racing up the hill: Leith the slayer, Moses the shield knight, Flanagan the herald, and Ronan the jump mage brought up the rear. They were all covered in fluorescent blotches of Grendel ichor, and the blood stained their armor and tabards. The jump mage’s robes were tucked into his trousers, and even they were marred with green specks.

“Well, if it isn’t the trouble making squire and his band of merry men.” Flanagan laughed but stopped short as he glimpsed the skiff and its unwelcome passenger.

“Was this the only one?” Moses thrust his sword toward me, demanding an answer.

I shook my head. “There were two more of them.”

“Uhh . . . I don’t normally say this, but we’re in trouble.” Olav sounded a little afraid, and I tried not to think how much shit we were in if even the berserker was unsettled by the presence of two more Ogres.

“We were so close to clearing the portal,” Ronan said as he twisted his hands and whispered an incantation. An image of the portal flickered into view in front of him, matching the purple color of the jump mage’s robes.

“I know a bloody Grendel portal when I see one, and that’s at least a Level Seven,” Olav said.

“How did it change?” the jump mage asked. “It was certainly a Level Five when we arrived at this location.”

“None of that matters now,” Moses muttered as he stared into the trees beneath us like a watchtower. “We have company.”

I spun to face the direction the shield knight pointed. The Ogres must have sighted us because they weren’t moving through the foliage with anything like the stealth they were using before. Trees toppled and snapped as the monsters careened through the thicket.

“If it breathes, it can bleed,” Leith snapped before he nodded at the giant corpse. “These squires and their skiff killed one. You gonna let them outdo us, Olav?”

“No fucking way,” the berserker said as he spun his hatchets in his hands and charged down the hill. “Let’s do some Ogre-slaying, lads!”

The small amount of repairing I’d performed on my hammer before falling asleep on the skiff was enough for one use, so I didn’t wait a moment before striking the hilltop with the weapon. A lightning bolt zigzagged from a few meters above me to smite the earth. The air split in front of me, and the blue creature I’d summoned shot forward.

With the act of summoning, I had minor control over the sprite. It was little more than the influencing of its emotions with my own, so I let my desire to eliminate the Ogres fill me.

The sprite flew over the charging knights as the monsters cleared the treeline.

“Do we go in there?” Nathan replied from beside me, his tone hesitant.

“Not much I can do,” Zac said as he brandished his pistol.

I frowned at the knights as they engaged the enemy. The two-headed Ogre swatted my sprite with a single hand, and in an instant the connection between my mind and the summon was severed. The hammer’s rune faded, and I was unable to summon another sprite.

But we couldn’t just stand here while the knights risked their lives.

Then I remembered the amulet I’d looted from Emeric. I would have thirty seconds to wield any item above my class. I ran through the list in my mind while the sounds of battle carried from the foot of the hill.

I could sprint down there and use the two-handed war axe’s ability to make an enemy insane. But I didn’t know how rational the Ogres’ minds were. They could be completely beyond reason, so an armor-piercing strike with the axe might do nothing at all.

Although the ring could leech life from an enemy, I couldn’t see its usefulness in the current circumstance. The prot-belt was only helpful because it contained two runic batteries, and those were of no benefit to me now.

That left the Rutheni knight’s poleaxe.

I didn’t have a better plan, so I attached the hammer to my belt’s magnetons, activated the Overlord’s Heart from my prot-belt, and brandished the poleaxe.

As soon as my palm rune touched the carbon handle, runic power engaged, filling my entire body like a magical vessel. My visor showed a countdown from thirty, and I quickly activated the poleaxe’s rune effect by hitting the dirt with the bases of the weapon.

The air broke, and a portal opened at the foot of the mountain. A Bane Bear roared as it burst out from the rift, and a gust of steam escaped its maw. The intense power of the creature’s mind almost floored me, and I clenched my jaw as I tried to maintain control of the creature.

The two-headed Ogre caught my lightning sprite in its hand and then broke its spine with a squeeze. The sprite screamed before dying, and Olav slashed the giant with his hatchets. The Grendel monster spun with surprising speed to catch the knight in the stomach with its fist. The berserker flew backward but managed to stay on his feet before attacking the Ogre again.

I employed the same tactic I’d used with the lightning sprite by focusing my anger on the Ogres, and the bear surged toward the two enemies. It was half the size of the Grendels, but it belched fiery balls that seared through armor and charred scales.

The knights seemed shaken by the new arrival to the battle and searched for what they must have thought was a Rutheni knight. When they glanced up at the mountain, I waved the shining polearm like a battle flag.

With renewed vigor, the knights joined the Bane Bear in fighting the Ogres.

The visor count reached zero, signalling the end of the amulet’s rune, and the poleaxe’s light dulled in my hands. I fixed it to my rear magnetons again and took up my hammer and Neville’s rapier.

“Let’s get in there,” I said to the Zac and the other squires. “This is our fight, too.”

“I think we have our own problems,” Nathan said as he peered over the opposite side of the hill.

The clicking of Grendel battle cries filled my ears, and I was almost frozen by the familiar sound. The same terrible cacophony had been the only thing I could hear on Tyranus besides the dying screams of my fellow cadets.

Volleys of plasma balls struck my prot-field like stones in a pond, and I shook myself out of fear’s stranglehold. My forcefield held while Zac and the other squires charged the Grendel warriors, and I followed my friends into battle.

My rapier plunged into the scaled skull of the first lizard-man, and my hammer crushed the solar plexus of my second kill. I was surprised at the ease with which I dispatched these enemies, and I realized I’d come a long way since fighting them on Tyranus. If I had been the warrior I was now, I might have saved more of my fellow cadets.

I plowed into the ranks of lizard-men, and my armor was bathed in flowing waves of Grendel blood and ichor. The Grendel talons would have pierced my Common chest armor, but I was skilled enough to parry all of their attacks. None of them were able to penetrate my inner circle because my hammer turned their bones to a pulp while my rapier poked them full of holes.

In minutes, my chest was heaving as I surveyed the mounds of scaled corpses.

“Let’s go help the knights,” I said to the squires through labored breaths.

We sprinted around the foot of the hill until we came to the fight scene. The two Ogres were still alive, but my Bane Bear was lying in a pool of its own molten blood. The other knights were engaged in battle with the giants, and the right head of the two-headed Ogre had been split down the middle like a watermelon. Brain matter from the right skull smeared the other head’s face, and I imagined one of Olav’s hatchets might have caused the damage.

Flanagan was lying with his back to a tree, and I could see a medkit attached to his right leg. The jump mage Ronan was bolstering the medkit with rune magic, but the limb was crushed from the knee down. I doubted it would heal anytime soon, even with an expert medkit empowered by the finest magic. The herald knight seemed unperturbed by the injury, and he was strumming away on his axe-harp as the jump mage chanted.

As we charged into battle with Flanagan’s runesong playing in the background, an energy circulated in my bloodstream. The magic invigorated my muscles and cleared my mind as if I had just awoken from a very restful sleep.

Moses and Leith were fighting the Ogre with the tree club, while Olav harassed the two-headed monster with his hatchets.

Nathan charged toward the giant wielding the tree club, and it turned from the knights to bat him aside like a bothersome insect. The squire slammed into a nearby rock with incredible force, and he didn’t get up.

Richard screamed and rushed the giant that had probably killed his brother, and Neville and I chased after him. All six of us harried the Ogre with our weapons, but the blows glanced off the Grendel’s armored scales.

“You gotta get him in the soft spots!” Moses yelled at us as he plunged his sword into a pink patch of skin beneath the Ogre’s armpits. The monster roared and rammed the butt of his tree trunk down, but the shield knight tumbled away a moment before the weapon would have crushed him.

I activated my speed sequence while shuffling back so I had room for a running start. I sprinted ten meters and then leaped high into the air until I was level with the Ogre’s neck. I spotted a soft pink blotch without scales on the monster’s nape, and I plunged my rapier into the naked tissue as I descended. With the blade buried in the Grendel’s flesh, I hung from the weapon like it was a tree limb thrashing in a tornado.

I must have felt like a burrowing parasite to the Ogre because it dropped its weapon and reached around to grab me. I swung my legs forward, and tried to climb up the hilt of the sword so that I could get away, but I didn’t have to worry; the ogre’s massive biceps prevented it from extending its arm far enough to touch me. My companions used the giant’s preoccupation to target its unarmored flesh, and their attacks cut into the monster’s unprotected pink flesh. The Ogre squealed like a butchered pig before it toppled. I released my hold on the rapier and landed in a crouch.

My muscles throbbed, and my head pounded with exhaustion as I withdrew my weapon from the giant’s corpse. After all the fighting in the last few days, I was about ready to collapse. When I turned to the others, they cheered. I nodded at them and turned to face the other Ogre, but that one had already been felled by Olav.

“So, I killed my Ogre alone, but it took five to slay the second Ogre.” The berserker glanced at Richard and Nathan, who was getting to his feet with no small effort. “Make that seven.”

“Not alone,” Leith said as he wiped his dirks on the grass. “You had Flanagan’s help.”

“We all had Flanagan’s help!” Olav countered.

“I’m talking about before he started playing the runesong,” Leith added.

Olav seemed to consider the slayer for a moment before answering. “But mine had two heads! That should count for at least half an extra Ogre.”

“Will you two stop bickering?” Moses asked before he addressed the jump mage. “Ronan, is the Grendel portal cleared yet?”

The jump mage summoned another image of the portal area, but the original arcane doorway wasn’t there anymore. In its place was a rift glowing a pure white, and I turned away before it seared an afterimage into my retinas.

“Let’s go,” Olav said with a grunt, seeming still annoyed with whatever number of points he’d been given in the kill count game. The knights followed him through the thicket toward the portal.

I remained behind with the jump mage, the squires, and Zac. Richard was crouched over Nathan, who seemed like he was injured severely from the Ogre’s swat.

“How you holding up?” I asked him.

“I’ve been better,” Nathan said as Ronan approached him and immediately started inspecting his vitals. The jump mage probed Nathan with a glowing finger between reading the images on his visor.

“Can you believe we killed those Ogres?” Neville asked. “And all we were left with was one squire with a few bruises.”

“I’d say I have at least a dozen broken bones,” Nathan corrected. “This chest piece has a biomonitoring function which would normally tell me the exact number, but I think the Ogre broke it when he hit me.”

“Too bad he couldn’t knock some sense into you,” Richard said, and I could tell he was a little annoyed at his brother for charging the Ogre without thinking.

Ronan finished inspecting Nathan. “Nothing is broken except your chest armor. Some significant internal bruising, but you will be fully recovered in no time.” The jump mage turned to face the direction the knights had gone. “We’ll just wait here until the knights return.”

“We’re not waiting here,” I said. With Polgar’s threat resounding in my mind, I was determined to snapshot what the knights retrieved from the cleared portal.

I looked to Zac, and he gave me a nod suggesting he’d accompany me. Nods rippled through the other squires, and we started for the thicket.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Ronan called out. “You can’t leave now.”

“He has a point,” I said to the others, and they gave me strange looks. “We haven’t looted the Ogre corpses.”

Zac barked a laugh. “Well, we better be quick about it.”

I ran over to the Ogre I’d skewered with the rapier. When I didn’t find any gear, my heart sunk. What was the point of clearing this particular Grendel level if the enemies didn’t offer any Arcane Dust material?

Neville knelt beside the Ogre and removed a knife from his belt pouch. He used the blade to carve off the giant’s left ear.

“What are you doing?” I asked. “We gotta move.”

“You don’t know anything about high-level Grendels, do you?” he asked.

I shook my head. “What am I missing here?”

“They don’t normally have weapons. These Ogres are somewhere between mid-level and high-level, which is why two of them were armed. The tree-trunk looks like it’s not enhanced with Arcane Dust at all, but I’m thinking the flails were. They’re lost in the thicket now, and I don’t imagine we have the time to retrieve them.”

I was noticing Neville’s penchant for lecturing, and he still hadn’t told me what I’d wanted to know. “What about the ear?”

“Oh,” he said as if he now remembered what his point had been. “It can be distilled for Alpha Dust. The process only takes five minutes if you can find a decent enchantry.”

“Only the ears?”

“The whole corpse,” he answered.

I gazed at the dead Ogres with new eyes. I couldn’t possibly carry the entire creature back through a portal. Even if I did, my chances of surviving outside an airlock wouldn’t be any greater with Alpha Dust. Still, if Polgar did somehow stop Captain Cross from punishing me for multiple insubordinations, then I could sell it for loads of KPs.

“Mind if I take the other ear?” I asked Neville.

“Go for it.”

I took the utility knife from my pouch and removed the Ogre’s right ear. We did the same to the second head, Neville taking one ear and me the other while Nathan, Richard, and Zac butchered parts of the second giant’s corpse. By the time we’d finished, our gauntlets were completely covered in the Grendel blood.

I paused to look at the mutilated corpses and wondered how much they would be worth. Probably enough to upgrade the Stalwart. The knights hadn’t been concerned to extract portions of these Ogres, so I figured whatever they were seeking at the portal zone was worth far more.

“Let’s go to the portal,” I said as I wiped my blood-soaked hands on my surcoat.

Ronan lifted his chin in disgust as we passed him. “The knights are already displeased with you squires. I would not presume upon their mercy another time.”

Nathan was hobbling, and he paused before we entered the thicket. “I’m going to wait here with the mage. He’s not the best company, but I’m too likely to slow you down.”

“I’ll wait here with my brother,” Richard said.

“We’ll be back as soon as we see what the knights are getting from the portal,” I said.

Zac, Neville, and I sprinted through the thicket, crossed the stream, and arrived at the portal. We had somehow got here before the knights, and I guessed they had been slowed down because of Flanagan’s injured leg. It didn’t explain why we hadn’t run into them while we were in the thicket, but there were probably more than half a dozen ways to get from the hill to the portal zone.

Alongside the artilleryman and the nobleman squire, I approached the miniature portal. It was still too bright to look at directly, and I narrowed my eyes in an attempt to fend off the intensity of the portal’s light.

I heard laughter and figured the knights were close by. I increased the strength of the UV filter on my visor and inched toward the portal, but I still had to squint because of the brightness. I got within a meter of the shimmering light before a searing pain flared in my head. The light seemed not only to blind me, but a white noise blocked out all other sounds.

I felt like I was standing in a soundless, white room. Except there was something else inside besides me and the rift. Even with my eyes closed, I could see the faintest outline of an object in front of the portal.

I leaned forward on one foot and reached for the rectangular box. I thought about what Polgar intended to do to my mom as my hands closed around the object, and I pulled it away from the portal as I turned from the searing light.

The burning afterimage remained, and so did the dull noise. I couldn’t see what I was holding, but it was metal, weighed about thirty kilos, and I could feel etchings on its surface.

I was thrown off my feet with a hard shove, and the metal chest clattered to the ground. Strong hands grabbed my shoulders and lifted me from the ground.

“You are a fucking troublemaker, Squire,” Olav said, his voice dull as my sense of hearing slowly returned. His arms squeezed, and the pressure from his enhanced armor almost crushed me like an aluminum can. I could barely see his eyes beneath his visor, but what little I could catch suggested the knight was prepared to kill me.

“Let him go, Olav,” Moses’ voice demanded, and the afterimage started to fade so I could see him lay a hand on the berserker’s shoulder.

I watched Moses’ fingers tighten, and the berserker tossed me aside. I fell on my hands, and Neville helped me up.

I looked to where the blinding portal had been, but it was gone. In its place was a golden chest, and I guessed it was the metal box I’d been holding when Olav had shoved me.

Leith was kneeling in front of the chest while Moses, Olav, and Flanagan looked on in awe behind him. The slayer inserted a medallion into an inlet and the lid popped open. Then he dipped his hands into the box and removed two boots. Elaborate engravings rippled over the burnished gold, and I recognized their make from the gloves Casey had been repairing in the Stalwart’s enchantry.

Everyone was silent as Leith handed Olav the magical boots. The berserker seemed uncharacteristically reverent as he took the items and fastened them to his magnetons. The golden boots shone like tiny stars against Olav’s blood and green ichor covered power armor.

I needed to take a snapshot of the boots, but they were all standing around me right now, so I’d have to wait until a better opportunity presented itself.

Until then, I had questions.

“Those look like the gloves in the armory,” I said, breaking the awed silence as everyone stared at the boots. “Who do they belong to? Why are you clearing portals for them?” It probably wasn’t a good idea to anger the knights further, but I’d gone through a lot today, and I wanted answers.

“It’s the captain’s place to tell you,” Leith said, “so you better make your story good or he’ll throw you out of the airlock.”

Olav snarled at me. “So, what’s your story, Squires?”

I gave the berserker a blank look, unable to conjure a reasonable explanation. If I could delay until we got back to the starship, I’d have sufficient time to come up with something for Captain Cross.

“How about you start with why you jumped from the Stalwart early,” Flanagan suggested as he nursed his injured leg. “Then you can move onto why you were involved with the Aquitanians. And why the Rutheni decided to massacre all the nobles we were giving aid to.”

“What I really want to know,” Leith begun, “is why you followed us here on a stolen skiff, and then why you decided to loot this Seraphic portal?”

“We weren’t involved with the Rutheni,” Neville said. “They came to the palace of their own accord.”

“And the rest?” Moses asked, and he turned to me this time. I could see the shield knight who’d befriended me didn’t trust me one bit.

I sighed and slumped my shoulders. “I don’t have an explanation.”

“You’ll return to the Stalwart and give your reasoning to the captain,” Moses said.

“Best you think up a good story before you get there, or you’re all getting thrown out of the airlock!” Olav screamed with glee.

“You can’t do that!” Neville yelled at the knight. “We’re squires in the RTF! I’m a . . . I’m a Core World noble!”

“We haven’t had many casualties on this mission. With all the drama we’ve got ourselves involved in, it wouldn’t be unreasonable for a few squires to get themselves killed.” Lieth snickered, and I couldn’t tell whether he was serious.

From the way Moses hadn’t moved at all while other knight issued the veiled threat, it didn’t seem like a joke.

“Follow us back to the jump mage,” Moses commanded.

Zac hadn’t spoken while the knights accused us, and I couldn’t blame him. What defense could he give?

While the knights marched ahead, I trailed behind Olav. Once I was close enough to the boots, I captured them with my prot-belt. The berserker turned his head and snarled at me, and I offered him a smile. When he’d faced forward again, I slipped my hand into my belt pouch and flicked the switch on the comms device’s short-range broadcast. I then connected my prot-belt to the comms device and transferred the snapshot to it. I didn’t have the time to read the statistics, and I didn’t want them showing on my visor, either. Olav snapped his head toward me again, and I tried to remain calm until he looked away.

We continued through the thicket while I attached the snapshot in a message to Polgar. Once the attachment delivered, I breathed a sigh and prayed the sorcerer would somehow get me out of this bind.

If that didn’t happen, I’d have to take all the blame. After all, the squires and Zac were involved, too, and I couldn’t let my friends suffer for my mission.
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Chapter 24

The knights didn’t speak to us on the journey from the portal zone, and I couldn’t help but stare at the boots fastened to the magnetons on the back of Olav’s chest armor. It was hard to accept they’d once belonged to King Justinian, and even harder to believe they had come from a Grendel portal. I’d been party to and witnessed firsthand the latter, and their exquisite craftsmanship made the former less of a stretch.

When we arrived beneath the hill where we’d fought the Ogres, Moses marched to the jump mage waiting beside Richard and Nathan.

“Is the portal ready, Ronan?” the shield knight asked.

“Aye, just a few more minutes. I’ve contacted the bridge, and they’re preparing a decontamination cycle.”

“Good,” Moses said before addressing the other knights. “You lot ready to travel? I’ll have a word with Zac and the squires before they get aboard.”

The magical energy flowing from Ronan’s hands suddenly stopped, and he nodded in satisfaction. “It’s ready now.”

The mage entered the gateway first, and Leith and Flanagan followed him, but Olav stopped and turned to me.

“Don’t you dare lie to Captain Cross about what happened today,” he said. “You tell him the truth. Why the squires jumped through the portal early. Why you got involved with those Aquitanian bastards, and why you followed us here. I know you’re up to something, Squires.”

I tried not to look away from the berserker’s cold eyes as he stared at me, and he grunted before entering the portal.

“Tell the captain the truth,” Moses said to me. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

“We’ll get thrown out of an airlock,” I said.

“Ha!” The shield knight laughed but stopped suddenly. I could barely make out his expression beneath his visor, but he shook his head in disapproval. His head turned on each of the other squires. “You all think the same?”

The others nodded.

“What about you, Zac?” Moses asked.

The artilleryman didn’t meet the knight’s gaze, but he swallowed and answered. “I don’t know what to think, sir. There’s some strange business happening aboard our ship.”

Moses grunted. “I can believe Nick thinking so poorly of the crew, but three squires with a tour already under their belts and an artilleryman with two? It’s ridiculous. We treat insubordination harshly, but we don’t go throwing anyone out of an airlock.”

I exhaled, and my relief washed over my aching muscles. At least I wouldn’t be responsible for the deaths of my friends. I half-smiled to myself when I realized how foolish I’d been to think Olav would ever follow through with his threats. The berserker was probably insane, but he was loyal.

Although I wondered whether the threat would be so harmless if any of them found out I was a traitor to the crew. I still didn’t have any hard proof of rebellion, but Polgar had seemed intrigued when I told him the crew was searching for King Justinian’s armor. He and the duke would probably find a way to spin the story so the crew looked guilty for various heinous crimes. After all, clearing portals without a kingdom-issued mission was barely a crime.

My gut roiled as I considered the fate of all those aboard the starship once the duke and the sorcerer got their way.

These men who stood beside me now, their armor stained with the blood of our enemies, were my friends. I’d known them barely a fortnight, but I’d killed for them, and they’d killed for me.

What would happen to Casey? Would she be labeled guilty along with the rest of the crew?

“Apologies for the error in judgment, sir,” Zac said to Moses. “I’m sure the squires are equally apologetic.”

“You lot need to remember what it means to be a crew,” Moses said. “We’re brothers in arms. The shit you pulled on this planet doesn’t make you any less in our eyes, but you’re gonna be cleaning the decks for the rest of your time on the Stalwart. The captain might have something worse for you, but it certainly isn’t a trip out of an airlock.”

Moses’ words struck a chord with me, and I wished more than anything I could retrieve the snapshot I’d sent to Polgar. The crew was my family, and the sorcerer was searching for any reason whatsoever to condemn them. If they were insurrectionists, then I needed sure proof, not an image of Master class boots. I figured now was as good a time as any to ask someone who could give me an answer.

“I want to ask you a question, sir,” I said to Moses, and he nodded for me to continue. “I’ve heard a rumor the Stalwart’s crew might not be loyal to Queen Catrina.” The last few words came out a hoarse whisper, but I knew my helmet’s microphone would deliver them to the knight’s ears without trouble.

I was expecting him to launch into a tirade, but Moses sighed. “You heard that from one of the Core World barons, right? Don’t bother answering; I know it’s true. There’s a group who have been searching in vain for evidence to prove we’re rebels. Some even label us insurrectionists. The thing is, they don’t have any proof. So they send their spies to gather information, but all we’re doing is clearing portals, and delivering humanitarian supplies. That’s not exactly insurgence.”

Moses’ tone remained level when he’d referred to spies, so I didn’t think he suspected me. But I still didn’t understand why they were clearing the portals and gathering the late king’s armor. Leith had said it was the captain’s job to explain it to me, but I doubted Captain Cross would trust me if he found out the aim of my mission with Duke Barnes.

All the events leading to this moment flickered through my mind, and I realized I’d made a mistake accepting the mission. I knew that ever since Polgar had threatened my mom, but I didn’t want to believe it. My duty to the Queen prevented me from seeing what should have been clear. I should have confessed everything to Captain Cross as soon as the sorcerer showed himself to be a dishonorable and evil man.

But that moment had already past. From now on, I wasn’t going to lie to the crew. As soon as we got back on the Stalwart, I’d come clean to Captain Cross. I’d take whatever punishment he saw fit to inflict on me. At least my conscience would be clear, and the captain might have some way of preempting Polgar’s next move and preventing a royal indictment against them. The sorcerer wouldn’t arrive in the Augusti Vetera System for another day, so I had time. I just needed to muster up the courage to be honest to the captain.

“If you want more information, you’ll have to prove you can be trusted. That goes for all of you.” Moses nodded at the others. “Get your stories straight and get back to the ship. You have two minutes until the portal closes.”

“Sir!” I yelled as Moses walked to the portal.

“Yes, Squire?” he said as he turned to face me.

“I haven’t exactly been honest. I--”

“Tell it to the captain,” Moses interrupted before I could continue. “He’s the one you gotta own up to, not me,” the shield knight said in a disappointed tone and then entered the portal.

“I think your boss in the hierarchy might have fooled you,” Zac said to me. The squires didn’t voice any objections, so I figured they agreed with the artilleryman.

“I’m thinking the same thing,” I said. “It doesn’t sound at all like the crew are rebels. I’m going to tell Captain Cross everything; all about my mission and the person who gave it to me.”

Polgar had threatened my mom, but I figured Captain Cross would know how to prevent her from coming to harm. I might even be able to send her a message and some KPs so she could go somewhere the sorcerer couldn’t hurt her.

“That’s a good idea,” Zac said.

“You sure you don’t want us to take some of the blame?” Nathan asked as he limped forward.

“Nah, I’ll take the fallout. I just want to make sure the Stalwart is prepared for whatever might come next. Maybe I can tell the captain everything before the shitstorm starts.”

No one responded to me, and I got the feeling they were all wondering the depth of shit I was in.

A combination of exhaustion and nerves sucked all the moisture from my mouth, and my tongue felt like dried leather as I jumped to the Stalwart’s deployment room. The longest day of my life had left me ready to collapse, and I still had my conversation with Captain Cross to look forward to. I didn’t imagine he’d let me rest before interrogating me.

The knights were waiting in the containment area, and it didn’t look like they’d gone through decontamination yet. We were unable to move out from the cramped circular chamber because of the forcefield separating us from the rest of the room. The field would remain until everyone had been scanned for foreign organic and digital organisms.

“Where the hell is the yeoman?” Olav said. “I want a fucking beer already.”

“You were drinking the whole time we were on Tachion,” Flanagan said as he tuned his axe-harp.

“And now I’m out,” the berserker said. “You sure you contacted the bridge, Ronan?”

“I spoke with Commander Reynolds,” the jump mage said.

“She’s almost as much a machine as Matthias,” Leith muttered.

“So why isn’t anyone here to greet us?” Moses asked.

The doors beyond the containment field slid open, and my breath caught as High Sorcerer Silvester Polgar glided toward us. The twisted staff in his hands thumped the ground like a metronome as he moved.

“I’m afraid the rest of the crew are rather busy,” he said. “I’ll have one of my men decontaminate you, and you can join them.”

“Who do you think you are, Sorcerer?” Olav asked him. “I don’t know you. What are you doing on our starship?”

It was peculiar that the berserker didn’t know who Polgar was, and from the confused expressions of the other knights, I figured none of them knew the sorcerer’s identity. Every person within the Caledonian Kingdom should have known Silvester Polgar and his infamous rise to power over a decade ago.

“I am High Sorcerer Silvester Polgar, Ninth Degree Mage in the Order of Myrddin, Envoy to Duke Edmund Barnes of Bratton.”

“Of course that bloody lord is responsible for this,” Olav said with a snarl. “He’s obviously still a pain in the ass after all these years.”

“Is your fancy title meant to impress us?” Flanagan smirked at the sorcerer. “You do know you’re wearing a dress, right?”

The comment earned chuckles from the knights and squires, and I would have laughed except I was terrified of the sorcerer now that he was aboard our ship. If he was greeting us and not a yeoman, I suspected the rest of the crew were detained.

“I can assure you, after today, you will never forget my name,” Polgar said with a grin.

“Make yourself useful and fetch me a beer,” Olav said to the sorcerer before turning his back.

Polgar’s eyes locked onto the boots at Olav’s back, and a smile pulled at his thin lips. After he lifted his arm and waved his hand, a unit of thirty RTF knights filled the deployment room. Each of them was clad in bone-white armor, and their tabards shone an immaculate royal blue. These weren’t regular knights, but the grand knights who served the royal family. Their ranks had swollen since the death of King Justinian, so they weren’t anything like the legendary cohort which once guarded Castle Stirling, but that didn’t mean any one of them wasn’t likely to be ten times deadlier than one of the Stalwart’s knights.

Only the forcefield separated the crew from the grand knights, and I shifted uncomfortably. The sorcerer hadn’t seemed to notice me yet, and it didn’t seem like the right time to reveal I was his spy while I was stuck with the Stalwart’s knights on this side of the forcefield.

“Don’t bother unsheathing your weapons,” Polgar said. “Although I’m more than happy to kill insurrectionists.”

“We’re not insurrectionists, Sorcerer,” Moses spat. “What have you done with the crew?”

“The Stalwart has been captured by the knights under my command, and your ship is surrounded by a fleet of seven Cachalot warships. None of them are as primitive as this compilation of scrap metal.” He wrinkled his nose in disgust as his eyes flickered from bulkhead to bulkhead.

I wasn’t surprised Polgar’s fleet had successfully boarded the Stalwart since seven Cachalots filled with grand knights could easily take on an army. Although I imagined the sorcerer had applied trickery rather than brute force. He’d probably entered our starship with his knights under some other pretense, and then they’d taken the vessel from within. I could only hope they hadn’t killed a bunch of the crew in the process.

“You have two choices,” Polgar continued. “Either you accept the manacles my knights shall bind you with, or we will kill you.”

I could have begged Polgar not to arrest the crew, but I figured it would be worthless. Although I didn’t know how he would connect the boots with rebellion, the smug smile twisting his scarred face suggested he had everything he needed to lock the crew away for a very long time.

Or have them sentenced to public execution at Castle Stirling.

I couldn’t let that happen, but I was at a loss for a solution at the present moment. I’d find some way of clearing the crew’s name. Duke Barnes wasn’t like the sorcerer; he would be capable of seeing reason. I couldn’t contact the duke now, so I’d have to wait until we were closer to Bratton.

For now, I didn’t want the crew to know I was a traitor. I’d go along with them to the cell and then slip out from among them while they were unaware. It was cowardly, but I couldn’t stand to see the disappointment on their faces when they learned I was a spy.

“You think we can’t take you on?” Olav shot at Polgar.

Moses touched the berserker’s shoulder in a calming manner. “We’ll work this out, Olav. We can’t risk the lives of the other crew members.”

“How many points is a high sorcerer worth anyway?” Leith asked as he inspected the notches on his belt.

“I’d say he’s worth at least five knights,” Flanagan responded.

“We’ll accept your fetters,” Moses said to the sorcerer. “But you will regret the day you shackled an Alkegian.”

The other knights went quiet as the words of Moses’ surrender sunk in. The decontamination cycle initiated after a grand knight activated it from a console near the doorway. We waited while the system scanned us for any foreign entities.

Zac nudged me. “Is this sorcerer the guy you’re working for?” he whispered.

I didn’t know how to answer him, and the others must have overheard the artilleryman because every head snapped toward me.

“Ah, yes,” Polgar said, and he walked toward me. “I almost forgot about you, Outlander.”

“What’s he talking about, Nick?” Moses’ voice was a fusion of hurt and anger. The rest of the crew glared at me, and I could feel their fury bore into me.

“The Outlander has been working for me. I’ve suspected the Stalwart and her crew were guilty of insurrection. Now he has provided me with the proof.” The sorcerer gestured to me as he spoke, and I could feel the anger roll off the men who I had come to call friends.

“There is no proof, you slimy--” Flanagan began to say, but a heavily armored knight stepped next to the Polgar, and Moses grabbed the herald.

“The decontamination has completed, your eminence,” a grand knight reported to the sorcerer.

“Prepare your weapons,” Polgar said to the unit of thirty grand knights. “If one of these rebel knights offers you so much as a snarl, I want you to carve them to pieces. Release the forcefield.”

The field vanished, and I was half-expecting the Stalwart’s knights to unsheathe their weapons and charge into the grand knights. Instead, Moses raised his wrists to Polgar.

“We are not guilty of any insurrection, Sorcerer. We serve the Queen, who do you serve?” The shield knight’s words were dripping with unspoken accusation.

“Of course I serve the Queen. I have her best interests in my mind at all times.” With an impossibly quick movement, Polgar flicked his staff toward Moses and jabbed the knight on the neck with it.

Moses hit the floor in a shuddering mess, and Olav and the others rushed forward to assist him. Polgar brandished his staff toward them, and with a twist of his arm, the other knights were convulsing on the floor like Moses.

“Do you really think the RTF would provide soldiers with equipment that couldn’t be manipulated by their overseers?” Polgar asked with a grin.

My eyes widened as I realized the true power of High Sorcerer Silvester Polgar. With the ability to manipulate the Runetech we were all wearing, he was unstoppable.

The sorcerer tilted his head to either side with an audible crack before turning his staff on the squires. “Now, do you wish to share the agonizing experience of the rebel knights?”

The squires shook their heads, and Polgar’s men fettered them.

By the time the Stalwart’s knights broke free of their convulsions, they were shackled shadows of their former selves. Their befuddled expressions suggested they’d never been defeated in such a demoralizing manner. Even Olav didn’t have a quip to go with their current circumstance.

The berserker snarled at me as two grand knights gripped his arms and led him away. Leith gave me a death stare that suggested I’d one day be on the wrong end of his dirk. Flanagan grinned at me, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile; it was the countenance of a man who was taking pleasure in imagining the death of a hated enemy.

While Zac and the squires were escorted out of the deployment room, they looked at me with disbelief, and I could see their thoughts behind their eyes. They wanted me to do something, but I couldn’t. At least not yet.

The last of the Stalwart’s crew to be carted away was Moses. His reaction was the worst of all because he refused to acknowledge me with so much as a glare.

“Not all the crew should be shackled,” I said to Polgar as he picked up the boots the crew had taken back from Tachion. “Not all of them are rebels,” I added.

The sorcerer looked upon the items with glee, and he scowled when I repeated the sentence. “Hmm? Oh, of course, they should. Not one of them is innocent.”

I could see the sorcerer would take no quarter, but there was at least one person I could get out of imprisonment. It was also the one person who could help me find a way to exonerate the rest of the crew before it was too late.

“There’s a Caledonian Kingdom point clerk aboard the ship,” I said. “Her name is Elle McGrath. She carries no guilt for whatever crimes you believe the crew might have committed. She arrived on the Stalwart the same day I did.”

“Ah, yes, Miss McGrath. Her assignment to this starship was my doing. A troublesome woman like her mother, the Duchess of Clonatis. If the point clerk isn’t embroiled in the Stalwart’s crimes, then she’s involved in her mother’s schemes. In either case, she will remain shackled.”

“You can’t lock her up! She’s a point clerk!” The point clerk position was both military and ministerial, which afforded her special treatment when it came to criminal accusations.

“I can do as I please. The Caledonian Kingdom has plenty of point clerks. I’m sure she won’t be missed should she be meted out the punishments along with the rest of the crew.”

“Are you insane?” I asked, unable to believe how readily Polgar would ascribe guilt to someone who obviously wasn’t culpable. I regretted my words as soon as the sorcerer’s attention shifted from the books and he glowered at me.

“I would be careful how closely you ally yourself with these rebel scum.” Polgar tilted his head, as though searching my mind. The sensation of another presence in my head made me wonder whether he possessed a diviner’s gifts, which would have made him an even deadlier enemy than he’d shown himself to be today.

Although there were grand knights standing in the deployment room, I felt like only Polgar and I were present. His gaze wouldn’t leave mine, and his brown eyes darkened to black abysses. I was lost in those orbs, and the intensity of the chilling feeling in my head increased.

A mental image of Elle appeared, and my memories of saving her from the pirates and the time we’d spent together on the ship played like a movie in my mind.

The foreign presence in my head vanished suddenly, and I shuddered in the aftermath of the mental violation.

“So, you consider this Elle McGrath a friend of yours? That is the only reason you would defend her with such resolve. Friendship is a fickle thing, Outlander.”

“You are a sad man,” I said. Before the Stalwart, I’d only ever had one true friend, Alice, and I’d watched her die. Now, I had many friends, and I understood the value of true friendship.

“I have lived a long time, young one,” Polgar answered. “I have learned many things. Friendship requires trust, and trust can be so easily broken. Your presence on this ship is a perfect example. The entire time you have been secretly violating the crew’s trust, have you not?”

I didn’t answer the sorcerer while he grinned at me. He had cornered me with his probing, and despite knowing he was manipulating me, I couldn’t disagree. I’d become friends with the crew under false pretenses.

Now, they were imprisoned on the Stalwart.

“Where is the rest of the armor, Outlander?” Polgar asked me once he’d placed the boots into a metal box held by a grand knight.

“I will tell you if you promise me the crew won’t be harmed. They must be given a fair trial, and any crew members who aren’t rebels must not be punished.” I figured anyone other than a sorcerer with a vendetta against the crew would be convinced they weren’t insurrectionists. A trial would see them proven innocent.

“I make no promises,” Polgar said. “This starship and her crew is mine to do with as I see fit.”

I realized then that the fate of the crew depended on this vile man before me. He could do whatever he wished at this point in time. The Stalwart was the worst ship in the RTF, and her crew was widely despised. If Polgar harmed them, he’d probably be given accolades in the hierarchy. At least if I gave him what he wanted, he might show some semblance of gratitude by not harming the crew before a trial.

“There are gauntlets within the enchantry,” I said.

“Then let us go there!” Polgar declared with enthusiasm. “Lead the way, Outlander!”

I walked through the starship’s passageway alongside the sorcerer and six grand knights and entered the elevator for Deck 2. The quiet atmosphere sent shivers down my spine. The Stalwart felt like a ghost ship without any yeomen rushing from one end of the deck to the other or servitors performing their automated tasks.

When we got to the enchantry, I led the sorcerer to the workbench. My path was clear since the cannon Casey had been working on with her grandfather was no longer sitting in the middle of the room.

I noticed my longsword on the bench, and it appeared Casey had repaired the Forcewave rune. I couldn’t help but smile since she’d done what might have been impossible to most RTF enchanters. The sight of the repaired rune made me feel guilty at my betrayal and all the more determined to ensure the safety of the crew. The sorcerer didn’t seem to mind when I secured the longsword to my prot-belt.

My plan to give Polgar what he wanted was foiled when I couldn’t locate the gauntlets on the bench or in any of the cabinets and crates surrounding it. The sorcerer and his grand knights waited impatiently while I scoured the room for the items.

“Where are the gauntlets, Outlander?” Polgar seethed from over my shoulder.

The muscles in my neck twitched at the man’s accusatory tone. He likely thought I’d lead him here for no good reason. I was about to explain to Polgar that the gauntlets might have been taken elsewhere but stopped myself. If Casey had hidden the items while the sorcerer took the ship, then she might be tortured into revealing their location.

A grand knight bent down to inspect the ground he had been standing on. He lifted a loose section of the metal flooring and reached into a hidden compartment. When he straightened, he was holding the gauntlets.

Polgar took the gauntlets from the knight and inspected them with glee. “Very good. But there should be more. Where are the other items?”

“That’s all there are,” I said.

“I know there are more.”

“I’ve only seen the gloves,” I said.

“It would be unwise to lie to me, Outlander. Remember, those you call friends are detained under my command. I am not beyond using unsavory tactics to obtain what I desire.”

“There are other items,” a female voice said, and I turned to see Casey slip out from behind an anchoring station.

Polgar snapped his head toward her, and he gave the knights a seething glare as though he were blaming them for not searching the starship sufficiently.

“Where are they, Woman?” the sorcerer demanded of Casey.

“They are stored in a room within the armory,” she replied with the exasperation of total defeat.

Seeing Casey bathed me in conflicting emotions. I was glad to see her unharmed, but my heart twinged after she looked at me with intense hatred. I also knew now what was behind that door in the armory, except the revelation gave me no relief. The solution to the mystery didn’t seem important when my friends were accused of insurrection and a hair’s breadth from condemnation.

“Can you confirm the presence of a room within the armory?” Polgar asked a grand knight.

The knight spoke through his comms while I tried not to wilt under Casey’s blazing stare.

Before I could stop myself, I called to her. “Casey, I’m sorry--”

“I only covered for you because I didn’t want the sorcerer to harm the crew,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I’m your friend. You betrayed us.”

“I--”

“Enough of this,” Polgar said, and he smiled as if he was taking great pleasure in seeing the enchantress express her hatred for me. “Take this woman and put her with the rest of the rabble.”

“Don’t touch her,” I said as I placed my hand on the longsword’s hilt.

The grand knight gripped Casey’s arm, and she winced in pain while the man smirked at me. “Or you’ll do what, Squire?”

I continued staring at the knight, wondering whether I’d be capable of injuring or killing the man. I figured he wouldn’t expect me to attack him, so I’d at least have the element of surprise. My longsword probably wouldn’t pierce his armor plating, but I could strike in the seams between his pauldrons and chest piece.

But the next event which came to mind was the overwhelming force of the other grand knights, not to mention the powerful sorcerer with a staff he’d had just used to disable all the Stalwart’s knights.

Despite the fury washing over me like waves of red-hot emotion, I controlled myself. I looked away from the knight and ground my teeth as he shoved Casey outside.

“I see you have taken a liking to the females aboard the Stalwart,” Polgar said. “I don’t blame you. They are beautiful. It is a shame they will be punished for insurrection. I could use a few more pretty attendants on my ship. It does seem a waste to have them imprisoned, but they cannot go unpunished.”

The sorcerer paused for a moment, and I shuddered at what things he might have Elle and Casey do aboard his warship.

“The crew will be given a trial, won’t they?” I asked the sorcerer.

“I suppose,” Polgar said, and I felt a little better knowing the enchantress and the point clerk wouldn’t become his personal attendants. The sorcerer’s accusations wouldn’t hold up in a royal court, especially after I contacted Duke Barnes and told him how little evidence there was of insurrection.

“We have confirmed the existence of a room within the armory, your eminence,” a grand knight said.

“Excellent. Have a team in there to retrieve the rest of the armor,” the sorcerer said before turning to me. “Now, Outlander, it’s time we returned to the RTF Bulwark.”

I stared at the Stalwart’s misshapen and ramshackle enchantry for what might be the last time before I followed Polgar into the passageway and back to the starship’s deployment room. One of the sorcerer’s mages had prepared a portal for us, and I entered the magical doorway after Polgar.
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Chapter 25

The portal took us to a deployment chamber on Polgar’s warship, the RTF Bulwark. The room was filled with bulkheads at least twenty meters tall and scores of RTF staff. The yeomen and military personnel on the catwalk gazed down at me with interest. I guessed it was because I was following the high sorcerer with an escort of grand knights.

I wondered whether I’d made a mistake taking the duke’s assignment. Maybe I should have accepted the job on the Deira Sector Outpost. I would have never befriended Zac and the others, but at least I wouldn’t be in this predicament. The Stalwart’s crew might have been spared of my treachery, but Duke Barnes would have sent some other desperate squire as a spy.

We entered an elevator the size of the Stalwart’s galley, and one of the knights hit the command button. As the lift ascended, I saw the various floors of the Cachalot class warship through the transparent glass. This was the sort of starship I’d wanted to be assigned to after graduation. Under any other circumstance, I might have stared in wonder at the high-tech weaponry in the gunnery or the eight jump spheres, but all I could think about was the impending fate of the Stalwart and her crew. When the elevator arrived at an upper deck, I followed Polgar into an officer’s chamber with the heating system cranked to at least thirty degrees Celsius.

The sorcerer held out his arm to indicate a couch with velvet cushions, and I sat on it while he took a seat behind a broad mahogany desk. Two attractive female yeomen stood behind him, and their grey uniforms hugged their hourglass figures like a second skin. It was obvious that their uniforms were custom tailored to show off their bodies, and I recalled Polgar talking about Casey earlier. I guessed the sorcerer liked good looking women.

Above the man was a collection of skulls arrayed in display cabinets. None of them were human, and I recognized some of them as Grendels. I guessed they all belonged to the various classes of lizard-men the RTF hunted.

“A drink,” the sorcerer said. The yeoman to the left of him retrieved a decanter from the cabinet behind her, filled a goblet, and handed it to him. The sorcerer sipped the drink, after which he let out a long sigh. “Oh, how impolite of me. Yeoman, fetch a glass for the Outlander here.”

The woman filled another goblet and gave it to me. I swallowed a little of the strong wine, but it tasted like ash in my mouth.

“You have done a great service to me, Outlander. I think I shall reward you. Do you have any requests?”

“Only that the Stalwart’s crew be given a fair trial, your eminence.” I detested applying the honorific to the smug man seated behind the desk, but I didn’t want to anger him when every word I said from now might save the crew’s lives.

“A trial? For insurrectionists? We cannot allow such a thing. Those in the kingdom’s upper echelons do not believe they exist, and it is better to keep it that way.”

My heart slammed in my chest, and I trembled so much that I sloshed red wine over my hands. The dark liquid dripped onto the white rug beneath me, but Polgar seemed too pleased with the day’s events to notice I’d stained the priceless item.

“What do you mean to do with the crew then?” I said as I tried to steady my shaking hands.

“Why, Outlander, isn’t it obvious? My ship is already preparing weapons for an assault. As soon as the grand knights return with the remaining armor pieces, the rest of this fleet will leave via portals. Then it will only be the RTF Bulwark remaining, and my crew is loyal to me--every one of them has sworn an oath to serve me in life and death. On my command, the Stalwart and her crew will be blown to pieces.”

The sorcerer’s scarred face warped into a horrific grin. I didn’t know how he’d come to bear such an awful disfigurement, but it made him look like a monster in mage robes. Even the Grendel Ogres I’d fought on Tachion hadn’t looked as vile as Silvester Polgar did now.

My body went numb, and I found myself unable to form words with my mouth. I didn’t need to ask Polgar what reason he would give for destroying the Stalwart. He could simply say the crew were insane and attacked him first. It wouldn’t take much for anyone in the RTF to believe the lie. I would have swallowed such an account without a single objection had I not come to know the Stalwart and her crew. The rumors of the starship’s ghastly knights abounded, and this would be their final episode.

Polgar wasn’t going to see reason, so I’d keep him thinking I was on his side until I could get off this ship and return to the Stalwart. I’d free the crew, and we’d escape this solar system before the Bulwark could fire its weapons. I had until the grand knights opened the door to the armory, which could be hours, or minutes.

Polgar finished his drink in one long swallow. “Now, Outlander, I believe it’s time I showed you the fine quarters I have prepared for you.” The sorcerer gave me a black-gummed grin, and I tried not to shudder. This man seemed to truly think he was doing me an honor.

I only had to endure him a little longer so I could escape back to the Stalwart. It wasn’t like I was under arrest, so I would be able to move about the ship unimpeded.

I followed the sorcerer to an elevator, and we descended to one of the Bulwark’s lower decks. After making a few turns, we came to a brightly lit passageway. The place smelled like bleach, and every bulkhead was polished to a gleam. A camera watched us as we walked to the end of the corridor, and I wondered if anyone on the other side of the monitor was paying attention.

“Here you are,” Polgar said as he indicated a narrow doorway.

I stepped into the room and stood beside the single bed. The furnishings were plain and functional, but I wouldn’t have called it ‘fine’ as Polgar described. Still, I’d be staying here only until Polgar left the passageway. Then I’d race to the deployment room and figure out some way to jump to the Stalwart.

“The duke seems fond of you, but I doubt he’ll shed a tear when I tell him you died on the Stalwart,” Polgar said with glee.

Before I could reply, a forcefield shifted over the door.

“I expect you’ll enjoy your stay on the Bulwark,” he continued.

“What--” I started to shout, but the sorcerer cut me off.

“You will be useful to me here. I sensed something about you in the duke’s throne room, a peculiarity, or perhaps a mutation. I wish to perform some experiments on you to see if I can identify the gene. I doubt you’ll survive the process, but you can take pride in knowing you’ve served me and the duke in life and also death.”

Polgar marched down the passageway, and I clenched my fists while I tried to control the slamming of my heart. He hadn’t mentioned the Queen at all, and I knew now he served only himself. Finally, after all this time believing otherwise, I knew for certain Silvester Polgar was a snake.

And I’d played right into his fanged maw.

After he destroyed the Stalwart, he would experiment on me to learn how my mutation worked. Mutants were meant to be sent to the Facility, but I couldn’t see the sorcerer abiding by that law. Mom would be told I’d died aboard the Stalwart, and then she’d never get out of the tenements. Her life was already bad, but it would get worse without the currency I sent her.

Mom had taught me to honor the crown ever since I was born, and her nurturing made me devoted to Queen Catrina. I’d wanted more than anything to serve the Queen, so I’d taken Duke Barnes’ assignment readily.

Now I was locked inside this cell.

But Polgar didn’t know I could teleport.

The desire to help my friends when they were in need was exactly what triggered my teleportation ability in the past. I considered teleporting directly to the Stalwart, but I’d never made a jump of that distance before. Elle had warned me about teleporting in case I ended up in space, and her cautionary words ringing in my head prevented me from attempting it.

I concentrated on the Bulwark’s deployment room and flooded my mind with every negative thought about what would happen to my fellow crew members when Polgar’s warship fired its weapons. A small camera in the far-left corner of the room blinked a green light and spun to face me, and I stopped my teleportation attempt short. Every time I moved, the camera shifted. If I teleported now, someone would see me. I could probably get to the deployment room, but I’d have less than a few seconds to find a mage to open a portal, and by then alarm bells would be ringing.

I pounded the cell walls in frustration. My fists struck the hard metal a dozen times before I heard footsteps echoing in the passageway.

Two artillerymen were escorting a figure, and as they got closer, I recognized the person they were holding as the Stalwart’s ship mage, Matthias. A skull-cap embroidered with glowing runes covered the machina’s cranium, and I presumed it disabled his ability to create magical portals. The camera jutting out from the bulkhead followed the men as they moved, and then it suddenly went limp as the light inside its lens extinguished.

As Matthias passed my cell, his head turned to face me. One of his light-globe eyes retracted like a camera lens in a robotic approximation of a wink. The artillerymen hurled the machina into the cell three doors down from me.

The soldiers remained in the passageway while I considered what I’d seen a second ago. Had the weird thing Matthias had done with his eye actually been a wink? The camera in the passageway also seemed to have disabled when the machina walked past me. There was only one explanation: Matthias was inside the Bulwark’s network, and he’d shut down the camera. I couldn’t explain how, especially when he was wearing the nullifying skull cap, but all the evidence pointed toward the conclusion.

I glanced up at the surveillance camera in my cell, and the red light flickered out. I stepped to the right, but the camera didn’t follow me. Somehow, it had turned off, and I knew Matthias was responsible.

Pins and needles ran down my limbs as I realized what this meant.

I could teleport into the passageway, rescue Matthias, and he could open a portal to return us to the Stalwart. He could use his magic with the kind of accuracy I feared I couldn’t.

I gritted my teeth and concentrated on the image of dozens of cannons blasting the Stalwart. I saw Casey torn to pieces, Zac slammed into a bulkhead, Elle’s neck twisted, and similar deadly outcomes for the rest of the crew. I didn’t want to continue imagining such terrible fates for my friends, but I knew it was the only way I could trigger a teleport.

With a heady concoction of negative emotions, I conjured a picture of the passageway outside my cell.

Then I teleported.

My body scrambled into atomic-level pieces before joining together again. I was standing inside the passageway, and the two artillerymen who imprisoned Matthias barely looked up before I was upon them.

I forced myself to pull my punches, not wanting to kill a fellow member of the RTF. I grabbed one man’s gun before he could fire and slammed the thick barrel into his face. Metal collided with bone, and blood sprayed out from the man’s nose. Another strike with the weapon and the artilleryman fell unconscious to the floor.

The second soldier drew a sword from his belt and flicked it toward me. I tried to twist out of the way, but the point of his blade nicked my left hip, bounced, and penetrated the chest piece Hirsch had given me. I stifled a cry of pain, but I managed to whirl around and kick the artilleryman in the stomach. The blow cracked a few ribs beneath my opponent’s armor, and he doubled over. I drove my armored knee into the artilleryman’s face, and he went down in a limp bundle of arms and legs.

I grabbed the unconscious man’s hand and used his palm rune to open Matthias’ cell. The forcefield vanished, showing the machina sitting with his legs crossed in the center of the room. His glowing eyes brightened to a lively green color when they turned on me.

“You are quite tardy, Squire Lyons,” Matthias said in his oddly artificial voice as he stood. “I disabled the camera inside your cell at least three minutes ago.”

“I figured that was you,” I said as I helped remove the helmet from the machina’s head.

“Is there anyone else who can tap into this ship’s computer systems while remaining unnoticed? The answer is no, Squire. Controlling technology is one of the benefits afforded by being a ghost in a machine, but I could not exercise my magical abilities while I wore this barbaric device.” Matthias glared at the helmet, and his eyes shifted from a dull yellow to an enraged crimson.

The machina stepped into the passageway and bent over the unconscious artilleryman I’d used to open the cell. He lifted the man by the neck and then twisted. With a sickening snap, the soldier’s life was ended.

“What are you doing? You can’t . . .” I trailed off as Matthias approached the second unconscious artilleryman and ended his life, too.

“We cannot have them waking up while we still have work to do aboard this ship.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “You just killed those RTF soldiers!”

“I swear on my honor that our quest is more important than the lives of two artillerymen,” Matthias promised. “I can assure you that anyone who serves under Polgar does so voluntarily. They are as evil and honorless as the man they serve.”

“Not all who serve Polgar are willing,” I said under my breath. “He might have blackmailed them.”

“I read their minds when they captured me. They were not honorable men.”

“We need to get back to the Stalwart,” I said, feeling a little better about the machina executing the artillerymen. “This warship might have already attacked.”

“No, the Bulwark has not fired its rune-nukes quite yet. Polgar’s knights are having difficulty entering the armory. They are interrogating the crew as we speak, but no one will tell them how to breach the door.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“I have intercepted the communications on this ship.”

I found myself shaking my head again, unable to believe what I was hearing. Exactly how powerful was this machina?

“Then we don’t have much time,” I said.

“We must retrieve the armor Polgar stole from us before we leave this ship.”

“Forget the armor. The crew’s lives are more important. It could be seconds before the grand knights open the armory door. Once they have all the king’s items, they’re going come back here and blast our ship.”

Matthias shook his head. “You do not understand, Squire Lyons. King Justinian’s armor is the very reason for the Stalwart’s existence. Even the loss of two pieces would ruin our plans. We must retrieve the boots and gauntlets from this warship, for they are crucial to our mission. We lose them, and the rest of the armor becomes meaningless.”

I frowned at the android. “This ship is massive. How can we find the armor?”

“I have already analyzed this vessel’s systems. I know the precise location of the equipment the high sorcerer stole from us. It lies within a storage room. Unfortunately, Polgar has disabled surveillance inside the room so I cannot give you an image of it, but I will show you the passageway outside. You should be able to teleport there if I give you ample description, is that so?”

“Uhh, I haven’t exactly mastered teleportation on demand.”

“Do not worry, this will be a simple task for you, Squire Lyons.”

I almost laughed at the machina’s confidence in me. “Can’t you open a portal there?”

“I must save my energy to transport us from this ship to the Stalwart. Without a jump sphere to enhance my abilities, I can summon only a few portals in a short space of time.”

“Won’t there be guards outside the storage room?” I asked.

Matthias nodded. “There are six artillerymen stationed outside, but they are not expecting anyone. I would recommend dealing with them swiftly.”

“They’re members of the RTF. I can’t kill them.” I glanced at the dead artillerymen and wondered how terrible the consequences of their deaths would be. I’d already killed two, and I didn’t want to add any more to the tally needlessly.

“I do not have time to convince you of the importance of our quest and the necessary evils that will accompany its completion,” Matthias said, sounding frustrated. “We cannot leave without first obtaining the boots and gauntlets. You may attempt to retrieve them without notifying the guards of your presence, but should they see you there, they will attack you. And surviving means killing them.”

Self-defense was a shaky rationalization. According to those soldiers, I’d be stealing equipment they’d been assigned to guard. I would be a thief in their eyes; therefore, killing me would be justified.

I’d already thrown my lot in with the Stalwart’s crew, and I couldn’t back out now. I hoped whatever they were planning with the late king’s armor turned out to be worth all of this.

“Now, let me show you where you must direct your teleport,” Matthias said as he reached into my mind, and I got the same feeling I’d experienced with Polgar and the diviner in the Wayfarer commune. Then I saw a mental image of a passageway with six artillerymen squatting in front of a doorway while they played cards on the floor. I figured Matthias had gained control of the surveillance system, and he was now sharing the image with me.

“The storage room lies behind that doorway. Now, do you know the trigger which activates the nanorunes in your bloodstream?” Matthias asked me.

I didn’t know what nanorunes were, but I did know how to teleport, so I gave the machina a nod. I only needed to contemplate the horrors that would follow cannons firing from this warship and eliminating the Stalwart. I wasn’t overjoyed with contemplating the possible future again, but I’d do it if it meant getting back to the Stalwart in time to stop my friends from dying.

“I have set up a camera loop inside the passageway, so you won’t be seen. I shall disable the artillerymen’s communication devices and seal the doors so they cannot escape. The next cycle of guards is not scheduled for another hour, so we need not worry about hiding the dead bodies you leave behind.”

“There won’t be any dead bodies,” I corrected.

Matthias tilted his head at me, and I could see his brain pulse as he considered what I’d said. “Very well. The virtual crawlers will find my handiwork on the ship’s network soon, so we do not have much time.” Matthias paused and then tilted his head. The cables inside his transparent skull pulsed as if new information was travelling along his brain’s electronic neural circuitry. “Ah, it seems the grand knights have retrieved the rest of the armor from the Stalwart and delivered it the storage room on this vessel.”

“Then the fleet will be leaving soon,” I whispered with a sense of dread, knowing that as soon as Polgar’s ship was the last one remaining, the Stalwart was doomed.

Matthias nodded. “You should make haste. We have only a few minutes.”

I swallowed and concentrated on the passageway the machina had inserted into my memory while also focusing on the impending gruesome fate of my friends. I experienced the sensation of being torn apart and put together, and then I was in the passageway.

The six soldiers were squatting with their backs to me, and I was hidden behind a curving bulkhead. They were better equipped than the Stalwart’s artillerymen, with carapace armor painted in royal blue. All of them wielded sword and shield combos as well as bayonets. They wouldn’t be easy to fight, especially when I didn’t want to deal them any lethal blows.

As the artillerymen continued playing cards, unaware of my presence, I studied the door to the storage room. The door was completely open, and I guessed Polgar never considered someone might attempt to rob him. It also explained why artillerymen were guarding the door and not knights. Unfortunately, there was no way I could sneak past them without being noticed.

I knew time was running out, but I needed a way past without killing these men. My heartbeat pounded in my ears as I considered a teleport into the room. I wasn’t sure how many more times I’d be able to use my mutation. For all I knew, its use was limited, and I’d get stranded in there with the king’s armor and no way to get back to Matthias.

“Attention, crew,” a female voice blared from the intercom. “Weapon teams are to rendezvous in the assault deck immediately.”

A sickly feeling boiled in my stomach. They were getting ready to fire on the Stalwart. I couldn’t deal with these soldiers non-lethally with such little time.

Every second mattered.

They needed to die.

Or my friends and I would die.

I prayed Queen Catrina would forgive me as I dropped my left hand to my prot-belt and typed the speed sequence.

I spun away from the bulkhead and swung my longsword in the direction of the first two artillerymen. They didn’t even see the forcewave coming, and the powerful attack sent their playing cards flying as it crumpled their carapace armor. Their bones snapped as they slammed against a bulkhead. Unfortunately, the angle of my attack didn’t cause them to hit the other artillerymen, and they reached for their swords and shields.

A readout blinked on my visor.

 

Prot-field: 29%

 

I’d used an enormous amount of my prot-field in that attack, but it didn’t matter because I was already sprinting toward the other enemies. I was too close to throw another forcewave, but my legs surged toward an artilleryman as he screamed for assistance over his comms.

“Containment deck to security!” He paused and tapped his helmet, and I guessed the channel was dead.

A sweeping cut with my longsword spilled the man’s guts onto the floor and painted the bulkhead in a crimson arc. Blood dribbled from his mouth, and he gave me a surprised look in death, as though he wondered where the hell I’d come from.

Another soldier stormed me, cutting down with the sword in his right hand. I angled my longsword to counter the blade, but my timing was wrong, and the keen edges of my opponent’s sword sliced through my left rerebrace and pierced my bicep. The circuits inside my armor sparked, and my visor said I’d suffered a glancing cut.

I didn’t feel any pain from the injury, so I swept my longsword at the soldier. The blade took the man’s head from his shoulders, and blood spurted from the mangled stump of his neck. The soldier’s head hit the floor with a wet splat sound, and the other artillerymen seemed to pause for a moment.

They might have been taken aback by my savagery, but all I cared about was getting inside the storage room so I could save my friends. The soldiers were standing in the way, so I would kill them.

Another man came at me even as his comrade’s blood dripped from my sword. I bounced back, narrowly missing an attack from the fifth artilleryman with sufficient power to cut through my helmet.

He grabbed my right forearm so I couldn’t bring my sword to attack him, but I slammed my head onto his helmet, and the man’s visor cracked. The broken remnants of reinforced glass plunged into his eyes, and he released my arm. I swept my sword in an upward slice, and cut through armor before opening his torso with another spray of innards, blood, and screams.

The final soldier sprinted away from me in an attempt to escape down the passageway. The hatch suddenly closed, and the man slammed into the metal door. I guessed Matthias had performed that trick, and I whispered a quick thank you to him. The artilleryman gathered his resolve and turned to face me. His grim expression suggested he was ready to die as a man in a fair fight.

But what came next was anything but fair.

As he charged toward me, my longsword burst with azure rays of arcane energy. I spun it around to meet his charge, and the air surrounding my weapon crackled, humming a sweet song of death.

As the soldier closed in, he raised his sword to shoulder height. I dropped to one knee, lunged forward, and cut across. My opponent mustn’t have thought I’d try and hack his knees because he didn’t bring his shield down far enough to block my attack. My blade carved through the armored joints where the artilleryman’s greaves met his poleyns. The blade struck the man’s knee, and he screamed in pain, dropping his shield.

I buried my sword into the soldier’s chest, and blood oozed onto my gauntlets, painting the metal red. As I slid my longsword free from flesh, I whispered a prayer to my Queen, hoping she wouldn’t hold my actions against me.

I felt a tear trail down my cheek. One day I’d make amends for this, but today wasn’t that day. I needed to save my friends aboard the Stalwart, and I wasn’t going to let anyone stop me. Not even an RTF soldier.

I entered the storage room and found the chest with all the armor inside. I now felt the wound the artilleryman had given me, and the cut screamed with pain as I lifted the metal box. I almost dropped it, but I gritted my teeth and forced it up to my waist with a push on my right knee. With the chest steady in my grip, I meditated on the impending sufferings of my friends and called to mind the passageway outside the cells.

The negative emotion made me nearly cry out, but I held back as my atoms dissolved before uniting again in front of Matthias and a glowing arcane portal.

“Where is the chest?” he asked me.

I glanced down at my empty hands. A moment later, the chest materialized and crashed to the ground. Somehow, when I’d teleported, the chest and I had separated.

“You will need to work on that,” Matthias said with a frown.

I reached down to pick it up again, but my right arm could barely take the chest’s weight, let alone lift it above my knees. The machina brushed me aside and lifted the heavy box. The object rested in the crook of his arm like a bag of air, and I shook my head at his incredible strength.

“Are you ready?” he asked while the glowing lights serving for his eyes glanced at my wound.

I took one last look at the pair of dead artillerymen and nodded. “Let’s go.”

Matthias stepped through the portal first, and I followed him. As I winked out of the RTF Bulwark and traveled to the Beluga-Class RTF Stalwart, I prayed that we weren’t too late.
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Chapter 26

Matthias and I stood in the Stalwart’s deployment room. The starship was deathly quiet, and I didn’t hear any warning sirens which would normally accompany an assault. I didn’t know exactly how much time was left before Polgar’s warship started firing on us, but it couldn’t be long now.

“You will need to free the crew,” Matthias said, still holding the chest with the king’s armor in the crook of his right arm like it weighed a kilo instead of eighty. “They have been locked in two areas of the ship. The yeomen, artillerymen, and enchanters are inside the galley, while the Command Team and the knights are locked within the holding cells.”

I hadn’t seen the starship’s holding cells before, so I didn’t know their exact location. The problem was solved when I connected my prot-belt to the ship’s systems, and my visor showed a map of the Stalwart. The cells were located on Deck 1, between the engine rooms and the hangar.

“I suggest freeing the Command Team first. I believe they are the least likely to kill you on sight,” Matthias said. “Your palm rune should open the locks. I must go to the arcane chamber now to prepare an escape for our ship.”

The machina moved out of the deployment room with an alacrity I didn’t expect. The strides of his mechanical legs were at least two meters long, and each step hissed with the firing of pistons.

I left the deployment room, took the elevator from Deck 3 to Deck 1, and then raced along the passageway toward the cells. A description flashed on my visor when I walked through.

There were eight cells in total, and each of them was designed to house a maximum of two prisoners. Prot-fields sealed the captives off from the corridor, and nullification zones prevented the use of Runetech equipment.

I was hesitant to walk in the open, knowing the knights would probably want to skin me alive. It was only the impending death of the crew forcing me forward, and my heart played a drum roll as I approached the first cell.

Olav and Leith were waiting in the room, and they leaped to their feet when they saw me. They were still wearing their armor, and I guessed Polgar’s men hadn’t disarmed them since it wasn’t like their Runetech would help them escape their cells before the Stalwart was blown apart.

“You!” Olav screamed at me, and his face reddened to match the color of his mohawk.

“How about you let us out of here, lad?” Leith hissed with a deadly smirk.

I kept walking, deciding to free some less dangerous men first. The second cell held Moses and Flanagan, and the shield knight’s mouth dropped when he saw me.

“Nick,” he said. “What are you doing in here?”

“I gotta get you guys out of here,” I said.

Flanagan pointed a finger toward the passageway. “There’s a control panel next to the cell behind you.”

The two jump mages were inside the cell Flanagan indicated, and Ronan and Patrick watched me as I approached the control panel needed to open the cells. The interface was motion-sensored like much of the other tech on the starship, and I flicked through the menu, located the option for opening the cells, and then held my palm rune over the scanner.

Olav and Leith were the first to be freed, and they sprinted toward me. The last thing I wanted to do was draw my longsword at the knights, but I still reached for the weapon on instinct. Before I could free it from my prot-belt, the berserker gripped my throat and Leith pressed the point of his dirk in the vulnerable seams of my chest armor.

“You fucking traitor!” Olav yelled as spittle flew from his mouth.

“I say we carve him up,” Leith said. “I’d like to see a traitor bleed.”

“The ship is moments away from being attacked,” I struggled to say while Olav’s gauntleted hand was doing its best to crush my esophagus.

“Let him down, Olav,” Captain Cross ordered as he and Commander Reynolds walked out from the cell to my right. “I want to hear his explanation.”

The berserker released me from his grasp with a grunt, and I dropped to the ground. I massaged my aching throat as the captain approached me. When I straightened, Captain Cross was looking into my eyes. His hair hung loosely over his shoulders, and his white-peppered beard sprung out in all directions. On any other man, the hair and beard might have looked disheveled, but it gave him the appearance of a weary warrior. The official uniform of an RTF Captain, a bright blue trench coat, hung from his shoulders.

“Explain yourself, Mr. Lyons,” Commander Reynolds spat from beside the captain.

These two possessed the power to command my death in seconds, and I swallowed back my fear. Their lives depended on me convincing them the Stalwart was moments away from certain destruction.

“Polgar’s ships are leaving the galaxy through a portal as we speak,” I said. “They might have already left.”

“Then they aren’t a problem,” Commander Reynolds said, and I got the feeling her desire to see me dead might have bested Olav’s.

“Before the last ship leaves,” I said, “they’re going to fire rune-nukes on the Stalwart.”

“He’s lying,” Olav said.

“I agree,” Leith said. “Let’s kill him.”

“Squire Lyons is on our side,” Matthias’ voice came over the intercom. “He made a mistake allying himself with the high sorcerer, but he saved me and brought me back here. Please, do not kill him.”

Every eye turned to Captain Cross, and I understood now that my fate was entirely in his hands. Matthias would tell them the ship needed defending, and then they’d do it without my help. I wasn’t essential to the defense, and not having me around would certainly boost morale.

“Where is the armor?” Captain Cross asked me.

“Silvester Polgar obtained all of King Justinian’s armor,” I said, and the captain’s eyes wavered for a millisecond, “but I retrieved them with the help of Matthias.”

The captain continued staring into my eyes as though he was reading my soul. He nodded once and then turned to the rest of the crew. “We’ll keep the squire around. He may serve a purpose yet.”

“Like giving my daggers something to drink,” Leith said.

“Or my hatchets!” Olav added.

They both turned away when Captain Cross laid his eyes on them.

After a few seconds of staring at me again, the captain called out, “Matthias!”

“Yes, Captain,” the machina responded over the intercom.

“Is there any way to evade this fleet?”

“I am afraid not. As soon as I initiate a portal, it will inform the other vessels that we are no longer imprisoned. I suggest waiting until the last ship remains.”

“The one that’s been instructed to shoot us once the other ships have gone through the portal?” Captain Cross asked with some skepticism.

“Exactly,” Matthias responded. “I will still be unable to activate a long-range portal due to the warship’s silencing capabilities, but I can summon lesser portals. We will be able to move a maximum of one hundred kilometers at a time.”

“Hmm . . . “ The captain paused to think. “We should be able to evade the enemy missiles with short-range jumps. Can you make that happen, Matthias?”

“Yes, sir. Although I will require the assistance of the jump mages. Can you send them to the arcane chamber?”

“Ronan, Patrick, you heard the machina.”

The two mages ran out of the passageway.

“Let’s head to the elevator,” Captain Cross said to the crew as he marched.

The crew followed behind him, and I tried to stay as far from Olav and Leith as possible. The pair of knights still glared at me, but then Moses and Flanagan came alongside me. The shield knight pressed his palm to my shoulder lightly as we traveled to the elevator.

“How do you plan on battling a Cachalot, Captain?” Moses asked.

“We’ll outflank it with SR portals. This old girl has some speed to her, so we should be able to outmaneuver the other ship and try to hit them on their underbelly.”

“How long can we keep that up for? I doubt we have the firepower to take down the other ship’s shields.”

The truth of Moses words struck home as we approached the elevator. Cachalots were the strongest starships in the RTF, and these particular models were used for the protection of kingdom officials. We had almost no chance of taking out the warship with our rune lances, plasma quarrels, or heavy cannons. From the pregnant silence among the knights, I guessed they were thinking the same thing.

“Uhh . . . I might have something.” My mouth went dry when I heard Casey’s voice. She must have been put in one of the containment cells instead of with the rest of the crew in the galley.

I turned to face the enchantress and also saw Elle. The point clerk scowled as she met my eyes, and I got the impression she wasn’t too pleased with me. Casey’s green eyes also flickered to my face for half a moment, but I couldn’t read her expression. Then she pushed her way through the circle of knights and stood before the captain.

“What do you have, Casey?” Captain Cross asked.

“A rune-cannon. It’s all ready to go inside the maintenance room. I only need some Alpha Dust to finalize the rune circle.”

“I’m afraid we’re out of Alpha Dust,” the captain said. “Any substitutes that’ll get the rune-cannon up and running?”

“No, sir,” she said. “It’s a prototype, and I wasn’t expecting to use it so soon. It’ll only take high quality particles.”

I remembered the ears I’d truncated from the Ogre and pulled them out of my belt pouch. Neville had said they could be distilled for Alpha Dust in minutes, and I hoped the enchantress would be able to use them to finish the rune on her cannon.

“Will this work?” I asked as I held the severed body parts in my open palm.

Casey’s mouth dropped as she peered at my hand and then picked the ears up with two fingers. “Ogre ears?”

I nodded. “Can you use them?”

“I can break them down using the distiller we moved to the armory,” she said with some excitement. “Then I can go over the rune I’ve primed on the cannon.”

“Excellent,” Captain Cross said. “Let the commander know when you have the cannon prepared.”

“Yes, sir.” Casey went to leave, but the captain stopped her.

“One last thing. Are you certain this cannon can destroy the RTF Bulwark?”

“Almost certainly,” the enchantress said.

“If we take out an RTF vessel,” Commander Reynolds said, “we will become rebels.”

“It was only a matter of time, Commander. It seems Silvester Polgar and Duke Barnes have played their hands,” Captain Cross said. “I don’t wish to murder my fellow countrymen, but should they fire at us, I will have no choice. I will communicate as much to them from the bridge and hope they withdraw. I doubt they will agree since they are commanded by that serpentine sorcerer.”

A still silence rippled over the crew as each member realized they were moments away from either dying at the hands of their own military or becoming rebels of the Caledonian Kingdom.

“Moses and Flanagan, I need you to free the rest of the crew,” the captain said, breaking the silence. “Does anyone know where they are?”

“In the galley, Captain,” I said. Olav and Leith snarled at me, a united front of fury. Their expressions carried a promise of retribution for imprisoning the crew. “Uh, Matthias told me they were in the galley.”

The addendum didn’t change the way Leith and Olav were looking at me. I figured the rest of the crew would share their hatred for traitors. If we ever survived this space battle, I would have to work hard to earn their trust back.

“You heard the squire,” Cross said to Moses and Flanagan.

“Keep yourself out of trouble until we get this resolved,” Moses said to me before departing. I was thankful for the man’s continued friendship since I’d done nothing to earn it. His kindness even after my actions increased my sense of guilt, which made me even more determined to make things right.

“Olav and Leith, I need you to take as many men as you can to the shield stations and gunner terminals. It’ll be tight navigating the ship through those short-range portals the mages generate, so I’ll need the shields to absorb enemy fire. Gunners will focus on harrowing the Bulwark. Locate any weak points in their shields and exploit them.”

“Yes, sir,” the two knights chorused before leaving.

“Now, you’ll both need to accompany the commander and me to the bridge,” Cross said to Elle and me. “It’s time to show you just what the Stalwart can do in single combat.”

The starship bustled with life as the knights freed the artillerymen and enchanters so they could attend to the Assault Deck, while the liberated yeoman ran to the bridge. Servitors milled about the passageways, readying themselves for the inevitable repair tasks they would have to complete after the enemy warship hit us.

Once we arrived at Deck 4, Elle and I marched behind Captain Cross and Commander Reynolds into the bridge. All the pods were empty, the yeoman and the rest of the Command Team absent.

“Commander,” I said.

Commander Reynolds snapped her head toward me.

“I can help the crew in the gunnery,” I said. “I have experience firing plasma quarrels.”

“The only reason you’re here and not there, Lyons, is because Olav and Leith will stick a dirk in your back. Normally Leith would be present in the bridge since he is our navigator, but the captain has decided it better for your welfare that he remain at the gunnery. If you continue to irk me, I will reconsider, and we can see how good you are at dodging a knife in your back.”

She glanced from me to Elle before pointing at a pair of the pod chairs on the far side of the bridge. “You’re both to sit there for the duration of the battle,” she said. “We haven’t yet determined your culpability in this mess, Miss McGrath, and I’m having trouble understanding your sudden shift in allegiances, Mr. Lyons.”

I wasn’t surprised the commander was no longer referring to me as a squire, but I didn’t want to remain helpless on the bridge while I could be somewhere useful.

Elle gave Reynolds’ back a death stare as she sat in the pod. I took my own seat and watched the commander move to a high-backed chair that shifted from the center of the room and stopped to rest beside Captain Cross in his pod.

“Polgar’s fleet has summoned six LR portals,” Commander Reynolds said as she scanned the readout from a console. “Two of the vessels have already left. Four more ships, and then it’s only the Bulwark.”

As warning sirens blared from the overhead, yeomen filtered into the bridge, frantically jumping into their pods and assuming their positions at the various stations around the bridge’s perimeter.

“Ensure the engine room is prepared to fire the thrusters by the time the sixth Cachalot leaves the vicinity,” Cross said to a yeoman.

“Yes, sir.” The yeoman saluted and left.

“Activate battle arrangement,” the captain said, and the pods and consoles shifted along the ground to form three neat rows of five, all facing the primary viewscreen. The remaining fleet of Cachalots surrounded our ship, dwarfing it. Their gray bows were painted with royal blue stripes, and weapons covered every portion of the warships.

The captain and the commander studied the viewscreen as a third Cachalot left the galaxy via an LR portal.

We were linked with the general comms channel so we could hear all communications between the crew. Olav and Leith reported that the shield stations were completely full, and a man was inside almost all the gunner terminals. Matthias was still trying to determine a means of circumnavigating the enemy warship’s firewalls so he could summon an LR portal, but he’d had no luck so far. It seemed even the machina was incapable of manipulating that particular technology.

Our only option was to shoot an RTF warship with Casey’s cannon, an action which would brand every one of the crew members a rebel. Previously, Polgar might not have possessed sufficient evidence to prove the Stalwart was a vessel filled with insurrectionists, but he certainly would if the cannon worked. Hopefully, he would be too dead to report anything, and his ship would be too mangled to provide any visual history of our defense.

There were only three vessels in Polgar’s fleet remaining now, and I wondered how long it would be before Casey would tell us her cannon was ready. When there was only the RTF Bulwark remaining, the warship would fire at us. That was Polgar’s command, and I couldn’t imagine the warship not completing it successfully.

We were running out of time.

“Those ships are getting away, Captain,” Olav spoke over the comms. “Why aren’t we attacking them?”

“My firing arm is getting tense,” Leith added. “I want to kill some assholes.”

“No,” Captain Cross said. “We wait until there’s only one left.”

“I love this strategy,” Leith said with a giggle. “The possum wolverine strategy.”

“The possum wolverine strategy?” Commander Reynolds asked the slayer.

“Play the possum and then play the wolverine,” Leith answered. “My favorite game to play when I was a kid.”

“You’re weird,” Flanagan said over the comms.

“I’m amazing,” Leith said. “People love me.”

Flanagan snorted. “Sure, buddy.” It sounded like the herald was trying hard not to laugh at the slayer.

“Captain,” Casey’s voice joined the debate on the comms channel before Leith could respond. “I’ve almost finished distilling the Alpha Dust. I’ll head to the arcane chamber as soon as I have the required amount.”

“The cannon is inside the arcane chamber?” Commander Reynolds asked.

“Yes, in the maintenance room adjacent to the spheres. It’s the only place on the starship with enough negators to allow for such powerful magic.”

“Alright, looks like we have one more ship to leave before we get fired upon,” Cross said. “Mages, is the short-range portal ready for travel yet?”

“The requisite energy is prepared. We’ll summon the SR portal as soon as you give the go ahead,” Matthias said.

“I’ll feed you the coordinates. We need that portal now,” he said.

“Prepare to initiate thrusters,” Commander Reynolds ordered the yeomen in the various pods on the bridge.

“We have detected a large-scale shift in power usage on the Bulwark, Captain,” a yeoman said. “We have ten seconds until the enemy ship fires its missiles.”

“Nine seconds until we reach the coordinates to the projected SR portal,” another yeoman said.

The sixth Cachalot vanished through a portal, leaving the final ship: Polgar’s RTF Bulwark. Its bow was pointed toward our bow, and the viewscreen overlay pinpointed the exact missile array that would strike us in just a few seconds.

“One ship remaining!” Captain Cross yelled. “Mages, open the portal! Yeomen, thrusters full speed. Gunners, prepare to fire! For the Queen!”

“For the Queen!” the Stalwart’s crew echoed the captain’s shout.

My voice was among them.

The area in front of our starship sparked, and a tiny star seemed to appear and unfold like a sapphire flower until it was a massive rift. As soon as our ship penetrated the portal’s barrier, the bridge rattled and lurched.

I steadied myself on the pod, and the viewscreen showed a new location. Rather than looking at the Bulwark dead-on, we were facing the enemy warship’s starboard side. Red balls of plasma shot from the Stalwart, but they dissipated into pink flares as the Cachalot’s shields absorbed the fire.

I had a first-row seat for the battle, but I would have rather been on the inside of a gunner terminal where I could have helped. Unfortunately, right now, I couldn’t do a thing except sit here and watch the events play out. I’d been completely hamstrung.

“Mages, how soon can we have another short range portal?” Captain Cross asked.

Our ship rocked as the enemy warship fired at us with its plasma quarrels, and our lights flickered in the overhead. I heard a beeping sound, and then the lights seemed to steady. After the emergency generators kicked in, I guessed the enemy ship had struck us somewhere vital.

“Ten seconds, Captain,” Ronan reported. “The yeomen have already patched in the coordinates.”

“Forcefields are depleting quickly,” the captain said matter-of-factly as he surveyed his holo console depicting a hundred different statistics of the Stalwart’s current status. Normally yeomen would summarize logistics for a captain, so I was impressed Captain Cross could determine a course of action with a glance. “Shielders, can you hold up for eight seconds?”

“Yes, sir,” Moses said over the general comms as our starship rocked violently again.

I wanted more than anything to help the crew, but I couldn’t disobey the commander’s orders.

“Isn’t there anything we can do to help?” I asked Elle.

She shook her head. “You heard the commander.”

The starship was hit again a second before we vanished into another SR portal and materialized port-side of the Bulwark. This time, the enemy warship detected our movement, and we were in the direct trajectory of an enemy rune lance. The weapon’s frequency was undetectable by the naked eye, but the overlay on the viewscreen showed a purple beam striking the Stalwart’s hull.

“That lance just scrambled five of our plasma quarrels, Captain,” Olav reported. “I knew we should have killed the squire traitor.”

“I can kill him now,” Leith said. “Give me the word, sir, and I’ll go to the bridge immediately and slit his throat.”

Olav barked a laugh into the general channel.

Elle looked at me from her pod. “Those guys are insane,” she said.

“Can you assholes focus on the task at hand?” Commander Reynolds said. “Any news on the cannon, Casey? Your weapon would be pretty damned good right about now.”

We hadn’t heard from the enchantress for some time, and I wondered what the holdup was. After a few seconds with no reply, the commander repeated the question.

“I’m trapped beneath a collapsed overhead, Commander,” Casey’s voice came over the channel, and I was filled with relief. “I only finished distilling the Alpha Dust a second ago, so the cannon isn’t online yet.”

“Mages, can any of you two get to the enchantress?” Captain cross asked.

“Impossible, sir,” Ronan responded. “We have suffered a lot of damage. The lesser spheres are out of action, and Matthias needs our help preparing the LR portal for when you take out the enemy warship with the cannon.”

“There’s no cannon without the enchantress, jump mage,” Captain Cross spat into the channel.

“I can get there, Captain!” I shouted as I jumped up from my pod seat. I eagerly crossed the bridge on foot to try and explain what I could do to help. Commander Reynolds looked like she was about to blow a fuse.

“What do you mean you can get there?” Captain Cross asked me. The viewscreen behind him showed the enemy weapons streaking across space to our prot-fields, and the man’s face was bathed in the pinks, blues, and red-oranges of the space battle.

“I’m a mutant,” I said. “I can teleport, instantly. I don’t use a portal. That’s how I escaped Tyranus. I was wrong about this crew and this ship. I want to make amends. Please let me help you, sir.”

“Captain, I don’t think this is a good idea,” Commander Reynolds begun. “How do we--”

Cross silenced her with a raised hand. “Okay. Let’s see you make this right, Lad. The whole ship is relying on you. Prove whether you’re with us or against us, Squire Lyons.”

No sooner had Captain Cross said my name than I’d teleported into the arcane chamber. I’d never visited the maintenance room Casey referred to earlier, so this was the closest I could teleport to her location.

Matthias was strapped to the primary jump sphere, his entire body glowing as arcane energy ran along the internal piping constituting his circulatory system and siphoned into giant runic batteries. The lesser spheres sparked with open circuits, and the distress systems were dousing red flames in chemicals.

“Where did Casey go?” I called out to the two jump mages who were standing beside the main jump sphere, their palms producing arcane energy to join with the machina’s.

“Down the passageway,” Patrick said through gritted teeth.

I activated my visor and breathed clean air as I sprinted in the direction the mage indicated. The overhead had collapsed at the entrance to the maintenance room, and I could see a freckled arm lying on the floor. I rushed over and tried to shift the crumpled metal away from Casey. She groaned as I moved it a bit, but the injury on my bicep screamed when I tried to lift too much, and I knew I couldn’t lift it off of her.

“How bad are you hurt?” I asked her.

“My right leg is crushed, but the rest of me is fine. I can’t get out of here, though.”

Even with my armor empowering my muscles to peak performance, I couldn’t get the collapsed overhead to budge. I looked above me and saw someone on the shield stations had sealed the breach in the hull remotely. The atmosphere and pressure returned to normal in the passageway, but we were going to keep getting hit unless I could get Casey to the cannon.

I considered using my longsword to launch a forcewave at the rubble, but any movement to the fallen overhead would probably result in the enchantress being crushed completely.

“Casey, can you tell me what I need to do to finish the rune?” I asked.

Our starship shuddered again, and her distress systems bathed the passageway in a fire-squelching agent. There weren’t any fires in here, so I guessed our ship’s systems were so overworked they couldn’t determine where to apply assistance. The rubble atop Casey slid, and she cried out.

“Casey!” I yelled.

“I’m . . . I’m alright. I’ve primed the rune. It just requires tracing with the Alpha Dust. Can you reach in here? I’ll give you a drill.”

I inserted my arm into the precarious web of metal scraps, trying not to dislodge anything lest I affect the integrity of the rubble. My hand found Casey’s, and her skin felt icy cold. I prayed she wasn’t suffering from intense blood loss as I took the drill from her grasp.

“Wait,” she said, and she pressed another small object into my hand along with the drill. “Here’s a vial of Alpha Dust. You should only need a little bit.”

I used my prot-belt to show a map of the Stalwart on my visor. I could see the maintenance room running off this passageway, but the starship’s status was offline, so I didn’t know if it was still intact.

I hoped the enemy gunfire hadn’t blown the whole thing apart. Otherwise, I’d be teleporting into open space.

The memory of Casey’s painful cries when the rubble had moved empowered my mutation, and I was pulled apart and put back together again inside the maintenance room.

Besides the fallen overhead sealing off the room’s entrance, this part of the starship had thankfully remained unmolested by the Bulwark. The body of Casey’s cannon took up most of the space, and its nose protruded from the ship’s hull about a meter, but its body was inside the room.

Our ship jolted from another successful enemy blast, and the Dust-drill slipped from my fingers. The entire contents of Alpha Dust inside the cannister spilled onto the floor.

“Shit!” I scrambled to scrape up the fallen particles, but couldn’t gather any with my fingers. I held the vial of Alpha Dust to the light and saw only a fraction of the magical mineral remaining. I poured the contents of the vial into the drill’s container and hoped it would be sufficient for Casey’s rune.

With the meager amount of Alpha Dust now inside the drill, I put the tool inside my belt pouch and searched the cannon for the rune I needed to complete. It wasn’t visible on the topside of the weapon, so I tried to maneuver around it. The squeeze was too tight between the bulkheads and the giant barrel with all of my equipment on, so I laid my weapons on the ground and wriggled out of my chest piece and blood soaked arm sleeves.

“Three minutes and forty-three seconds before the Cachalot fires another rune-nuke,” Commander Reynolds reported over the general channel. “Unfortunately, we cannot jump any longer. Matthias is locked within the long-range portal summon, and the other jump mages are unable to use their jump spheres. If Mr. Lyons can’t get the cannon working, this might be our last hurrah, crew.”

“No pressure,” I muttered to myself as I stared up at the underside of the metal cylinder. I used the torch on my helmet to illuminate the belly of the weapon, and saw a rune matching the sigil on my longsword with some slight variations. The gap between my body and the cannon was only ten centimeters wide, so I twisted my uninjured arm and slid it down my torso to remove the drill from my belt pouch.

My hands were shaking as I pushed the drill bit to the beginning edge of the rune. The chuck whirled to life upon sensing the pressure, and the Alpha Dust caulked the incisions made with the drill. Flecks of metal and dust spotted my visor, and I tried to ignore the constant sounds of destruction as the enemy warship pounded the Stalwart with its weapons. The pain in my arm helped a bit, and I was able to focus on the agony and tune out the sounds of battle while I sketched over the rune with the drill.

“My team’s shields are completely down, Captain,” Moses reported. “We can’t guard against any fire, but we still have the standard hull shields.”

“Yeoman Nolan, how many more hits can we take on the hull shields?”

“Less than four, but the shielder power should be back up in thirty seconds. If we can last that long,” Nolan responded.

“Squire Lyons, do you have the cannon working yet?” Captain Cross asked me. “You’ll have a brief second between hits of enemy fire to shoot that thing, and you’ll only get one chance.”

“Just another minute, Captain,” I said. “I’ll let you know as soon as it’s ready to fire.”

“We’re relying on you,” he replied. “Crew, we only have to endure the next thirty seconds. Then thirty seconds more after the shields come online again. Then we’re gonna blow this damned Cachalot to pieces.”

It was hard to ignore the overwhelming pressure I was under, but a few seconds later, my trembling hand sealed the final line on the rune, and it pulsed with arcane energy. First, it was an auburn colour, and then it shifted to a deadly crimson. The magical sigil was active now, but I didn’t know how to fire the cannon.

I searched for some way of getting it online within this room. My stomach twisted as I saw the edges of a console buried beneath the rubble. I carefully moved the metal pieces aside with my one working arm, and I tried not to think about how shifting these items might be causing debris on the other side to move, crushing Casey further.

After I removed the refuse from the console, I noticed the computer system was still functional and powered it on. The holo monitor generated a view of space in front of the cannon. Unlike the gunner terminals, this weapon was fitted with a fully-automated targeting system.

I exhaled in relief as I contacted the captain. “I’m preparing the cannon to fire, Captain.”

“Glad to hear that, Squire Lyons,” he said.

“One other thing, sir. Our basic shields will likely go down for the time it takes the cannon to draw enough energy to release a forcewave.”

It was a guess, but an intelligent one. The runes on this cannon looked like my longsword’s Forcewave rune. If it functioned the same, the projectile the cannon fired would be comprised of prot-field energy. That meant it had to come from somewhere.

“Sounds like a mighty big risk,” Captain Cross said. “The hull can’t endure much more direct fire. Are you sure this will work?”

“Not really,” I replied. “But I don’t see we have any other choice.”

There was silence on the general channel for a few seconds, and I imagined Captain Cross was doing some hard thinking.

“Let’s see what you’ve got, Squire Lyons.”

Captain Cross’s words steadied my hand as I held my palm rune over the console’s scanner. I exhaled as the security system granted me entry.

“You have three seconds to fire that thing, Mr. Lyons,” Commander Reynolds said in my ear.

With a few more swipes of my hand and prods of my fingers, I initiated the shield extraction sequence and was one push away from sending the Stalwart’s prot-field at the warship.

I breathed and then pushed fire.

The holo above the console showed a blue projectile shaped like a giant spear launch toward the Bulwark. The projectile unfolded as it closed in on the warship, transforming into a giant squid-like entity. Its tentacles enclosed around the enemy vessel, and then it seemed to constrict its limbs.

The Bulwark’s hull distorted and twisted beneath the pressure of the animated squid. I imagined the terrified screaming of the crew inside the warship as they tried to find some way of avoiding their inevitable end. Polgar would be wondering how we’d managed to fight back, and I couldn’t say I was displeased that the sorcerer’s heart would soon cease to beat.

The squid’s tentacles tightened, and the Bulwark’s guns gave one final protest before the hull split apart. A blinding flash followed as the engines exploded. Bright orange gas ballooned around the ship into a floral pattern. More fireworks spotted the monitor; cascading blue and purple bubbles. The many lights of the warship’s magical runes were like a cosmic mandala, and I couldn’t look away.

The lights faded, leaving only debris drifting in all directions from where the Stalwart’s prot-field had struck the Bulwark.

I stared at the twisting debris of the warship and felt a flurry of emotions. I was happy to be alive, of course, but I’d also killed hundreds of my fellow RTF comrades. I knew Polgar had been a snake, and these people had been loyal to him.

Still, the RTF were supposed to be fighting Grendels, not each other.

Silence reigned across all the Stalwart’s communication channels for a few seconds until the crew cheered loudly. My earpiece blared with the celebratory sound, and I smiled.

“Nice work, Squire Lyons,” Captain Cross said after the almost endless bout of whooping calmed. “Jump mages, how long before we can get out of here?”

“I am initiating the long-range portal now. All I need is a location,” Matthias replied over the ship’s communication systems, and it sounded as if the machina was smiling as he spoke.

“Sending you the coordinates now. Let’s get those thrusters firing.” The starship shifted even as the captain spoke.

I heard groaning from behind me and remembered Casey was still stuck beneath the wreckage. A servitor had already begun repairing this section of the ship, removing most of the heavier rubble from atop the enchantress. I lifted a large sheet of metal, and I saw Casey’s injured form.

The enchanter glanced up at me, and I saw blood pouring out of her nose. “Did you do it?”

“Yeah,” I said as I choked down the lump in my throat. Her face was too pale. “Not a bad weapon you built.”

“I’m only jealous I wasn’t the one to fire it.” She offered me a weak smile, and I knelt to inspect her wounds. Her right leg was crushed up to the hip, and she’d no doubt broken a few bones, but I couldn’t see any evidence of a spinal injury. Her breathing was soft and almost silent. My arm was still leaking blood from my injury, but I ignored it, and used my medkit on the enchantress.

There was a lot of blood, and Casey’s thin lips were turning blue, but I refused to believe she would die after all of this. I carefully cradled her in my arms, sighed as my bicep screamed, and then lifted her up against my chest as I stood.

A screeching noise came from above me, and I prepared for more rubble raining from the ceiling. The bulkheads seemed to bend beneath an intense pressure, and I guessed we were now traveling through the LR portal. My heart stopped as I watched two bulkheads almost wrestle free from their bolts, but they stilled after a second.

“Alright, crew, let’s get the injured to the infirmary and clean this starship up,” Captain Cross said.

Somehow, we’d survived a fight with a Cachalot warship. I just needed to ensure the enchantress in my arms wouldn’t be a casualty.


[image: ]




Chapter 27

All I could think about was losing Casey as I sprinted through the narrow passageway. I entered the arcane chamber and saw the jump mages still within the lesser spheres. Matthias was floating inside a vat behind the center sphere, replenishing his energies with biofluid.

I raced to the elevator, but it had been damaged from the assault, so I was forced to take the ladder down the shaft to Deck 2. With Casey in my left arm, I descended the rungs and hoped the medkit would keep her alive for long enough to get her medical help.

When I got to the infirmary, Dr. Lenkov looked up from the yeoman she was attending to and removed her spectacles. “Put her here,” she said, pointing at the only other unoccupied bed. The entire infirmary was filled with injured, and I wondered whether there were any dead. The Stalwart had certainly been subjected to enough enemy fire to cause a large number of casualties.

I let the enchantress rest on the mattress as the medical officer attached Casey to the life support systems. Her vital signs were weak, but she was still alive.

I could feel the wetness of blood on my arm and remembered the wounds Polgar’s artillerymen had given me. My senses were becoming dull, so I leaned back onto a mattress with one hand and allowed it to take most of my weight.

Blackness swallowed me up, and I woke sometime later with an IV tube running from my arm. My wounds were dressed, and my clothes had been removed.

“Hello, Squire Lyons,” Dr. Lenkov said with a smile. The pod chair she was sitting on drifted over to me.

“Where’s Casey?” I asked as I searched the infirmary beds.

“Resting in her quarters. Although I’m more concerned with your current state of health, Squire Lyons. It seems you’ve had quite a series of eventful days. Did you sleep at all?”

“Not really,” I said as I pulled the tube out of my arm. I stood, and the blankets fell away. A chill ran over my chest as well as my nether regions.

Dr. Lenkov stared at my body, and I saw a flicker of something like admiration cross her dark eyes. I remembered that I had thought about asking her to dinner, but I didn’t know if I’d be allowed on this ship after I spoke to the captain.

“I wouldn’t leave quite yet if I were you. Captain Cross wants a word, and I’ve let him know you’ve awoken.” Dr. Lenkov seemed to have read my mind, and she nodded at a table beside me. “There’s a clean set of clothes.”

“Does the rest of the crew still want to kill me?” I asked the doctor as I slipped on the blue squire uniform. I wasn’t sure if I deserved to wear official garb of the kingdom’s military after what I’d done, but I wanted to cover myself in something before the captain arrived.

“Not all of them,” she said with a smirk. “Sometimes it takes a great show of remorse to gain forgiveness. Your work with the cannon was an exemplary effort, but sometimes forgiveness never comes. I think you are a good man, Squire Lyons, and I hope all of the crew will forgive you.”

“I want that more than anything,” I said. “I didn’t know Silvester Polgar was such a dishonorable man.”

“You believe too readily in the goodness of others. Not everyone has the kingdom’s interests at heart. You may be surprised to learn who it is the crew serves.”

I was about to ask Dr. Lenkov who she was referring to when Olav entered the infirmary. He wasn’t wearing his armor anymore, and he’d shaved his beard. He grinned at me, but it was an expression of malice, not happiness.

“Alright,” he said as he brandished a hatchet from behind his back. “Time to deal with the traitor.”

Dr. Lenkov gasped, and I leaped from the bed and grabbed a metal tray to defend myself with.

Olav smiled at me maniacally as he raised his weapon.

“Olav Kjeldsen!” Captain Cross shouted from the infirmary’s doorway. “Are you about to harm a crew member?”

The berserker’s grin faded as he slowly turned to face the captain. “Uhh . . . No,” Olav said as he glanced at his weapon, then to me, then to the captain. “I was just showing it to him. It’s my favorite axe, after all. I thought he’d want to see it.”

“In the sick bay?” Captain Cross raised a bushy eyebrow.

“Well, seeing my axes always makes me feel better,” the berserker huffed as he slid the haft of the weapon into his belt.

“I’m glad to see that I misunderstood the situation. You know how I feel about crew members trying to kill each other.” A half smile came to Cross’ mouth, and the man’s eyes actually seemed to twinkle.

“Ahh, he stopped being a crew member when he betrayed us, Captain.” Olav crossed his muscular arms over his broad chest, and then shook his head at me.

“Squire Lyons was forced into his traitorous acts, manipulated by Silvester Polgar,” the captain said. “Matthias also tells me he may be useful in our quest.”

“Not sure how useful a traitor can be, but I’ll leave him be, for now.” Olav narrowed his eyes at me. “I’ll be watching you, Squire, and so will my axes.” He prodded me in the chest with a thick finger, turned to salute the captain, and then marched off.

“Thank you, Dr. Lenkov for treating the injured. Were it not for you, we might have had more than six deaths from the battle,” Captain Cross said to the medical officer. “You may leave us now.”

Dr. Lenkov touched her chest in salute and left the room.

Captain Cross approached me without a word. He walked around me, looking me up and down before stopping directly in front of me. His eyes peered into mine as though he were searching my soul for something. It wasn’t like the diviner’s gift where they could filter through minds, it was a wise man’s ability to determine the character of a person by gazing into the windows of their soul.

The captain nodded as if answering an unspoken question he’d asked himself. At last the man seemed satisfied with whatever judgment he’d made about me.

“Squire Lyons, it’s time for you to learn the true purpose of the Stalwart and her crew.”

“Aye, Captain,” I said, overjoyed I would finally find out exactly what was happening on this starship.

I followed the captain through the passageway to the elevator. Some of the crew we passed gave me accolades, thanking me for saving our ship with the rune-cannon. Others still showed their abject hatred of me, and I didn’t blame them. I figured it’d be some time before I earned back their trust. Dr. Lenkov said some of them might never trust me again, and I wouldn’t begrudge them for that. Still, I was going to do my best to make things right if Captain Cross allowed me to remain on the Stalwart.

We took the elevator to Deck 5, and then the captain led me into the armory. He walked by the servitors attending to a crippled bulkhead and raised his palm to the sealed door. I’d seen this door when the pirates had attacked. The room behind it was where Polgar’s grand knights retrieved the king’s armor. The runes on the doorway activated, glowed a dazzling blue, and then the door hissed open.

The captain entered the room and then bowed. I walked inside and saw what Cross had given obeisance to. A golden throne sat in the center of the square-shaped chamber, and sitting on the throne was an almost tangible holo of King Justinian. The bulkheads were painted in runic murals, depicting the various stages in the renowned life of the late king. Incense drifted from jeweled thuribles at each corner, and my head was filled with the sweet aroma.

The room was like a very small cathedral or church, and I was struck by the intense religious atmosphere of this hallowed place.

Resting on pedestals surrounding the holographic king were the gauntlets and boots, as well as a ring and a monocle.

“We have only gathered four items thus far,” the captain stated, though his gaze didn’t shift from the king’s holo. Captain Cross’ eyes were watery, and I knew then that this man was devoted to the throne in a manner far greater than Silvester Polgar or Duke Barnes.

“Why have you stored them in this . . . shrine?” Shrine was the only word I could think of to describe this strange room inside the Stalwart.

“Because there are people who would steal them from us. The pirates who attacked us learned of the items aboard our vessel. I can only guess how they knew about them, but I believe word must have travelled about our quest to retrieve King Justinian’s armor from the Seraphic portals.”

“Why do you want the armor?” Question upon question compounded in my mind, but I was hesitant to rattle them off in succession. Still, the captain seemed willing to answer them.

“We have been assigned the mission directly from the Queen.”

“Duke Barnes said the same thing to me,” I said. “Not that I think you’re lying, it’s just--”

Captain Cross bristled, and the lines in his square jaw hardened before softening again. “I understand. You wish for some proof. It’s a reasonable request. Only I cannot give it to you now. Soon, you will have all the proof you need. Queen Catrina has enemies close to her. She is alone in a den of vipers. Our mission will bring to light a betrayal which ended her father’s life.”

“Are you talking about Duke Barnes?” I gasped, but the captain raised his massive hand.

“I will not say for now. You will have to trust me. Will you?”

I nodded. In truth, I trusted the captain far more than I’d ever trusted Duke Barnes, but I still didn’t have answers to all my questions. Maybe if I remained on the Stalwart, I’d find out everything I wanted to know.

“We will need your help in finding all the missing pieces.” Captain Cross gestured to the eight pedestals without any items on them. “There are twelve in all, and each will require a greater effort to obtain. Your mutation provides you with a unique ability to manipulate Grendel doorways. With it, we do not need to hunt for Seraphic portals. With some training, you could transform any rift into the one we require.”

“Does this mean I won’t be kicked off the ship?” I asked eagerly. I was happy to do whatever the captain asked if it meant I could remain aboard the Stalwart.

Mom was safe now the Bulwark had been destroyed and Polgar was dead. I wouldn’t be forced to act against my conscience any longer, and I could send Mom money every month.

I could really get used to being a squire aboard this ship, and I hoped the crew would forgive me.

“I’m surprised you wish to remain aboard the worst ship in the RTF, with a crew widely despised by even the kingdom’s most despicable.” The captain grinned. “That little rumor was cooked up by me. It helps keep eyes off our true mission. Luckily, we will not be known as rebels, since Polgar and his warship were destroyed.”

“So I can stay?”

Captain Cross nodded. “You have absolved yourself of your treacherous actions, but your guilt will remain a stain upon your honor. Removing that will require far more.”

“I’ll do it,” I said. “I want to make things right.”

“It won’t be easy. You will face Grendels which cause regular Space Knights to tremble with fear.”

I breathed in the incense and focused on King Justinian’s holo. “I’m a squire on the RTF Stalwart. I’ll go wherever the crew goes. If they’ll have me,” I added.

“You hear that crew?” Captain Cross turned his head, and I heard cheering from within the armory.

I walked out from the shrine and was greeted with another round of cheers. Moses and Flanagan nodded at me while Olav and Leith shot me dirty looks. The squires ran up to me, and Nathan lifted me up in a bear hug.

“I knew you weren’t a traitor,” he declared as he released me. “Richard thought you’d abandoned us, but I didn’t believe it.”

“Rubbish!” Richard said as he gripped my hand.

Neville gave me a huge grin, and I fought back the tears from my eyes.

Commander Reynolds frowned at me, and she raised her nose in indignation before turning to Cross. “Where to now, Captain?”

“Set course for the next mission location,” he said. “We’ll stop on a planet along the way and see if we can’t get Squire Lyons some training in his mutation.”

“What planet do you have in mind?” the commander asked.

“Ecoma.”

Everyone seemed taken aback at the proposed destination, but I didn’t care whether it was a desert wasteland or a frozen wilderness. I was elated the crew was still alive, and overjoyed I could continue as a squire aboard the RTF Stalwart.

I had a home now. A place and a purpose with honorable men and women I knew served the late king and his daughter, the Queen.

Commander Reynolds shook her head in disbelief. “Captain, I would suggest something a little less--”

“Now,” Captain Cross said, interrupting the commander, “I think it’s about time for a drink. What do you say, Squire?”

“Aye, sir.”

 

End of book 1
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Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about our next book when it is published. If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about our next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join the crew of the Stalwart on their next adventure.

 

-----------------------

 

Like Space Opera novels? You might love Michael-Scott’s International best selling Star Justice series!

Get it here:

USA

UK

Germany

Australia

Canada

 

Like novels with game stats and progression? You might love Michael-Scott’s best selling Lion’s Quest series!

Get it here:

USA

UK

Germany

Australia

Canada

 

Like dark fantasy novels? You might love Sam’s Vagrant Souls series!

Get it here:

USA

UK

Germany

Australia

Canada

 

Looking for more LitRPG style books?

Join the LitRPG Society!

 

To find out more about Michael-Scott and his novels please visit:

www.michaelscottearle.com

 

To find out more about Sam and his novels please visit:

www.SamuelEGreen.com

 

Editing by Ginger Earle, Nick Kuhns, Diane Velasquez, Deborah Haggitt, Jacqueline Miles (who also edits my audio books), Debbie Elholm, Holly Lenz, Wanda Jewell, Cody Elyko, Jay Taylor, Lucas Luvith, Anthony DePaolo, Gary Vandegrift, and Kenneth Smith.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2017 by Michael-Scott Earle
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Looking for more LitRPG style books?

You should join the LitRPG Group!
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