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Forward

 


I started writing this book on May 27,
1995 and even though there have been long stretches where I've
neglected it, it's been a big part of my life for the past ten
years. I first copyrighted it in 1996 and did major revisions in
2000, 2003, and 2005. It's been both a boon and a
burden.

 


This is not a science fiction story.
Nor a romance. Nor an action piece. Hopefully, this is a blend of
all those genres into something that can be universally appealing
without sacrificing the artistic value. In a rare attempt to be
humble, I will make no claims as to my success or failure in that
regard.

 


I wanted to make a story based on the
Arthurian saga but that in no way was a continuation or recreation
of it. It takes place in the future, but not our future. Things
have been shaped differently in this world. Despite that fact, it
is still meant to be grounded in reality. There will never be magic
or time travel in this realm, rather treat everything as if it
could really happen.

 


Thank you for giving me your
time.

 


Thomas Moscato - December
2005


 


The 12 Basic Rules of the
Knights of the Round Table

 


•To never lay down arms •To
seek after wonders

•To injure no one •Not to
attack one another

•When called upon, to
defend the rights of the weak with all one’s strength

•To fight for the safety of
one’s country

•To give one’s life for
one’s country

•To seek nothing before
honor

•Never to break faith for
any reason

•To practice religion most
diligently

•To grant hospitality to
anyone, each according to his ability

•Whether in honor or
disgrace, to make a report with the greatest fidelity to truth to
those who keep the annals

 


From "De Casibus Virorum Illustrium"
by Giovanni Boccaccio


Prelude

 


 The year is Twenty-two sixty-six
and it has been four hundred and ninety years since the English
managed to quell the uprising in America. After securing a strong
rule, successful invasions of Japan, Central America and South
America followed and the areas were annexed in the name of the
crown. All the different peoples were incorporated into British
society. On the Sixth of August, Eighteen hundred thirty-two, the
English declared that all their colonies were official states of
the Empire and that their inhabitants would gain equal citizen
status.

 


Over a century later, in
the War of Nineteen Sixty-two, the Chinese Communist Collective
defeated the British Empire in a bid for control over the
continents of Africa and Australia. The period of war and poverty
that followed was known as the Second Dark Ages. Since then the two
nations have constantly bickered over their borders which at times
has erupted into full blown war.

 


To protect the crown an
organization of knights was formed, integrating both traditional
English views and Japanese codes of honor. It is the most powerful
military force in the British Empire. As technology has improved
they have evolved into The Royal Order of Psiber Knights. Many of
the nation’s youth aspire to join the prestigious institution. One
such boy is named Arthur, a distant relation to the queen. He also
has a troublemaking brother named Morgan…


The unpleasant sound of the door buzzer
roused Arthur from his slumber. He could never understand why his
father, a successful lawyer, insisted on keeping that ancient
antique in the place of some pleasant electronic chime. Sitting up
slowly, the boy rubbed the sleep out of his aqua-blue eyes. He
quickly glanced at the poster hanging on the far side of his room.
It depicted Sirs Gawain Haber and David Dartmore, the greatest
living knights, in exciting, albeit unrealistic, action poses. He
dropped his feet over the side of his bed and scratched his skinny
torso, a yawn racking his body. The buzzer continued, boring into
his skull.

He cracked his door open and called out,
“Dad! Morgan!” There was no response. His father had been up late
helping his brother pack, so he could imagine why they would be so
hard to wake. Morgan was preparing to leave for the York Institute,
a college for training the sons of royalty and lords to be knights.
Since the Riddles were distantly related to the queen they were
therefore treated as nobility. He sighed heavily and left his room,
padding down the stairs. He continued on to the front door, running
his hands through his sandy blond hair before opening it to reveal
the trespasser who had so rudely awakened him.

He was treated to the sight of his best
friend, Gwendolyn Chambers, standing on his front porch. She was a
beautiful but frail looking girl. Her long curls of strawberry
blond hair fell to her shoulders, glowing from the beams of early
morning sunlight. Her pale skin was nearly translucent, which was
the source of her delicate appearance. Her exotic green eyes lit up
when she saw him. “About bloody time.”

“What are you doing here?” Art
asked.

“Well I’m happy to see you too,
handsome,” Gwen said with a half-faked pout, “So glad I decided to
drop by.”

“I thought you were being sent off to
finishing school.”

“I am. I was supposed to leave this
morning, but I had to see you first.” She threw herself into his
arms.

“Gwen! That’s not very
proper.”

She buried her head into his shoulder and
said, “To hell with being bloody proper. I’m going to miss
you.”

Art cautiously brought his hand up behind
Gwen’s head and after a moment’s hesitation he started running his
fingers through her hair. Before long she pushed away and looked up
at him. “Take me for a walk,” she said abruptly.

“I’m in my night clothes,
Gwen.”

“A walk in your garden, silly,” she
replied with an eye roll, “Unless you need to dress in your Sunday
best for that.”

“All right,” Art conceded as he took
her hand and led her through the house and out the back
door.

The Riddle garden had been featured in many
home and garden magazines, as it hosted one of the biggest hedge
mazes in all of London. Beautiful flowers were in bloom everywhere
around them, representing every color from the rainbow. It took
three full-time gardeners to keep the grounds in such good
shape.

“Tell me again why your dad is sending
you away,” Art said.

“I’m still not sure,” she replied,
“Maybe it was the time I cut my skirt so it would show more of my
bum or the time I got caught cutting class or the time I mouthed
off to my teacher.”

“We all heard about that. What exactly
did you say that caused such a disturbance?”

Gwen looked bashfully away. “My dad made me
promise never to use those words again.”

“Well then,” Art said, trying to look
thoughtful, “If I had to guess, then it was probably all of those
times.”

“Yeah, my dad said I need to stop
speaking my mind and act more a lady. I feel like telling him to
shove off.”

“Well you’re a pretty girl. It must be
shocking for him to see you act that way.”

Gwen smiled from ear to ear as she stopped
to touch him on the arm. “You think I’m pretty?” she asked.

Art blushed and put his hand behind his
head. “Well of course. You know it too.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to stand
to be away for so long. I’ll miss my family so much.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty hard. I don’t know
what I’d do without my father and brother.”

Gwen stopped walking and looked at him.
“What was it like to lose your mother?”

Art stopped too and looked down. “I was too
young to remember.”

“You sound guilty when you say
that.”

“Of course it makes me feel guilty. I
can’t even remember my own mother.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“I wasn’t that young.”

“Well I guess it was a traumatic
experience or something,” Gwen said, “I don’t know. You shouldn’t
blame yourself.” Art was silent for a few moments. Gwendolyn
grabbed his arm and they started walking again. “It’s a shame I
won’t be here for your Ascension Ceremony.”

“Yeah, my birthday’s in four months.
You’ll just miss it.”

She tapped him on the chest. “The little boy
is becoming a big man. Should I call you ‘sir’ yet?”

“I won’t be a ‘sir’ until I’m eighteen
and I get knighted. You know that.”

“Your father will pick your wife soon
after,” Gwen said.

“I hate that.”

“What?”

“Most men don’t have their wives
picked for them. We’re not really royalty. We shouldn’t be held to
royal traditions.”

“Who do you think it’ll be?” she asked
coyly.

“Uh… I… don’t know,” he replied
uneasily.

“Arthur?” Gwen asked sweetly, “How
come you’ve never kissed me?”

Art took a couple of steps backward and
said, “I never knew you felt that way. I thought you wanted to be
just friends.” He looked down absently at his feet.

“Arthur, you wouldn’t be able to see a
bear in front of you even if it stuck its big furry bum in your
face.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“Gwen,” a deep voice called from the
other side of the garden. “Gwendolyn!” The source of the voice was
approaching.

“Oh blast, it’s my father!” Gwen
exclaimed.

“What do you want to do?” Art
asked.

Gwen looked back and forth anxiously.
Suddenly she grabbed onto the back of Arthur’s head and brought his
lips to hers. They shared a deep kiss, his first, for a few long
moments. His stomach fluttered. Before Art knew it, her father was
holding them apart.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the
older man bellowed, “That’s no way for a proper young lady to
act.”

Gwen stuck her tongue out at him.

Her father was livid. “Young lady, you’re
angling yourself for extra time at the finishing school.” He
grabbed her elbow and started dragging her off, her arms crossed.
He turned and shot Arthur a dirty look.

“Bye, I guess,” Art said as they
disappeared from view.

• • •

Three months later. Arthur bounded down the
street, his sweats still drenched from training. He was barely able
to keep up with his sparring partner, Zachariah. They had just
finished class with Art’s personal tutor, Warren Churchill, and
they usually celebrated their newfound freedom with a race to the
park.

An elderly man yelled at the pair as they
dashed by and Zack was nearly clipped by a car as he crossed the
street. Moments later he was through the gate to the park and
already standing on the green grass. “Too slow, Riddle!”

Art tackled him and the two of them tumbled
on the dirt. He rolled and jumped to his feet, leaving Zack on the
ground. “You may be faster, but I’m the last man standing.” He
helped his friend back to his feet.

“Usually, you just complain about how
tall I am,” Zack said. It was true; his friend was a good bit
taller than him. In spite of his dark curly hair, that was one of
the reasons why many people mistook him for Arthur’s big brother.
That and the fact that they shared so many of the same
mannerisms.

Art turned as he heard a familiar whining
sound. Two young knights were learning how to use psiber sleds for
what appeared to be their first time. Their feet were locked into
the long gray boards as the anti-gravity pods on the bottoms lifted
them off the ground. The sleds were controlled from a psionic, or
telepathic, link from equipment in their helmets. The word psiber
was a cross between psionic and cybernetic. Flying on the sleds was
difficult to master but experts were unmatched on the battlefield.
The boys looked like they were surfing on the air.

Zack watched them with wide eyes. “I’m so
jealous you get to start your sled training next month after your
Ascension.”

Art shrugged and said, “You won’t be far
behind.”

“My birthday’s so late my dad won’t
let me start until next year.” They began to walk through the
park.

“It’s not so bad. We still get to
train together.”

“And you get to make your sword next
month too,” Zack said enviously, taking out his credit chip. At
birth all boys destined to be knights were assigned a credit chip
that they could use at a swordsmith to design their life’s weapon.
“I’ve got nothing. At least I’ll beat you to black
belt.”

“Warren will probably wait to test us
until I’m ready, too.”

“Come on, man. Give me
something.”

Art held his hands up. “Hey, sorry. I kneel
before the great master of Jujitsu.”

“Sod off. I don’t need your bloody
pity,” Zack growled at him, narrowing his eyes.

“Calm down. I was just being
sarcastic. Don’t be upset.”

Zack smiled. “And now I’ve got you. You’re
always so worried about offending everyone. You need to lighten
up.”

“Everyone tells me that. Especially
Gwen.”

“You miss her?”

“Of course I do. We had our first kiss
and then she was yanked away from me. I can’t wait until she comes
back.”

“Why? What are you going to
do?”

Arthur stopped as they emerged from the
other side of the park with a blank expression on his face. “I
don’t know.”

“Probably nothing. You’ll be too
scared.”

“Do you want to eat more
dirt?”

“You’ll have to catch me first!” Zack
said, taking off again. He got a few meters down the street before
skidding to a halt. Arthur caught up to him and found that the boy
was looking up at the sky, an expression of amazement frozen on his
face.

“What’s wrong?” Art asked.

Zack simply pointed into the sky.

“What? I don’t see any…” he stopped in
mid-sentence. A cloud of black dots was beginning to take shape on
the horizon. They could hear a buzzing sound in the
distance.

“Is it birds?”

Art shook his head and said, “Birds don’t
sound like that.”

“Locusts?”

Light glinted off one of the specks. “Can’t
be. Locusts aren’t made of metal.”

“Then what?”

Art gasped. “Aircraft.”

Zack turned to Art in disbelief and
demanded, “What? There hasn’t been a plane in the air in two
hundred years! You’re crazy.”

“You’re seeing this too.” The boys
were frozen in place as the raptors came into view. The only place
he had ever even seen a plane, besides the movies, was in a museum.
The menacing cloud split into two groups of five dots each, their
destinations obvious. They were heading for the Houses of
Parliament. The British Parliament was made up of a bicameral
system. For many years both the House of Commons and the House of
Lords met in the Houses of Parliament, the building where the
famous clock Big Ben resided. A century ago Parliament Castle had
been built and the House of Lords had split off to convene there.
It also housed the office of the prime minister.

As the first group reached Parliament
Castle, tiny bombs poured out of their bellies. Once the tallest
building in all of London, a giant fireball now enveloped the
castle. The second wing of planes dropped their payload onto the
Houses of Parliament, leaving only the clock tower known as Big Ben
standing.

“The bloody commies took out
Parliament!” Zack cried.

“Forget that, they’re heading right
for us!” Art exclaimed. The planes started to spread out and one of
them swooped in toward them. Twenty meters long and black as night,
the planes didn’t bear a single distinguishing mark. He had been on
older trains that used jet engines but the sound coming from the
turbines was like nothing he had ever heard.

Art scanned the street, looking for a safe
haven. He saw an entrance for the underground railway and started
towards it. “This way, Zack.” He stopped when he realized his
friend wasn’t behind him. Panicking, he scanned the street for the
boy. Finally he noticed him crouching beneath the overhang of a
three story hotel, his hands over his ears and tears streaming down
his face.

“Zack, what are you doing? Let’s go
down here,” Art called but his friend couldn’t hear him. He started
to make his way back across the street but a plane swooped down
between the buildings. It dropped a bomb into the hotel Zack was
crouching under.

Flames burst out of the windows and the
shockwave knocked Arthur off of his feet. As his head slammed into
the street his vision blurred and he struggled to hold onto his
consciousness. In what seemed like slow motion, he propped himself
up onto the rough asphalt, grasping with bloody fingers. Using all
his strength, he stumbled to his feet. “Zack?”

“Art,” a voice gasped. It came from
beneath a large pile of rubble. Arthur ran over and starting
clearing small chunks of concrete and shards of wood. Eventually he
uncovered his friend, trapped beneath a large steel
beam.

“Zack, we need to get you out of
here,” he said as he rose to get to a phone.

Zack grabbed his arm and held him tightly.
“No, don’t go.”

“But you’ll die!”

“Too late for that. I can’t feel my
legs.”

“Don’t talk like that! I’ll get help.”
Zack pulled his credit chip out of his shirt pocket. Arthur became
alarmed and asked, “What’s that for?”

“I want you to have it,” Zack said and
then he gasped, coughing. Blood dribbled down his chin.

“No, it’s your honor,” Arthur
exclaimed, his eyes watering up, “You’re supposed to take it with
you.”

“Take it where? To the afterlife?
That’s ridiculous.”

Arthur opened his mouth to respond, but he
knew it was pointless. Zack had always opposed archaic traditions,
speaking out against what he considered to be useless customs.

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” Art said,
“You’re not going to die. I won’t let you.”

Zack smiled at him and then clicked the chip
twice with his thumb. His smile faded and his head fell back. Art
closed his eyes, the tears at full steam, and took the chip from
his hand. When a chip was double-clicked the next person that
touched it would become its owner.

After putting the chip in a safe place he
cradled his friend’s head and cried freely. The planes hummed away
in the distance, their attack finished. A red sun set over the
city.

• • •

 Sweat was plastered on Arthur’s face as he
climbed over the lip of the cliff. The muscles in his wiry arms
screamed at him, begging for rest. He had finally reached the
pinnacle of the mountain. His destination was just a short walk
away. The path wasn’t very well trodden, but it was clearly marked
with red tape.

He half expected to see a shack when he
emerged from the forest of pines, but what he found was a large
modern mansion. Smoke rose gently from the chimney and, taking a
deep breath, he stepped up to the front entrance. He lifted the
heavy knocker and slammed it against the door twice. There was no
reply.

The breeze kicked in, causing him to shiver
from the perspiration coating his skin. Art sat down on the patio
and watched the sun fall over the German Alps. As he waited into
the night, something howled in the distance. He set up a heat lamp,
holding his hands out to keep warm. Eventually he drifted off.

He was awakened suddenly by something poking
at him. He jumped up, sleep in his eyes, prepared to give
retribution for his rude awakening. He saw his would-be victim and
halted.

An elderly man stood over him with a long
crooked staff. He glared down at Art with dark brown eyes and
frowned heavily, making his wrinkles bunch up like a turkey’s head.
Though he was hunched over, he carried an air of imminent
confidence about him. “What are you doing starting that thing on my
porch?” he demanded, pointing to the heat lamp, “Are you trying to
burn my beautiful house down?”

“Master Zeus,” Art said as he
straightened up and then bowed, “Forgive my trespass, but I seek
your swordsmithing skills. I would be greatly honored if you take
my offer.”

Zeus Geer had once been the Empire’s most
famous and wealthy swordsmith, making swords for the queen’s guard
and other men of importance. When he believed his works had reached
perfection, he left England and made a home on the outskirts of the
Alps, deciding to make only a few swords a year. He was very
selective in choosing who would receive one of his works and was
known to be very discriminating. He had turned down the sons of
famous lords and even the Prince of Spain once.

“You know my price is two credit
chips, don’t you?” he said as he leaned on his staff and eyed the
youth.

“Yes, I have them right here,” Arthur
replied as he handed over the chips.

The man snatched them from his grasp and
eyed them suspiciously. “You been stealing off the dead, boy?”

“They’re legal. My friend was caught
in a blast during the bombing.” He put his head down. “He didn’t
make it.”

“I am sorry for your loss,” Zeus
replied softly but with a hint of restlessness, “You may enter my
home.”

Art stepped inside and noticed that the
walls were lined with many swords from different cultures. Some
looked absolutely ancient. “Excuse me sir, but did you hear me
knocking earlier?”

“Oh, I heard you perfectly,” Zeus said
with a slight chuckle, “But I didn’t feel like getting up at the
time. I’m more of a night person. Besides, anyone that will receive
one of my creations must possess the virtue of
patience.”

“I understand, sir. Does that mean you
will be making a sword for me?”

He turned to Art and suddenly looked very
serious. “Tell me why I should make one for you,” he demanded. “Why
not the next youth that scales my mountain?”

“I will honor your creation as well as
I can. I will use it to serve the interests of the Empire and
protect those weaker than me. I will live by the Arthurian
principles set forth in the ancient texts. If you choose me, I will
be humbled.”

“Why does your voice crack when you
speak? What are you hiding?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I don’t really
wish to use my friend’s credit chip,” Art said as he sighed
heavily, “He was mortally wounded. I’m sure he couldn’t have been
thinking straight when he gave it to me. His family was very angry
at me for taking it. Perhaps I should leave it with them and
restore his honor.”

“Ah, but honor demands that you use
what he has given you, young man.”

Art stared at the chips in Zeus’ hand for a
long moment. “Very well, if you will accept me.”

Zeus raised a gray eyebrow, looking
troubled. “How do I know the sword will never be used for evil?
Look me in the eye.” He gripped Art by the shoulders and stared
deep into his pale blue eyes. He felt as if the man’s gaze was
boring into his soul. He had the urge to look away but held steady.
After a minute and a half of silence Zeus looked away and muttered,
“You do not flinch.”

“I am not scared.”

“Do not lie. Fear resides in all our
hearts but only noble men can conquer it.”

“Yes, sir.”

Zeus smiled. “I will make you a sword
then.”

Some of the despair in Arthur’s gut was
displaced by a swelling of joy, but he knew he would always live
with the guilt of disappointing Zack’s parents. Zeus motioned for
him to follow and he walked behind the old man as he hobbled along.
He led him to an ultra-modern smithing shop. He would make the
sword himself using generations of knowledge and the sweat of his
brow. Then he would use the latest technology to enhance it, making
it superior to anything his forefathers may have made.

The resulting swords were renowned
throughout the Empire. Perfectly balanced with the sharpest edge
and packing the newest features. The old man inserted the credit
chips into his computer and typed on the keypad. “Yes, very good. I
have a stock of 3Z generators and voice retrieval units. And you’ll
like this new toy I just had delivered. I can install mini-jets
that will fire when you call and return the sword to your hand. It
can only move across the ground, though.”

“That’s fine with me,” Art
replied.

“All my pieces come standard with
Tyrex SOS processors. I’ve also developed a stealth mode that
renders my swords undetectable to most weapons scanners. Plus
you’ll have the usual density control and propelling capabilities.
Return in two months’ time to claim your sword. I have a special
one that I have been working on for three years now and I want you
to have it. It’s made with an experimental alloy that’s double the
standard density of nouveau-steel but only half the
weight.”

Art bowed and thanked him, telling him he
would name it after his fallen friend, Zachariah. The sword sounded
like it was going to be well more advanced than he expected. He
knew it would be a great responsibility to own it and he hoped he
was up to the challenge.


A Place to Rule

 


The year is Twenty-two
seventy-six and ten years have passed since Arthur lost his friend
Zachariah. It is the five hundredth anniversary of the defeat of
the insurrection in the New Land. The Chinese vehemently denied
launching the bombing attack and there have been minimal skirmishes
since. Due to their proclivity for causing border disputes and
trouble, their recent passivity has been perplexing. All spies sent
into Chinese territory have mysteriously disappeared.

 


In America, a member of
the royal family has fallen ill and died. Morgan inherited the land
and the loyalty of the people there. He has left his brother and
ailing father in London. It has been eleven months since he last
contacted his family.

 


Arthur has proudly joined
the Royal Order of Psiber Knights, even though the organization’s
name has become somewhat tarnished. Many of the knights are
fighting amongst themselves for positions of power, following the
guidelines provided in the code of Bushido. Arthur has many
concerns about the health of the system. He has been dating
Gwendolyn for nine years and plans for their marriage have been set
for the next year.


“Let’s see how well you do without
your fancy sword.”

Jonothan Paxton raised his wooden practice
sword and pointed it squarely at Arthur. They were both wearing
padded sparring suits containing sensors to evaluate their
performance. The suits were in stark contrast with the shiny psiber
helmets serving as the telepathic link to the sleds keeping them
aloft above the floor. Arthur could barely make out Jono’s eyes
through the red eye slits of his helmet.

Jono was rather scrawny for a knight,
especially a knight assigned to Central London. Under the helmet he
had thick brown hair and light brown eyes peppered with flecks of
gray. He had revealed to Art, while they were at university, that
he had always hated the gray in his eyes until middle school, when
a girl told him that she thought they were cute.

The purpose of the training exercise was to
be the last man standing. The suits would respond to critical hits
by disabling limbs or declaring a victor. The two of them were the
most advanced fighters out of all the men in the general pool and
more importantly, were best friends. Their trainers certainly
didn’t tell them they were good combatants to their faces, but the
fact that were regularly scheduled for stage demonstrations in
front of the rookies spoke well enough. This tradition had mainly
come from the Japanese senseis which utilized the belief that
purity comes from eliminating weakness rather than perfecting
strength. Jono was at a clear disadvantage in close quarters combat
as he specialized in throwing knives and other projectile weapons,
but he could usually hold his own with a sword.

Arthur, on the other hand, had a penchant
for swordplay. He had blossomed into a solid young man. He was
still slender but now his muscles carried shape and tone. His thick
neck ran down into his slanted shoulders and his sandy hair, cut to
military regulation, was pasted to his brow beneath his helmet.

He willed his sled to raise an extra meter
off the ground and Jono did the same. Their sleds hummed softly as
the opponents faced each other. Suddenly, the jets on Jono’s sled
fired and he shot forward. Art banked to the right, avoiding him
entirely, but Jono circled around on his left side, striking his
thigh. He could feel the suit tighten up around his leg, limiting
his mobility to simulate an injury. As Jono followed through with
his blow, Arthur threw out his elbow, connecting with Jono’s helmet
and nearly knocking him off his sled. Art took advantage of the
momentum and lashed out, scoring a glancing blow to Jono’s left
arm.

The two of them returned to their starting
positions. This time they both rushed at the same time. The clacks
from their wooden training swords colliding filled the room.
Closing the distance between them, Jono came in low and attempted
to score a decisive blow to Art’s stomach. Easily blocking the
move, Art took a chance and clicked his foot out of the psiber sled
and kicked Jono in the chest. The winded Jono flipped over almost a
hundred and eighty degrees and nearly slammed into the ground, but
he threw his hand on the mat to regain his balance.

Jono began to advance again but Art turned,
speeding away from him. He followed him to the corner, where Jono
drew his sword up into an attack position. Art turned to face Jono,
and then slid his sword into its sheath around his belt.

Jono lowered his sword and said, “Come on
Art, what’s going on?”

Suddenly Art kicked his legs up, placing his
sled between himself and Jono. He pushed against the wall with all
his might, sending his sled outward. The heavy sled hit Jono square
in the center of his chest, knocking him right out of his own
psiber sled. His head hit the floor and he slid a few feet. Art
quickly dismounted, bounded over, and removed his friend’s helmet.
Jono looked dazed, as if he could barely hold onto consciousness.
Their commander Colonel Foley approached.

Pritchett Foley was a short, stocky man who,
despite appearances, was a six time wrestling champion in their
region’s annual knight Olympics. He had once thrashed Arthur in the
ring, even with their difference in age.

“I believe your bet was for the night
shift at the front desk if you lost,” Foley said
sternly.

Jono blinked like it was hard for him to
focus and sighed. “Why do I keep making these stupid bets?” he
moaned.

• • •

Art toweled his hair dry and walked out of
the locker room. He threw on his civilian clothes and went to sit
down in the lounge for a few minutes. Before he got the chance to
relax the colonel entered. Art stood at attention and saluted.

“At ease, knight,” Colonel Foley said,
“You deserve it. That move really impressed me and the rookies
especially got a kick out of it. They’re all in there trying to
duplicate it now. Funniest thing I’ve ever seen. I’m putting
another good mark in your evaluation. You’ll be on a squad before
you know it.”

“Thank you, sir,” Arthur said with a
grin.

“I’ve even been thinking about how
command of a rookie squad might suit you.”

“Now you’re just yanking my
chain.”

The colonel winked and said, “I’m off for a
kip, Sir Riddle.” He ambled off. Art sat back down, checking his
watch, and flipped on the news channel.

They were in the middle of a special report
about the current peace talks with China. Emperor Mao Chi Xiang had
recently agreed to sign an all out nonaggression pact, a historic
milestone. The last time such an accord had been reached was the
Disarmament Act of 2054. That resolution had followed the Second
Dark Ages, the wars that had left millions or possibly billions
dead. That time had been so horrifying and violent that the two
world powers had agreed to outlaw all powder weapons, projectile
bombs and the aircraft that could carry them.

The aircraft attack on London had set back
the peace talks many years. It was generally accepted that if the
Chinese government had indeed launched the massive assault, it
would have likely been followed by demands or further offensives.
Since neither happened, it was a mystery that could possibly never
be solved.

Art lay back in his chair and sighed, then
rose to gather his things and head home. A week later he received
the summons from the queen.

• • •

Arthur stood outside the large doors of
Buckingham Palace and rapped on them twice, glancing back at the
guard who had let him through the main gate. After a moment the
doors split and slowly opened, an old woman standing between them.
Joanna, the head maid for the past twenty years, smiled heartily.
“Why, Sir Arthur Riddle. I wasn’t expecting you.”

“The queen summoned me. I am here to
see her,” he stated.

“Of course, of course,” Joanna said,
“Come this way, please.” Arthur knew the palace very well but
Joanna always insisted on showing him the way. She shuffled down
the Grand Hall ahead of him, sometimes stopping for a moment to
check the ancient artifacts and decor for dust. She was pushing
eighty and always claimed that they kept her around for sentiment.
He didn’t mind the steady pace though because he always took time
to admire the palace’s impressive architecture, as designed by John
Nash in the nineteenth century.

“You aren’t wearing your armor,” she
pointed out.

“Queen Victoria told me this was an
informal meeting. It’s hard to lug my suit around everywhere I
go.”

“You should take more pride in being a
knight. You’re the envy of all the young men in Britain. They would
give anything to spend a day in your boots. You shouldn’t take it
so lightly.”

“What’s the harm in being casual?” Art
asked, even though he was still dressed like he was going to a
fancy restaurant.

“You must take pride in your
accomplishments. What will separate you from the common man on the
street if you look just like him?”

“I don’t want to be vain.”

“You aren’t being vain, you’re setting
an example. You’re showing that you would give your life for your
queen. There’s a big difference between pride and
vanity.”

“Believe me, I’m the most proud of
anybody to be in the Royal Order. Just because I don’t sleep in my
armor doesn’t mean I’m not. Besides,” he said jokingly, “What would
an old woman know about knights?”

“I’ve seen three generations of the
British Empire’s greatest knights go through these halls,” Joanna
said, “I think I know.”

“Yes,” Arthur agreed, “There was more
honor back in your day. There’s much less of a threat from China
these days so the Order of Knights has become corrupt and lazy. All
these petty squabbles and fights over what? Power?
Respect?”

“Obviously they are not as exemplary
as you, Sir Riddle.”

He felt his cheeks redden. “Thank you, it
feels good to hear you say that.”

Joanna smiled and asked, “Now who’s being
vain?”

“What was that old saying you always
used to tell me?”

Joanna paused for a moment. “Yes, now I
remember,” she said and then cited, “If you fight for the help of
others, you fight for yourself. If you fight for the help of
yourself, you fight for no one.”

“That’s great. You speak so
elegantly.”

“Now you’re making me blush,” she
said, looking down, “I like to remain humble myself. If you’ll
excuse me, I have business to attend. I shall see you upon your
return.”

“Cheers. Thanks for the advice
Joanna,” Arthur said gratefully as he walked away, “Maybe I will
wear my armor more often.”

• • •

Arthur strode into the throne room. Queen
Victoria stood and smiled when she saw her guest. “Sir Arthur, it
warms my heart to see my own kin.”

Arthur got down on one knee and bowed. “Yes,
your majesty. It’s good to see you too.” He raised his head up and
looked at the queen. Victoria III was a woman of exquisite beauty,
entering her late thirties, and had kept her figure well throughout
her years of ruling. She was wearing an elegant Renaissance dress
and her jewelry was so elaborate it was a feat when she could stand
upright. Her eyes were soft and kind looking and when she smiled
slight wrinkles appeared over her rosy cheeks. She was loved by her
subjects like no queen before her.

“What have you been doing with
yourself?” Victoria asked.

“I’ve been spending most of my time in
training and accompanying experienced knights on patrol,” Art
replied, “I can’t say it’s not hard work.”

“But the benefits far outweigh the
trials you must go through. You will no doubt have an impressive
career in the Royal Order. I can see you making general one
day.”

Art cracked a smile. “You put too much faith
in me, your highness.”

“Nonsense. Did you have a nice
conversation with Joanna?”

“I always enjoy seeing her. She’s so
full of wisdom.”

“What did you speak of?”

“I’m not sure I should say,” Art
replied.

“We are blood,” the queen said
genially, “Do not let my title stay your tongue.”

“When I was young I wanted nothing
more than to be a knight. I imagined fighting and questing and
championing the people of the Empire.”

“That’s quite an ambition.”

“But now that I’m actually part of the
great organization, I’ve found that… well. It’s like a splash of
cold water in my face.”

“Continue.”

“There are still many great knights,
my colonel among them, but now the order seems like it’s filled
with politicians and chest puffers. I have to look over my shoulder
and watch what I say, lest it be used against me.”

“We are aware of your concerns and it
disturbs us equally,” Victoria said and Art was thankful for her
understanding.

“These days it seems like personal
gain is more important to these knights than serving the
people.”

“And yes, I agree with you, the
knights have been tainted and the time nears to act,” the queen
replied with a grave demeanor.

“I don’t want you to think I’m just
saying this to curry your favor, your majesty. I also don’t wish to
speak out of turn.”

Victoria looked taken aback, but then she
smiled and said, “Never be afraid of speaking your mind. I could
never punish my own kin.”

“Then you are much more honorable than
our ancestors.”

“Do you speak of Henry the Eighth?”
the queen asked, then leaned forward with a devilish smile, “Or
Elizabeth the Second?”

“Now she was a tyrant,” Art said with
a laugh.

Victoria paused for a few moments. “I
suppose you are wondering why I called you here.”

“I am curious,” Art
admitted.

“It is about your brother.”

“Morgan? What of him?”

“He has been out of contact for six
months. This worries me. Might you have any
explanation?”

“He hasn’t talked to either my father
or myself for much longer, your highness,” Art said apologetically.
He added it up in his head. “Eleven months. I’m afraid I’m even
more in the dark than you are. Why not send a knight to contact
him?”

“Normally, I wouldn’t give second
thought about who to send, but in this case, I believe it would be
best to send you.”

Arthur was taken aback. “Send me? May I ask
why?”

The queen seemed reluctant to impart the
information. It was almost as if she wasn’t afraid of speaking it
to Arthur, but rather she was afraid of speaking it to herself.
“There have been rumors.”

“Rumors?”

“Aye… I have heard your brother is
amassing a great army. He is recruiting every able bodied man in
his city-state and is training them to be psiber
knights.”

Art stepped back. “What? They are allowing
any commoner off the street to become a psiber knight? I do not
wish to sound full of myself, but I have trained for years to earn
my title. It takes blood, sweat and tears. I wasn’t just handed a
sword.”

“Even worse, he is allowing women to
become knights,” Victoria added, “While I am certainly proof that
women can hold strong positions of authority, there are certain
unnecessary risks our nation’s child bearers should not be
subjected to.”

“I can’t believe he would be so bold.”
The debate of women in the Royal Order had been won by scholars
centuries prior, during a political uprising by radical feminists,
and it had seemed like the matter had been settled for all times.
Art had worked himself up, so he delayed for a few moments to
recapture his breath. “Why do you think he is gathering this
army?”

“The answer frightens me,” she
replied, “Our sources believe he is planning to attack the Chinese
Communist Collective without my consent. He would spark another war
and England would fall.”

“How can you be certain?” Art said,
“Another war would be disastrous, but I don’t think it would lead
to our destruction.”

“It would,” the queen replied, “It is
not common knowledge, but these concerns you bring to me of
corruption in the Royal Order of Psiber Knights runs deeper than
you think. Their inaction has made them lazy and greedy and they
will be our downfall. Our society would already be in ruins if not
for men like you, Sir Arthur.”

“I must leave immediately,” Art
said.

“Don’t be so hasty,” the queen said,
“I have ordered the preparation of the royal yacht to transport you
in the morrow. For now your cousin Crystal wishes to see
you.”

“I’ll see the princess on my way out,”
Art said. He bowed curtly. “Your majesty.” He turned to
leave.

“And tell your lovely fiancé I said
hello,” Victoria called as he walked out the door.

• • •

Art approached the door to the princess’
room and knocked twice. After a long moment Princess Crystal
finally opened the door. Her face lit up. “Arthur! I’m glad you
could drop by,” she said.

“Hi, Crys,” he replied.

Her servant Teal was standing in front of an
empty chair by the vanity. She was a few years older than Crystal
and had been with her for many years. “Princess, please sit back
down.”

“Oh, give me a second, cousin,”
Crystal said. She sat down in the chair and Teal began working on
her hair. She squirmed like a hyper kittsquirmed was just pulled
from its mother. Crys, as her friends called her, had just turned
seventeen and her hair was short and brown. She was well over six
feet tall, destined to be the tallest queen in history, and was
extremely thin for her height. Her beauty was plainly visible,
butbeau was obvious that she wished to hide it at times.

Teal tried to pull Crys’ short hair into a
ball and pleaded, “Please stay still, mistress. If you hadn’t
ordered the royal barber to cut your hair so short, I wouldn’t be
having so much trouble with it.”

“Just leave it straight down, Teal,”
Crys replied in a surprisingly soft, feminine voice, “I don’t know
why you have to do this now. I’m not making any public
appearances.”

“Not like that last one you’re not,”
Teal replied, “Your mother almost died on the spot when she saw
what you’d done. I can’t believe you cut off all your beautiful
long hair. And on your birthday, too. You’ve had it like that since
you were a little girl.”

“Yeah and I’ve been tripping over it
since I was a little girl too,” Crys replied, “I’m seventeen now
and I can make my own choices, just like all the other women in the
Empire.”

“All the other women in the Empire
won’t be queen one day either. I pray for your mother’s health
every day and I thank the good Lord it’s never faltered. If you
have to take the throne when you’re twenty like your mother did, I
can’t think of what’ll happen to this great nation.”

“My grandmother was a sickly woman,”
Crys replied, “And my father was even worse. My mother is in
perfectly fine health, so don’t even talk like that.”

Teal let Crys’ hair fall back down and
barked, “I give up. I just hope it’s grown out more by the
parade.”

“I intend to keep it this long,” Crys
said as she crossed her arms, “You can’t stop me from getting it
cut.”

“I think it looks all right,” Art
piped in.

Teal, ignoring Arthur altogether, showed
Crys an unused make-up container. “Please, mistress. If you would
use just use a little blush, we could draw attention away from your
hair.”

Crys looked back at Teal and said, “No way.
That stuff makes my face itch.”

“This is the finest make-up in the
kingdom,” her servant insisted, growing more flustered by the
moment, “It certainly will not make your face itch.”

Crys flicked her wrist and said, “I have
company, now out with you.” Teal threw her arms up in exasperation
and stormed out. Crys turned back to Art and asked drolly, “Pushy,
isn’t she?”

“She has to be when dealing with
spoiled princesses,” he replied with a minuscule grin.

“Yeah yeah,” Crys deadpanned. She was
wearing a luxuriant dress with frills and pearls everywhere. “What
do you think of this? Is it complicated enough for you?” She
struggled in the back to unzip the dress and it fell to her ankles.
She was only wearing undergarments.

Art looked away. “Come on, Crys. Don’t you
have any feminine modesty?”

“Yeah, well I’ll get some feminine
modesty when I get a feminine shape,” she said as she put a plain
white shirt on. She turned around and bent over, saying, “Look at
my bum. Be honest. Don’t I look like a boy from behind?”

Art continued looking in the other
direction. “I wouldn’t know.”

Crys put shorts on. “Come on, you can look
now. Are you going to the parade in three weeks?”

“The quincentennial? Of course I’ll be
there.”

“Good,” Crys said as she sat down on
her bed, “Then you can ride with me.”

“Why don’t you get a boyfriend to sit
with you?”

“Have you seen my choices? The Prince
of France has to be one of the ugliest blokes I’ve ever seen,” Crys
said as she wrinkled her nose, “And the Prince of Wales is a
perfect example of inbreeding.”

“Nobody inbreeds anymore,” Art said,
“Maybe it’s not the men you have a problem with. Maybe it’s
yourself. You only have two friends.”

“You didn’t include Rebecca,” Crys
retorted.

“I did include Becky. You need to be
more social,” Art replied, “And anyway I can’t sit with you. I’m
participating in the parade. I’m going to be part of the queen’s
honor guard.”

“That’s a big deal,” Crys said
sarcastically, “Any old knight could protect mother. Everybody
loves her and the commies have given up, so I don’t see what the
problem is.”

“Crys,” Arthur said in a commanding
tone, “Get a man to sit with.”

“If I can’t sit with you, then I’m not
going,” Crys pouted, her voice cracking, “Besides, there’s no way
I’m going to meet a man in three weeks.”

Art remained adamant. “Crys, I can’t.”

Crys glared at him for a few seconds but
then acted as if nothing had happened. “What did my mother call you
in for?”

“I am being sent to America to
investigate Morgan and the army he is amassing. Your mother thinks
that he’s planning to attack the Chinese Communists. If that’s
true, I’ll have to intervene.”

“You have a Royal Edict?” Crys
asked.

Art nodded.

“Then if he resists… you’ll have to
kill your own brother.”

Art nodded again. “I know,” he said
grimly.

• • •

Arthur closed the princess’ door behind him
and shook his head. She was such a free spirit. When she became
queen, things would certainly be different. He whistled a tune that
had stuck in his head as he walked down the hall. Just as he was
about to leave, Joanna paced up to him. “Sir Arthur, leaving so
soon? Did you see Princess Crystal?”

“Yes ma’am,” Art replied.

“She’s such a pretty girl,” Joanna
said as she walked him to the door, “If only she hadn’t cut her
beautiful hair.”

“I think I like it better that way,”
Art countered, “She doesn’t have the right kind of face for long
hair anyway.”

“Lady Joanna,” a hurried voice said
from behind them. He turned and saw a middle-aged man heading
toward them. “I have urgent news.”

Art couldn’t believe who was standing before
him. He immediately bowed in a respectful manner and sputtered,
“General Gawain Haber! It is such an honor to meet you. I am Sir
Arthur Riddle.”

“Don’t kneel for me. It is I that
should bow,” Gawain said as he placed his hand on Art’s shoulder.
He had only been the head of the Royal Guard for six months, having
just resigned his post as Commander in Chief of the Queen’s Armed
Forces. His old friend General David Dartmore had taken the
position after him. Arthur had always had posters of them hanging
in his room throughout his youth and had absolutely idolized them.
“After all, you are a member of the Royal Family.”

“I am but a lowly lieutenant,” Art
said, “Not one of the greatest war heroes alive.”

“Don’t make me blush, boy. I’ve killed
men for less than that,” Gawain joked. His muscles were practically
breaking out of his chain mail and he carried himself with gallant
panache. His bright eyes and warm smile told how much fun he must
be at the pub. His platinum and blue armor, the same color as the
suit worn by the legendary Knight of the Round Table that was his
namesake, was decorated with many awards and honors. Since there
was little danger to the queen’s life, some saw his appointment as
the head of her guard as retirement, but he claimed to take the
responsibility very seriously.

“What is this news?” Joanna
inquired.

Gawain turned back to her and said, “The
armor from the monument to Sir Lancelot has been stolen. The
security cameras blacked out for a moment, but it was too quick for
the thief to get out of the castle.” Though Lancelot was just a
fictional character, after the Arthurian Revival he had come to
stand for honor and duty, despite some of the more salacious
details of the legend.

“When did it happen?” Joanna
asked.

“At four thirty this morning, m’lady,”
he replied.

“Is there any trace of the thief?” she
asked, “Surely he must still be in the castle. There is no way
anyone could get out if they were carrying the armor.”

“Unless they were wearing an electric
veil. They would be completely invisible.” Electric veiling devices
were suits that would bend the light around a person, rendering
them all but invisible.

“But the only known veils burn out
after three minutes,” Arthur piped in, “And they give the user
terminal cancer.”

“Why would anyone want to steal the
armor?” Joanna asked, “It’s not a very practical suit. It’s very
narrow.”

“I must find out who took it,” Gawain
said. He turned to leave.

“It was a pleasure meeting you,” Art
called after him.

“And an honor meeting you,” Gawain
replied.

• • •

Arthur adjusted his collar and knocked
twice. Gwendolyn opened the door and leaned on the frame. He paused
for a moment and admired how stunningly beautiful she was. She was
now five foot seven, an inch shorter than him, with her long,
flowing hair resembling a ruby waterfall. She was wearing a cropped
top which left her well-toned stomach uncovered. Over the years she
had definitely developed some dangerous curves. He extended a
bouquet of bright violets and greeted her.

“Hey Art, they’re beautiful,” she said
as they embraced. He kissed her on the lips.

“How have you been?” he
asked.

“Could be worse.”

“Did you like the first day on the new
job?”

“Boring,” she said as she drew out the
word and rolled her eyes, “I thought I’d go out of my mind. I was
never fit to be a receptionist.”

“At least you’re the receptionist of a
well-known solicitor,” Art offered.

“I only got the job cause your dad’s
also a famous lawyer,” Gwen said, poking him in the ribs, “Or would
you have me believe I got the job through my own
volition?”

“Like that’s possible,” he replied
with a wink. She glared at him. “Oh, come on, Gwen. You got the job
because you tested in the top two percentile in your
class.”

“Then I guess the university left the
fact I never did any homework out of my transcript,
huh?”

Art shrugged.

“So what about you?” Gwen asked, “Why
did the queen want to see you?”

“I’m going to America. To New
England.”



“To see Morgan?” she asked. He nodded.
“Why?”

“I can’t say.”

“Does this have anything to do with
the fact that he hasn’t called you in eleven months?”

“I can’t say that either.”

“Why?” Gwen demanded, “Don’t you trust
me?”

“I am honor bound not to share my
knowledge in this matter.”

“Oh, honor, honor, honor. Don’t you
love me?”

Art wrapped his arms around her and said,
“More than anything in the world.”

“Then tell me.”

“Nope.” He kissed her passionately and
they embraced for over a minute. Their lips parted. “Still want to
know?”

“Nope. Will you spend the night here
tonight?” Gwen asked sweetly.

“Not until we’re married.”

“Oh, Riddle, you’re a joke. You’re the
most uptight man I know.”

“Comes with the territory,” Art
replied, “It’s the cost of loving me.” He turned to leave and Gwen
grabbed his arm.

“Art, I know that Morgan has been
jealous of you all your life. I know that he used to hate your
father. I hope you can set things right before it’s too
late.”

“It can never be too late,” Arthur
replied, but he wasn’t confident in his words.

• • •

Art followed his father’s health care
worker, Mary Miller, down the hall of his childhood home. She was
in her mid-thiries and wearing a nicely pressed nurse’s uniform.
They stopped in front of a door and she rapped her knuckles lightly
on the wood. There were sounds of stirring inside, but no response.
Mary knocked three more times and it took him a moment more to
respond. “What is it?” William’s voice called from behind the
door.

“Your son, Arthur, is here to see
you,” Mary answered.

“Send him in, please,” William
replied. Arthur opened the door and walked in. His father was
laying in bed, hooked up to a heart monitor. He looked like a shell
of his former self, gaunt and pallid. Pity filled Art’s eyes and he
could tell that his expression was hurting his father. He
immediately tried to put on a happy face but was unsure of how well
he was succeeding.

“How are you feeling, father?” Art
asked.

“I’d love to tell you I’m feeling
better, but I’d be lying. And I decided a while ago never to bring
my work home.” William paused for a laugh and Art felt guilty when
he had none. He wasn’t ready for lawyer humor even when he was in a
good mood. “I’m sick of being in this bed, but the pain gets worse
when I stand up,” he said as took in a deep breath and winced. “It
hurts when I open my eyes. How the hell can your eyelids hurt? How
long have I been in here, anyway?”

“It’s been almost a month.”

“Come here and give your father a hug,
boy.” Art complied and his father said softly, “At least one of my
sons has the decency to check up on his father.”

Art paused and then stood back up. “That’s
why I’m here. I’m going to see Morgan in America.”

“Why? How? Has he contacted
you?”

“No, in fact, he hasn’t contacted
anybody. The queen has given me a Royal Edict to find out why
Morgan has not contacted Parliament in over six months.”

His father was silent for a few seconds and
they stared at each other. “You know what this might require you to
do?” William asked finally.

“Yes, father.”

“You know that honor is above all
things. A Royal Edict is the most powerful order in all the
land.”

“Yes, father.”

“I can trust you to follow through,
son. I know that. If I didn’t, I would call the queen and ask her
to send someone else. But that’s only a worst case scenario. As far
as we know, he could just have communications problems.”

Art looked away and said, “I sincerely doubt
it. How hard is it to put someone on a boat and send them over
here?”

William threw his hands up. “They should
just cave in and make an inter-Atlantic communications system.
Those old beliefs about phoning from long distances are
archaic.”

“But it’s not proper, dad.”

“Oh pish, you just think that because
someone told you to. This isn’t normal chatting we’re talking about
here. This is no way to run a government.”

Art smiled and said, “Always arguing your
case. Mary says that you should start feeling the effects of the
medicine in a month. You’ll be better in three,” he added
hopefully.

“Not everyone gets better, you know,”
William said meekly.

“The medicine has a ninety-eight
percent success rate. Just because it progressed a small number of
cases, the media has a field day. You won’t die, Dad.”

“I hope not,” William said as he held
his son’s hand, “I wouldn’t want to miss your wedding.”

• • •

As he walked onto the pier,
Arthur looked upon one of the six royal yachts. It was a modern
marvel of luxury. The frame was built from red wood and lines of
gold danced all over the outer hull. The masts, which were mostly
decorative, were studded with semi-precious gems and a knight sat
in the crow’s nest at all times during voyages, ever watchful. The
figurehead on the front of the ship was a mermaid made out of gold,
so beautifully sculpted that Art thought it might come to life
before his eyes. The words “Her Majesty’s Ship Prydwen” were inscribed near the
front of the craft. Prydwen
had been the name of King Arthur’s ship in legend.
A fitting name for the royal yacht.

Art walked up the plank and paused halfway
to turn and bid farewell to London. The city extended as far as his
eye could see and the new Parliament Palace glistened in the sun
with a red luster. The impressive building had been built to
replace its destroyed predecessor and was even taller and grander.
He wondered what kind of stone would glitter like that and then
turned to continue up the plank. He stepped onto the hardwood deck
of the boat and looked around. There were many crewmen on deck,
tending to this or that, and the few knights picked to come along
were conversing near the bow.

He paused as he noticed a man in a captain’s
uniform walking past him. Art sidestepped and stopped him, asking,
“Sir, are you commanding this ship?”

“Why, yes,” he said, “I presume you’re
Sir Arthur Riddle.” He bowed. “I am Captain Bors Nottingham.” He
was a very strong looking man in his late sixties. His skin was
dark and wrinkled and his hair as white as snow. His squinting
ice-blue eyes showed that he had a hard life behind him, but the
smile on his face also said that he was content with the choices he
had made.

“Your exploits in the Caribbean are
legendary,” Art said.

“Perhaps, but I think I was forced
into retirement a little too early. I’ve heard of a pirate named
Cage Lambert and I think I could show the youth a thing a two about
crossing the Queen’s Navy. Not to brag on myself, of
course.”

“Of course. With all the amazing feats
you’ve accomplished, you have earned the right to
boast.”

“You are superb at flattery, dear
knight,” Bors said with a smile.

“If you want to call it that. Nothing
wrong with it, right? It’s a habit I get from my father, the
lawyer.”

“My old ears love to hear praise,
don’t hesitate to keep it coming.”

“How long will it take for us to get
to New Camelot?” Art asked.

“About two days,” Bors replied, “My
crew will be sure to make it comfortable.”

“This is certainly more than I’m used
to. I may be a member of the Royal Family, but we’re not exactly
the most wealthy of the relatives.”

“If you’ll excuse me. I have to attend
to my duties now, but I hope that you can grace us with your
presence at dinner.”

“I would be honored, sir.” Art saluted
him and the captain walked away.

• • •

The next night Art threw his fork down and
wiped his mouth. He was sitting at a large dining table with
Captain Bors, Sir Andrew Saville, and Lady Jenn Pimentel. Their
after-dinner conversation had risen to a heated argument.

“I think we should wipe the bloody
commies from the face of the Earth and be done with it,” Saville, a
knight sent to accompany Arthur, said, “We should be as merciless
with them as they would be with us.”

“I disagree,” Jenn said. She was the
beautiful, young wife of a powerful lord from Virginia on her way
back home. “I welcome this chance for peace.”

“I must side with Lady Pimentel,” Art
said, “But we must err on the side of caution. They could be
feigning weakness.”

“Let the bastards burn,” Captain Bors
said, “They simply can’t be trusted. They broke a two hundred year
old anti-aircraft pact for an attack that bore little strategic
value. We shouldn’t rest until every last one of them is wiped
out.”

“Their connection to the attack has
never been proven,” Jenn said.

“Who else could it have been? The
Dissidents?” Saville said with a sneer, “Bollicks, the commie’s
were responsible for that attack.”

“That was hardly a minor target,
Captain Bors,” Art added, “It was the attack that destroyed both
Parliament buildings, massacred six hundred citizens, and
demolished three psiber knight precincts. My best mate died in my
arms.”

“You would say you’re sure they’re
connected to the attack?” Bors asked.

“I have my doubts, but come on,” Art
replied.

“I’m glad you mentioned the
Dissidents,” Bors said, “They grow bolder and bolder with their
demonstrations.” Jenn cleared her throat. “Do you have some say in
this, Lady Pimental?”

“Please forgive me, captain, but I am
not familiar with these Dissidents you speak of,” Jenn replied,
blushing, “I was afraid to ask for fear you would think me
simple.”

“It’s quite all right,” Art told her,
“Not everyone keeps up on world events. The Dissidents are citizens
in Okinawa, Japan who advocate the secession of their island from
the British Empire. It’s a ridiculous notion because they if they
ever gained their independence they would be gobbled up by
China.”

“We never should have let communist
defectors settle there,” Seville added, “Now there are half
Japanese-half Chinese running around with crazy notions. We should
put down all their leaders.”

“Yet the public was outraged when we
killed just one of their leaders,” Art said.

“What happened?” Jenn
asked.

“Their founder Fujibayashi Fusasaki
assaulted a psiber samurai and was sentenced to death.”

“I’m sure they just want to be left
alone,” Jenn said.

“They’re traitors. Traitors should all
die,” Saville added.

“I disagree,” Art said, “I think
imprisonment would serve a good example. It isn’t even a strong
movement. They don’t really have that much influence.”

“I’ll have to go with Sir Arthur
there. Sorry Saville,” Bors said, “But the minute they disobey the
queen’s word, we should lop those wankers’ heads off.”

“Such is the law,” Jenn said and then
added, “Sadly.”

The rest of the night was filled with small
talk as they polished off the bottle of red wine. Art found that he
had a lot in common with Bors and a great deal of respect for
Saville. He began to grow weary.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Art said as he
stood up, “I think I’ll retire for the night.”

“Sleep well,” Jenn called.

Art strode out of the dining hall and walked
the lower decks. The floor creaked under his feet and he worried
that he would disturb some of the servants who had retired early.
Just like his brother had disturbed the stability of the land by
cutting off all contact. Sometimes noise disturbs silence and
sometimes silence disturbs noise.

He made his way to his room and undressed.
Sitting in his bed as the boat gently rocked back and forth, he
thought of Morgan. His brother had been born with a dark streak and
his father had been disappointed in him even when he was young.
When Art had been born, William all but abandoned his efforts to
turn Morgan into the perfect knight. Even his mother seemed to give
up on him.

When she was killed in a communist attack
sixteen years ago, Morgan had barely known her, even though he was
older, and hardly mourned her death. It had hit Art hard and he
never understood how Morgan could have been so cold. At some basic
level he felt sympathy, but his brother’s actions had led to a
further gap between him and their father.

Morgan could barely wait to leave home and
learn how to be a knight. During his schooling, Morgan would
sometimes come home to visit Arthur, but he hardly ever talked to
his father. Over the years the gaps in communication got worse
until the eleven month absence of contact wasn’t that much of a
surprise. He grew up with very little family interaction, so that’s
how he chose to live. Or at least that’s what Art hoped it was.

• • •

Arthur finished packing his clothes. It had
been an hour since the watchman up in the crow’s nest had yelled
“Land ahoy!” and he was ready to catch his first glimpse of
America. He walked up onto the deck and looked upon the port of New
York. It wasn’t a particularly big city, mainly fishermen and port
workers, but the buildings were still taller than most of London’s.
It looked old and tired; not much ever happened there. In the past,
it had been destined to become one of America’s greatest cities,
but in the twenty-third century it didn’t even compare to
Philadelphia or New Camelot, Art’s intended destination.

The city’s most famous structure, the
Brooklyn Bridge, had been standing since the early nineteenth
century and Art admired the excellent view. He could also see the
Amhearst building, built for King James VI in the early
twenty-first century, which was still considered the most
architecturally impressive structure in all of Eastern America. He
wondered if he’d have time to visit Kissinger’s battlefield just
outside of town, where the last of the American resistance was
defeated in late 1776.

Art decided to say farewell to Bors and
found him near the bow of the boat. “It was a pleasure having you
as my captain.”

“I’ll see you on the return trip,
lad,” Bors replied.

“I will see you then.” Art walked down
the plank accompanied by Saville and another knight. A chauffeur
was waiting for them on the deck.

“Sir Arthur Riddle, I presume,” he
said with a bow, “I am Wilhelm, your driver. Your chariot awaits.”
He gestured to a jet-black limo. It was a few meters longer than a
standard automobile and hovered higher off the ground as
well.

“A Franklin?” Art asked rhetorically,
“I’m impressed.”

“Your brother spared no expense,”
Wilhelm said. He motioned towards the knights accompanying him and
said, “They may not accompany us. Your brother will only see you
alone.”

“We were afraid of as much,” Art said
and turned to his men, “Can you two find something to
do?”

“We were given secondary assignments
in case something like this happened,” Saville replied. They
saluted and walked off.

Wilhelm opened the door of the Franklin and
Art entered. It had everything; a holoscreen, a refrigerator, and
even a bar. He shook his head and whistled. “This is something. How
long does the drive take?”

“Four and a half hours, sir,” Wilhelm
replied as he sat down in the driver’s seat, “And trust me, it is
well worth the wait.” Art didn’t mind the long drive, especially in
such a comfortable chair. They had originally set sail for Boston
harbor but had been diverted by the local coast guard forty miles
from shore, where they discovered that Morgan had barred all water
traffic into New Camelot. When asked why, the sailors had explained
the new heightened security restrictions imposed by Morgan. They
had arranged for a message to be relayed of Arthur’s arrival in New
York.

Bors had wanted to ignore the order, but Art
told him he didn’t mind the small detour. The New England
countryside was reputed to be very beautiful at that time of year
and he was looking forward to taking it in.

As the car left the seaport, Art admired how
smooth the ride felt. From Freeports to Franklins, his brother’s
lifestyle had certainly gone through a dramatic change. Maybe he
had too and he would no longer be as jealous of Arthur.

The scenery was breathtaking as they
traveled over mountains, past lakes, and through towns. He saw a
land that was prospering well and thought the people there must be
content. As he saw how peaceful the atmosphere was, some of his
fears began to abate.

“Sir?” Wilhelm asked politely, “I
thought you may want to know that we will be arriving in New
Camelot within the hour.”

“Thank you,” Art replied. He thought
back to his meeting with the prime minister just before he left
England. He had met the man for the first time in his office at the
apex of Parliament Palace. Prime Minister D’Arby Thatcher was a
gentleman of proper upbringing, with a stature that radiated
importance. He was entering his early fifties and his jet-black
hair was beginning to thin and gray. His skin slightly wrinkled
around his mouth and eyes when he spoke. A career politician from a
young age, he had managed to be well-liked by both parties and was
very influential. His mannerism resembled that of a stalking lion,
always looking for the best time to pounce. Frankly, he made Art
feel nervous.

Thatcher had got right to business. “Your
brother, the governor of the New England city-state, may well be
engaging in illegal activities. Intelligence suggests that he is
recruiting anyone off the streets who meets lax physical
qualifications and training them to be knights.

“While positive results have been
reported, such actions sully the sacred nature of the Royal Order
of Psiber Knights. It is an unforgivable violation of this great
Empire’s honor and it must be immediately stopped. If your brother
fails to comply, you may review this message.” Thatcher handed him
a datacard and continued, “But if and only if he will not meet your
terms; the total disbandment of his new Order of
Knights.”

A dip in the road that caused the limo to
shudder brought him back into the present. Arthur sat back and
rubbed his temple. He definitely wasn’t looking forward to
delivering the ultimatum.

• • •

As the highway turned, New Camelot came into
view. Art scooted closer to the window to get a better look. Since
they were coming from the south, the new section of the city,
downtown, was the first thing he could see. In keeping with the
namesake of Camelot, a large wall had been built around the city.
Many impressive skyscrapers dotted the sky, but none as
breathtaking as the Scimitar building. The headquarters of the
Admiral Corporation, the foremost producer of swords and weapons
for the psiber knights, was shaped like a giant sword itself. The
windows were made out of reflective glass that came to a point at
the penthouse on the one hundred and fiftieth floor. The ground
floor up to the twentieth floor was much wider than the rest of the
building, representing the sword’s hilt, and was plated with real
gold.

Another striking building was the Camelot
World Trade Tower, where the American Stock Market was based. The
most important business transactions in the continent were
happening there, fortunes made and lost in the blink of an eye.
Beyond downtown was the old city, once known as Boston. Some of the
buildings dated back to the town’s founding in 1630. They passed by
Beacon Hill and the Old State House before Copp’s Hill came into
view. It was the biggest hill in Boston Common, with the governor’s
mansion perched on top of it, watching over the old city.

It was quite different than the house where
Morgan had spent the first eighteen years of his life.

The three story mansion was built out of
ebony stone. Constructed in the classic Victorian style, it had a
slight twenty-first century twist. The master bedroom on the third
floor had the longest set of windows and a balcony with an
incredible view. The front doors were made out of an expensive
looking wood, probably mahogany, and four large pillars held up the
canopy. The entire hill was surrounded with a black iron fence,
tipped with dagger like points every few inches. Guards were
stationed about every two hundred feet, armed with stun rods and
menacing looking swords.

The men at the front gate knew the vehicle
and let it pass. The car followed the driveway up to the top of the
hill and parked outside of the garage. Wilhelm stopped the engine,
got out, and opened the door for Arthur. He stepped onto the
pavement and thanked him.

“Hello, Art,” a voice said from behind
him. He recognized it and spun around.

“Morgan!” His brother was standing
majestically in front of him. He was wearing the finest lord’s
clothing, including a very expensive looking arming doublet with a
gold mail gusset. A black cape with red silk lining was draped
around his shoulders, flowing in the breeze like a rippling flag.
He was a good three inches taller than his brother and looked very
valiant. Unlike Arthur’s flaxen hair, Morgan had murky black hair
that looked like the shiny feathers of a raven. His brown, beady
eyes stared on with a certain coldness, one that had been there all
his life, but his face had the Riddle warmness undeniably inscribed
upon it. A true paradox to behold.

Arthur approached to embrace him, but Morgan
only offered a hand to shake. “It’s been a long time, brother.”

“Too long, brother. But I must
know…”

Morgan held up his hand and interrupted,
“Please, save your questions for later. Allow me to bring you into
the hospitality of my home first.”

“Of course,” Art said
graciously.

“If you’ll follow me,” his brother
said as he turned around and walked up the front path. A servant
opened the front doors and they entered. Art had to admire the
condition his brother was living in. There were many ancient and
precious artifacts placed carefully on tables and pedestals in the
main hallway. The most prominent pieces were ancient Italian,
Egyptian, and Japanese crafts. As Morgan led him down the hallway,
Art noticed a room composed entirely of Native American
fineries.

They walked past the spacious main stairwell
that climbed three stories and hosted a gorgeous crystal
chandelier. As they entered the living room a Japanese woman stood
to greet them. She was stunningly beautiful and dressed in the
finest clothing. “This is my wife, Lady Izuko Riddle. Izuko, this
is my brother, Sir Arthur Riddle.”

She bowed. “It is a pleasure to meet you,”
she said with an almost unnoticeable Japanese accent.

“Morgan, you never told us that you
were getting married!” Art exclaimed. “Let alone to such a stunning
woman.” He kissed her hand.

“Thank you. You honor me,” Izuko
replied.

“We have only been married for three
months,” Morgan said as he put her arm around her, “But it has been
a happy time.”

“If you will excuse me, I have
business to attend to,” she said as she broke contact with Morgan.
Izuko nodded her head and left the room.

“She’s quite a catch,” Art said as he
watched her leave, “Maybe it is a good thing Dad never chose a wife
for you.”

“I was always mad at him for that, but
I guess that worked out. He could have never found someone for me
like he did for you,” Morgan said.

“Gwen found me. I convinced Dad to
give a dowry to her parents so they’d let her marry me. You will be
at the wedding, right? It’s in nine months.”

“I’ll try. I don’t know if I can find
time in my busy schedule, but I promise I’ll try.”

Art paused for a few seconds. “We have some
important things to talk about.”

“Yes, I’ll take you to my training
center tomorrow. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

“That and the communications silence.
You know…”

“It can wait until tomorrow. I promise
all your questions will be answered.”

“All right,” Art reluctantly
conceded.

Izuko entered the room and announced,
“Dinner is ready.”

“You cook too?” Art asked.

“Only for special occasions. Other
times the servants prepare our meals. If you will follow me.” She
led the way to the dining room. An extravagant assortment of food
was spread across the table. “First I have kakkavi, a Greek fish
stew. Then some imported champagne followed by Chinese jellyfish
salad. The main course will be chicken marsala. Finally we will be
having eight-treasure rice pudding for dessert.”

“I am truly impressed,” Art said,
“This looks incredible.” They all took their seats and a servant
filled their bowls with soup. He quickly devoured it and then
proceeded to savor the jellyfish salad. “I never thought I would
like anything made from a jellyfish.”

“I am pleased that you like it,” Izuko
said, “It is not for everybody’s taste.”

“How did you and Morgan
meet?”

“We met eleven months ago when he was
on his pilgrimage to Japan.”

Morgan seemed perturbed that she had
mentioned that. “Pilgrimage?” Art asked.

“Yes,” his brother replied, “At first
I felt that I was not fit to be a good leader, so I went to Japan
to seek out the wisdom of an old Zen teacher. I stayed there for
two months before returning here and my popularity has dramatically
increased. But most important of all, I brought Izuko home with me.
She’s become quite the local celebrity.” Izuko blushed and looked
down in response to his praise.

“Where exactly are you from?” Art
asked.

“Kadena, Okinawa,” Izuko
replied.

“Did you like it there? I hear it can
get pretty tense.”

“Oh, I love my home. However, my love
for your brother is stronger.”

“So how do you like being a knight?”
Morgan asked, “It’s all you used to talk about.”

“I am happy for the opportunity, but
it seems these days more knights are after power rather than
honor,” Art said before deciding to drop in a coy comment, “I think
the current training system isn’t strict enough.”

“In my opinion the word honor isn’t as
important as loyalty. One strong and wise leader is more important
than a hundred honorable men,” Morgan said, “But there’s only so
far you can stretch loyalty out.”

“Honor is the most important thing in
my life,” Art stated.

“Oh?” Morgan asked, “What about your
friends and family?”

“It is part of the code of chivalry to
honor your friends and family. Anything that would seem more
important than honor is right there in the code.”

“You are wise beyond your years,
urchin.”

“What did you call me?” Art
asked.

Morgan actually cracked a smile and said,
“I’m sorry. I haven’t gotten used to having a grown up brother.
Remember when I used to call you that?”

“Yes, but it’s been eight years at
least since you have.”

“Old habits die hard.”

“Yes,” Arthur replied, furrowing his
brow, “That they do.”

Later that night the three of them were
sitting in a circle around a small glass table in the mansion’s
sunroom. The dinner had been filled with light chat but now they
were finally discussing interesting topics.

“I am so curious about Morgan’s
childhood,” Izuko said, “He rarely speaks of it.”

“We weren’t the typical brothers,” Art
replied, “You know, the ones who roll around and wrestle each other
and are inseparable. I think perhaps the age difference was a bit
too much.” Of course, he knew that most of the answer lay in the
fact that their father doted on Arthur much more than
Morgan.

“But there was a level of… respect
that you don’t usually see in siblings,” Morgan added.

“There must be some stories you can
share,” Izuko insisted.

Art mulled it over for a moment and then
said, “When I was fifteen I was able to visit Morgan at the York
Institute. I discovered that he was quite the mischief maker. He
would slip out past curfew, host unauthorized parties, sneak into
the girl’s dormitory,” to that Morgan shot Art a dirty glance and
then Izuko an apologetic one, “and there was one semester where he
hardly attended class at all.”

“How did you get away with that?”
Izuko asked Morgan incredulously.

“I was able to talk the headmaster out
of calling our father.”

“Apparently, his persuasive skills
around campus were legendary,” Art added.

“I see that you’ve always inherently
been a great leader,” Izuko said as she gazed at Morgan with
admiration in her eyes.

Morgan’s cheeks actually reddened at her
praise and he replied, “I always thought that I picked up a few
tricks growing up around lawyers.” Art thought it was interesting
that he didn’t actually give their father any direct credit.

“Do you have any embarrassing stories
to tell about your brother?” Izuko asked Morgan.

Morgan scratched his chin and said, “Not
really. I caught him snogging his girlfriend Gwen more than a few
times when I came home to visit but that’s about it.”

“That was all?” Izuko
asked.

“Was that all the mischief he got into
or was that as much as he did with that girl? Because the answer to
both is yes.”

“You were always the more entertaining
one of us,” Art said and all three of them laughed. They continued
talking for another forty-five minutes and Art was surprised at how
natural it felt to be having a roundtable conversation with his big
brother.

“It is time that we turn in for the
night,” Morgan finally announced, “Please follow the servant to the
guest quarters. And thank you for your patience, urchin. It was
nice having a… family night.”

“Yes it was,” Art replied, “And
goodnight to you as well, Izuko.” Izuko nodded and Art turned to
follow the servant out of the room.

• • •

Art sat in the plush suede seat of his
brother’s Franklin and looked at his sibling. They had exchanged
few words on the trip to the training center and he could somehow
sense Morgan’s uneasiness. He decided to break the silence and
asked, “So how’s married life?”

His brother turned his dark brown eyes upon
him. “It’s okay.”

Art held in a laugh. “Is that all you can
say? It’s okay?”

Morgan gave a miniscule shrug. “I guess
never having a bride chosen for me glorified it. It’s a good
marriage. I love her, but it takes a lot of effort.”

“That’s the point,” Art replied, “Or
didn’t Dad ever tell you that marriage is to make men feel
useful.”

“I never really listened to the old
man, but maybe he was right about a few things.” He glanced over
Art’s shoulder and then pointed. “There it is.”

Arthur looked out the window as the Wright
Building crept into view over the horizon. It had been built for
the World Exposition of 2244 and the entire facade consisted of
glass panels. The Great Archway stood at the front, seven stories
tall and made from plexiglas, it was a grand sight to behold. Three
rows of fencing now surrounded the compound, the first sporting
razor wire and the other two hosting high voltage placards.

“The Wright Center is the most
important of the three training facilities I have set up in New
England,” Morgan said with pride. “We train our best men
here.”

They pulled up to the main gate and came to
a stop. Morgan stepped out and started talking to a burly looking
knight at the guard station. After a minute he invited Art to join
him. The guard presented him with a hand scanner and said, “Please
place your hand on the unit, sir.”

Art complied and Morgan said, “Unit,
recognize subject as Arthur Riddle. Grant him level two security
clearance. Authorization Morgan Oh Oh Seven.”

“Recognized, Riddle, Arthur,” the
security machine replied, “Level two clearance grants access to
common areas and basic database functions. Subject will not be
allowed to access restricted information.”

“Giving you that is my job,” Morgan
said as he motioned for the guard to open the gates. They got back
in the car and proceeded to the parking area. The driver opened the
doors for them and they walked into the building through a very
large entrance.

Before Morgan could start describing the
area to his brother, someone called out, “Lord Riddle!” A concerned
man was approaching them at an abbreviated clip.

“What is it?” Morgan
demanded.

“My lord, I need you to mediate a
dispute. One of the other trainees insulted me so I challenged him
to a fight. I was winning, but another trainee intervened and
stopped me from beating him. I think that the man who insulted me
should be punished as well as the one who stopped the
fight.”

“Was this fight refereed in a training
room?” Morgan asked calmly.

“No, sir. It took place in the locker
room.”

Morgan considered it for a moment and then
said, “The trainee who insulted you will receive one half hour of
hard labor.”

“That is not enough, your lordship,”
the man protested.

“You will receive six hours hard labor
for starting an unrefereed fight plus one additional hour for
challenging my judgment. If you fight in my training center, a
qualified knight must oversee it. This is not a place where honor
is settled with blood. If that were so then no one would make it
out of the training program.”

The trainee’s face began to turn red, but he
wouldn’t dare protest again. “What of the man who stopped the
fight?”

“I will give him a commendation
personally. Report to me with his name later tomorrow and I will
handle it,” Morgan said.

“Once again my lordship is right. I
will go now.” The trainee bowed, his face tight. He turned to
leave, betraying his anger by slamming the door behind
him.

“Petty squabbles among my men. There’s
no place for them here,” Morgan said bitterly.

“At least you run some part of this
facility by the book. But accepting anyone off the street,
how…”

“All will be answered. The chief and I
have come up with a revolutionary new training program. Come, I
will take you to his office.” Morgan led Art through the building
until they reached a red door. He placed his hand on a scanner and
the door slid open. They proceeded down a long, arched hallway with
beautiful paintings lining the walls. There were two doors on
either side of the end of the hallway, one labeled “Lord Morgan
Riddle” and the other “Chief Gregory Moesta.”

Morgan opened Moesta’s door and led Art into
a small reception area where a secretary was working on her
computer. She looked up and acknowledged him, “Your lordship.”

“We’re here to see Gregory,” he said,
“This is my brother.”

“Right away,” she said as she pressed
the intercom button, “Lord and Sir Riddle to see you,
sir.”

“Send them in,” a worn voice
replied.

They entered the large office and the man
behind the desk stood. The elderly Italian man had dark, wrinkled
skin and his body was very gaunt. His white hair extended down to
his shoulders and a small goatee adorned his chin. Looking more
like those of a child, his eyes had wide black pupils and the
eyebrows over them curved upward, giving him a sinister appearance.
When he smiled he showed a row of mismatched teeth that almost made
Art shiver. “Sir Riddle, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

“You are director of operations?” Art
asked as he shook the man’s gangly hands.

“Yes, your brother chose well when he
picked me to organize his project. I am Gregory Moesta, a Son of
Sicily and graduate of the Bernini School of Sciences.” The Sons of
Sicily was a large organization located in southern Italy that
pioneered a lot of scientific and educational programs.

“I’ve never heard your name but I know
the Sons of Sicily is an elite group,” Art replied, “I know when I
should be impressed.”

“He may be one of the most brilliant
scientific minds in the world,” Morgan said, “He managed many
important projects for the Sons of Sicily and oversaw their
security measures. I knew he was the perfect candidate for this
job, even if he isn’t being used to his full potential.”

“Well then I am sorry I do not know of
you,” Art said, turning to the old man, “No offense.”

“None taken,” Gregory replied, “The
Sons of Sicily are a very secretive organization. They have always
been for the betterment of the Empire.”

“What of the project here?” Art
asked.

“I oversee every aspect of the men’s
training,” the old man replied. “I decide what disciplines, both
educational and martial, that will be introduced into the program.
Everything is dependent upon Lord Riddle’s approval, of course. I
have also designed the majority of their training equipment, using
unconventional methods to get the best results. My studies in the
past have included the best routines in which to cultivate a
person’s body and mind. Fitness in all aspects.”

“I am glad you said men, because we
feared you were also allowing women to become knights,” Art said
with a sigh.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, urchin,”
Morgan said as he shook his head, “We do let women test, but we
hold them to the same physical standards as the men. Five women
have just completed the program and become knighted.”

“That’s preposterous!” Art exclaimed,
“It’s barbaric to subject women to the same hardships that knights
must face. They bear our children. They are simply not needed for
service. The risk is too great.”

“Women have as much right to defend
their land as we do, brother. And they are just as
capable.”

“That is not for you to
decide.”

“It should not be their job to just
sit at home and bear children.”

“I am not saying that it is. Women are
equal to men in almost every aspect in our society, but they’re
just not meant to be knights.”

“You always did have archaic
beliefs.”

“And what are you going to use this
surplus of knights for?” Arthur asked, “I fear the
answer.”

“It is always good to have a full
legion of troops at your side,” Morgan replied, “I will submit a
plan to attack the Chinese once I initiate enough
knights.”

“You weren’t planning on doing it on
your own?”

Morgan seemed like he was feigning surprise
and replied, “I wouldn’t dream of doing it without the queen’s
consent, of course.”

“This is the prime minister’s
judgment…” Art began to say.

“Please, still not yet,” Morgan
interrupted again, “You must be patient. I know of your powers now
that you are outside of Thatcher’s jurisdiction, so I must make
further strides to show the conditions of my training facility
before you pass judgment.”

“I intend to stick by the prime
minister’s decision. You can’t convince me otherwise.”

“So then it won’t hurt to have a look
around, will it?”

Art exhaled heavily and conceded, “I suppose
not.”

• • •

Their tour of the facility started with the
martial arts training class. When they entered, one Japanese master
was overseeing a class of a hundred and fifty students. Art saw no
teacher’s aides and commented on the anonymity of the method.
Morgan replied that Moesta had streamlined generalized studies but
had made the testing and evaluation more rigorous and personal.

Next he showed his brother the gym. It
included all the usual amenities such as a pool, track, and sauna,
but Art was more focused on the odd exercise machines. When Moesta
had said he used unconventional methods, he wasn’t exaggerating.
They twisted the trainees this way and that and he winced because
it looked excruciatingly painful. Morgan talked him into trying one
out and after he eased himself in, the machine was activated. As it
worked through his body, he heard some joints in his back pop and
became concerned. When it finally stopped he found it had worked
out a kink from an earlier training injury. “Amazing,” Art
commented.

Morgan even showed Art the cafeteria, where
the patrons actually complimented the food. Remembering the awful
food service at the York Institute, they joked that there was more
than one major difference in their training methods. The few things
at the end of the tour weren’t as interesting, particularly the
admission process and the testing specifications, both physical and
mental. They eventually ended up at Morgan’s office, where Chief
Moesta promptly joined them.

“Well what do you think?” Morgan
asked.

“I’ll admit it looks a lot more
efficient than I thought it would be, but it doesn’t change
anything,” Art replied.

“You can’t shut us down,” Gregory
piped in.

“This operation is highly unorthodox
and it can not continue. Nearly none of these trainees were born
into the families of knights or lords. Any commoner off the street
cannot be allowed to become a psiber knight, especially using your
abbreviated training methods. They need to earn the right to enter
the Order.”

“But our training methods are in the
highest percentile for efficiency. You said so yourself,” Moesta
countered.

“Maybe physically and martially, but
not mentally,” Art crossed his arms.

“So you’re saying that not any man has
the right to defend his country,” Morgan asked, “Only those
privileged enough to be born into wealth?”

“I never said that. A knight must be
raised from birth to practice honor and the ideals set forth in the
code. The wealthy usually have better educations, but any man can
take the trials and pass if they set their heart on it. I bet half
your trainees don’t even know the Arthurian text.”

“The texts are irrelevant, brother,”
Morgan retorted, crossing his own arms, “The only reason you bring
them up is your unusual infatuation with the legends.”

“A knight is supposed to follow the
guidelines and lessons set forth by the text in everything he does.
It is certainly not irrelevant. What is your answer?”

“I know you can affect a temporary
judgment before you report back to Thatcher,” Morgan said, his
voice slightly wavering, “Maybe he’ll change his mind once he sees
what’s going on here.”

“I choose to follow his ruling to the
letter. This new order must be disbanded,” Art replied, “Every last
knight must be decommissioned.”

All of the supplication drained out of
Morgan and he again looked upon his brother with cold eyes. “My
answer is no. I will not disband.”

The two men stood there for a time, staring
at each other in silence. After a while Art said, “Then I have been
authorized to pass a secondary ruling, but this is no way indicates
Prime Minister Thatcher’s leniency. If you ever disobey his orders
in the future you will be stripped of your rule and someone will be
sent to take your place.” He matched his brother’s rigid stare.

Morgan’s eyes narrowed. “And who would that
be? You?”

“I wouldn’t dream of taking a position
like this before I’m ready,” he paused, hoping his next words would
sink in, “This kind of power is very corrupting to the
inexperienced… Now if you two would excuse me, I must view this
message in private.”

Moesta gave Art a dirty look but Morgan
shook his head. The two men left the room and shut the door behind
them. Art slid the datacard into the port on the desk.

Prime Minister Thatcher’s likeness appeared
over Morgan’s desk. “If you are playing my message then my fears of
your brother’s stubbornness are not unfounded. While he should be
immediately reprimanded for his betrayal, intrigue is weakening the
Empire enough as it is. Do not repeat this to anyone, but this
small portion of power will be sacrificed to your brother. We must
take steps to be sure he doesn’t acquire any more.

“You will allow him to retain a
maximum of thirty three percent of his new force, preferably the
sons of knights and lords. It will be his choice of whom he picks,
but the remaining number must not exceed the limitations we have
set forth. He will have approximately two months before we send
another representative, so he will have plenty of time to clean up
his operations. If he refuses this decree then he must pay with his
life… a lesser offense would have resulted in his removal from
power, but this is unforgivable. I am sorry for you Sir Arthur, but
you know your duty.”

Art groaned and called them back in.

• • •

The next day Morgan faced
Arthur on the docks of New York, his cape flapping majestically in
the breeze. Sir Saville and the other knights were already on
the Prydwen and it
would set sail as soon as Art boarded. Morgan offered his brother
his hand and said, “Your superiors should be happy with your
results.”

“I hope so,” Art replied, “You put me
in a bad spot.”

“I am sorry. I am only doing what I
think is the best for my people. I hope they understand that. I
hope you do, too.”

“There was a time when I wouldn’t
think you’d do anything for anyone else,” Art said, smiling.
Morgan’s brow furrowed. “But maybe you do have your subject’s
interests at heart.”

“There’s no maybes about
it.”

“Please don’t take so long to send
reports. I don’t want to have to leave Gwen for another
week.”

Morgan laughed. “I would not wish to be away
from Izuko for so long, either.”

“I hope you can make it to the
wedding.”

“No guarantees. I’m a busy man now,
urchin. Now go. I will see you sometime.”

As Art walked up the plank, he turned around
and caught his last glimpse of his brother and America. Deep down
in his gut he knew that if he had to return things would not go so
smoothly. The wooden walkway was drawn up as he stepped onto the
ship’s deck.

• • •

The ship had docked in the morning and
Arthur made it home in time for dinner. Gwen had invited Jonothan
and made reservations at their favorite restaurant. He was looking
forward to a quiet dinner with his loved ones. When they got there,
the waitress handed out menus and asked for drink orders. Jono had
brought his date along and she asked him to order wine. He picked
the cheapest wine on the menu and the waitress rolled her eyes as
she walked away.

“I remember when Bedivere’s Tavern
used to be a little diner,” Gwendolyn said with a sweep of her
arms, “Now it’s huge.” The room could easily seat over a hundred
and waitresses were busy bustling around.

Art squeezed Gwen’s arm and said, “This used
to be our place.”

“Until I got back from reform school
and it closed down for six years,” Gwen replied.

“But now it’s a place with class. We
grew up, so did it.”

“Yeah,” Gwen sighed, “But sometimes I
wish things could be like they were. We were such carefree
children.”

They were silent for a few minutes and then
Art turned to Jono’s date. “I’m sorry, I missed your name.”

“Shanna Olnick,” she replied. She was
a beautiful woman in her early twenties, with long shiny black
hair. Her amber eyes were captivating. Gwen had whispered in his
ear that she was wearing too much make-up, but Art replied that was
how Jono liked his women.

“That name sounds so familiar. Have we
met?” Art asked as he scratched his chin.

“My brother is Sir Josef
Olnick.”

Art nodded. “I know him. He serves in our
precinct. I’ll say hello next time I see him.”

“That would be nice.”

“What’s your profession?”

“I’m a mail carrier,” Shanna replied,
“That’s how I met Jono: he’s on my route.”

“You asked your mail lady out?” Gwen
asked Jono with a smile, “I’ll never call you shy
again.”

“Gwen used to tease him because women
intimidate him,” Art told Shanna.

“Come on, guys,” Jono said. “How did
your mission to America go, Art?”

“I reported to Prime Minister Thatcher
as soon as I got back. I can’t really say he was pleased with the
results, but I did the best that I could.”

“And what was the big problem they had
to send you over to fix?” Jono asked.

“You know I still can’t tell you
that.”

“Come on, I’m your best
mate.”

“It’s classified. I can’t reveal any
specifics of my mission.”

“Then just give me an overview,” he
pressed.

“Jono!” Shanna said, “You can’t expect
him to betray his duty just to appease your curiosity.”

Jono turned to her and suggested, “Maybe you
shouldn’t speak out of turn.”

Shanna’s calm expression vanished. “So I
should just sit here and be quiet like a good submissive woman?
Really, I’d appreciate it if you leave your sexist thoughts at home
next time.”

Jono looked angry for a second but then
relented. His face softened. He paused for a moment before saying,
“I’m sorry, Shanna. That was my dad talking. I don’t feel that
way.”

“Good, then leave your friend alone.
He knows his responsibilities and you should know
yours.”

Art felt ashamed. When he had heard she was
a mail carrier, he thought of her as a simple commoner. The fact
that she stood up for herself impressed him. Sometimes he was just
too quick to judge. It was his own fault; his father hadn’t raised
him like that.

The waitress placed the bottle of wine on
the table. She poured them all a glass and asked them if they were
ready to order, but Jono requested a few more minutes. He turned to
Gwen and asked, “What do you suggest?”

“This is a steak house. The best thing
to get at a steak house is the steak,” she replied, “I like to get
my steak sandwich cooked so raw that it moos when you bite into
it.”

“No, they have the best stew here,”
Art said as he shook his head, “Get the beef stew. It gets me full
every time.”

“What are you talking about? The steak
sandwich is a thousand times better than their ruddy stew. What are
you trying to do to him?”

“Listen, dear. They use B quality meat
in their sandwiches but they make the soup fresh.”

“If the meat in the sandwich is bad
then it’s the same meat in the soup. You don’t make any sense.” She
turned to Jono, “Get the steak sandwich.”

“You’re wrong.” Art also looked at his
friend, “Get the beef stew.”

The waitress walked over and pulled her pad
out. “What will you be having?”

Without hesitating, Jono said, “The fish and
chips, please. I’d rather not start a war.” Art and Gwen glared at
him, but then ordered for themselves. The waitress told them she’d
be back soon and returned to the kitchen.

Art sighed and slouched a little. “The next
three days are going to be really hectic. I’m helping plan the
security detail for the Quincentennial Parade.”

“Yeah,” Jono said, “I don’t even want
to think about it.” Art almost scoffed at his friend, as all he had
to do was plan the security for a single block. Art was the
assistant to the man planning the security measures for Queen
Victoria herself. He had to bite his tongue.

Obviously Gwen sensed the tension and turned
to Art. “So you saw your brother. How did that go? You’re allowed
to talk about that, right?”

“Yes. Morgan and his wife were very
nice to me. In fact, he was a lot more cordial than I gave him
credit for.”

“Morgan got married?” Jono exclaimed,
“To who?”

“This beautiful Japanese woman named
Izuko.”

“Where’d he meet her?”

“In Okinawa.”

“Oh, is he colluding with the
Separatists?” Jono asked, “Is that why they sent you
over?”

“Jonothan!” Shanna exclaimed, “Are you
starting again?”

“Will you shut up already?” Jono shot
back. Then his eyes went wide, realizing what he said.

The room fell silent at the crack of
Shanna’s palm colliding with his face. “Get the hell out of my
way,” she spat. Jono stood up as she started to leave. She turned
around and picked up her wine glass. “And here’s your bloody cheap
wine back!” Shanna threw it in his face and then spun on her heel
and walked out.

“Good job, Romeo,” Gwen said with a
scowl, “If I didn’t know you better I’d write you off as a total
jerk.” The waitress brought their food out and looked as if she was
about to say something, but she obviously saw the looks on their
faces and thought better of it. For the rest of the meal the only
noise was the clinking of their silverware and the conversation
around them. Not one of them spoke a single word.

• • •

Art stood and admired the famous St. Paul’s
Cathedral, the starting point of the Quincentennial Parade. The six
century old building had held up well over the years, a definite
sign of the designer Sir Christopher Wren’s skills. The building
served as the seat of the Bishop of London. Many famous lords and
celebrities had been married at the cathedral and Art was
considering it for his own wedding.

The parade would proceed through the city,
ending at St. James Park in Knightsbridge, where a subsequent
celebration would take place. Art brushed off his armor, admiring
the new gold plating that had been etched on for the special
occasion. General Gawain Haber was overseeing the finalized
security detail when Art approached him. “Everything going
according to plans?”

“Well, one of men pointed out that the
Blackfriars Bridge is a lot more narrow than we thought,” Gawain
replied, “Our men will have to walk in front and behind the queen’s
float instead of around. Other than that everything is looking
okay. It’s a good thing you thought of crossing back over the
Waterloo Bridge because a civil engineer just pointed out that the
Westminster Bridge couldn’t have supported the parade party’s
weight.”

“I just thought the streets were wider
on the other end,” Art offered, “But it’s a good thing. The queen
would be pretty upset if she had to take a swim in the
Thames.”

Gawain laughed with a hearty voice and said,
“Quite so, young Arthur.”

“Where is General Dartmore?” Art
asked.

“Right over there,” Gawain replied,
“David, get over here. We need to finalize some things.”

General David Dartmore, Commander in Chief
of the Queen’s Armed Forces, strode over to them. He wasn’t wearing
his ceremonial armor yet and Art could see just how strong the
compact man looked. He was six foot two and his murky hair was
pulled back in a ponytail. His pencil thin black mustache seemed to
fit right in with his unnaturally dark soot-colored eyes.

Hailed by some as the most capable war hero
alive, it was common knowledge that he valued strength above all
else. He had many famous clashes with authority in the past, even
though he always ended up following the call of duty. His
rebellious attitude was the main reason he fought his way to the
top. He seemed to have calmed down after returning from a recent
pilgrimage to Japan to visit holy temples and meditate, not an
uncommon practice among nobility. As he approached them he was
clearly in a foul mood. Even though Gawain and David were often
seen as equals, and were best friends, the men were total
opposites.

“This is such a pain in my ass,” he
said, his dark eyes affixing on Gawain.

“One can never go too far in keeping
the queen safe.”

Dartmore’s eyes flashed and he said, “If I
didn’t think it was worth my while, I wouldn’t do it. But it’s a
still a pain.”

“Aye, that it is.”

David turned to Art and stated, “I believe
we’ve met, Sir Riddle.”

Arthur felt flushed that the man remembered
his name. “The honor is mine again.”

Gawain piped in, “Are your men positioned on
Belford Street?”

“I was just talking to their squad
leader and they’re leaving now,” David replied, “There shouldn’t be
any problems.”

“Okay, Art will hold the royal flag. I
will hold the British Empire’s flag. You will hold the Royal Order
of Psiber Knights flag.”

“Who’s going to be out
front?”

“I will, with Art on my left and you
on my right,” Gawain replied, “We’ll walk ten paces in front of the
queen’s float.”

“Did you assign enough of the Royal
Guard to the princess’ float?” Art asked.

“Nobody can find her,” Gawain replied,
“Her door is locked and she won’t answer. I suspect this has
something to do with her inability to find a suitable
date.”

“She wanted me to ride with her, but I
refused,” Art said, “Maybe I should have agreed.”

“Oh, let her stay at home and pout,”
David said, “I chaperoned a date between the princess and the
Prince of Hungary and she acted like a spoiled brat. She whined the
entire time. The prince was absolutely turned off. That’s saying a
lot considering that marrying her would make him king one
day.”

Gawain put his hand on the man’s shoulder
and said, “And she’s also Arthur’s cousin and heir to the throne.
Don’t think that your position as leader of the army gives you the
right to defame her.”

“I am entitled to my opinion,” David
replied, glaring at him.

“We’re on a schedule here,” Art said,
stepping between them. He was afraid it would anger David to
interrupt him.

“You’re right,” David conceded, “But
we’re not done.”

“Let’s get this parade
started.”

• • •

Her majesty’s procession and royal escort
were a truly awe inspiring sight. Queen Victoria was sitting on top
of a three level rose-covered float. Each level was a different
color, starting with red roses, then white, and then purple. A
royal crest made entirely out of flower petals sat at the front of
the float. The queen’s chair was fashioned elegantly out of
precious metals, with glittering gems sunk into the sides. Her seat
cushion was suede.

Beautiful women of different nationalities
walked on either side of the float, each representing a land
controlled by the Empire. There was a woman from Brazil, one from
Japan, one from America, one from England, and one from Greece.
Five knights also walked on either side, weapons drawn and
displayed proudly. Four squads of twelve spearmen followed behind.
Art, Gawain, and David marched in front, holding the flags.

The prime minister’s float preceded them and
the Pope’s came afterward. Art raised his chin and held the flag a
little higher, immaculately proud to be part of the exhibition.
Behind him the queen smiled and waved at her adoring crowd. The
procession turned on Belford Street and marched down the short
crossroad. Art noticed that the normally stationed guards were not
at their posts. He became distressed because they had decided to
station a knight every thirty feet on the side of the road.

Art scanned the ancient buildings, looking
for signs of trouble. He realized that the structures were from the
Victorian period and probably would have outdated security systems
at best. Any half-witted criminal would realize to camp out in one
of the older buildings.

Before Arthur could raise any concern, an
enormous explosion erupted from one of the central buildings. It
came from between the prime minister and queen’s float. He saw the
crowd near the building consumed by a fireball as the shockwave hit
him, knocking him off his feet. He immediately boosted himself back
up and saw the blast had also caught the knights between the
floats. He was lucky to have survived… a couple more steps and he
would have been in the blast radius.

Apparently the bomb was meant to destroy the
queen’s float, but someone had set it off early. If that someone
had gone through the trouble to plant a bomb, they would have a
back-up plan. He heard a smaller explosion behind him and turned
around to see double doors bursting open. Armed men poured onto the
street and attacked the guards behind the queen’s float. Art ran
back to join the fray, drawing his sword, Zachariah.

Suddenly the air in front of him began
wavering like heat rising off a hot street and he halted. The form
darkened and coalesced into the shape of a man. It was a menacing
ninja, draped from head to toe in scarlet red cloth, brandishing a
large katana sword. He lunged at the shocked Arthur, nearly taking
his head off. Art parried the second attack and thrust forward,
catching the man on his shoulder. He dropped his blade and Art ran
him through. He looked around and noticed five other ninja had also
appeared. They had used electric veils which had made them
invisible, but the devices also had an unfortunate side effect: the
radiation they emitted would result in a terminal case of cancer
for the user. Whoever had sent the ninja was serious.

The two front most knights turned to attack
the ninja and Gawain and David had already drawn their weapons.
They plunged into battle. Art knew that his first kill had been
through luck and he prepared for more of a challenge. He picked the
nearest crimson clad assassin and thrust his sword at his abdomen.
The ninja flipped backward and took an offensive stance. His
martial style momentarily puzzled Arthur, but he put his thoughts
aside as the ninja attacked. He used his sword to deflect the
ninja’s blade and then kicked the man in the chest.

Through his mask, Art could see the
assassin’s eyes narrow as he drew a throwing star. He could have
just as easily turned and pitched it at the queen, but he must have
known that she was protected by a projectile force field. Art took
a two handed grip on his sword and carefully toggled a switch on
the base, activating a specialized system in the blade that lowered
the weapon’s relative mass, making it lighter and easier to swing.
The ninja chucked the metal star at Art and he dipped his sword
down and deflected the projectile. It hit the ground with a clang
and his opponent drew two more stars.

He threw them simultaneously and Art
positioned his sword to block both of them. Deftly maneuvering his
blade, he flicked one away and slammed the other down into the
ground with a ping. Art was getting fed up and rushed his
adversary, dialing the relative mass of his sword back up. He
slashed from high to low and cut the man’s head clean off. He
quickly assessed the battlefield.

Gawain had managed to stave off two ninja at
once, kicking at one while parrying the other. David Dartmore was
holding his own against one of the assassins. The other two escort
knights hadn’t done as well and Art watched them both get struck
down. The ninja David was fighting leaped back and withdrew a long
black tube. He pulled his mask up then put the pipe to his lips,
blowing black powder out and blinding David. The ninja jabbed the
man in his chin and he keeled over, slipping out of
consciousness.

Fearing the ninja would kill him when he was
down, Art rushed towards Dartmore. To his utter surprise the
assailant passed his fallen opponent and decided instead to head
for the queen. Art caught up and slashed across his back, making
him fall on the float. He finished the man off and turned to find
two more ninja coming at him. Gawain had killed one of his
opponents and floored the other, so he ran to assist Art.

The two new adversaries proved to be more
skilled than their fallen comrades, actually giving the two knights
trouble. As Art fought, he noticed that the ninja Gawain had
knocked to the ground was getting up. He was clear on the other
side of the float and Art couldn’t reach him without opening
himself up to attack. He began fighting more ferociously, but
became concerned as the ninja reached the edge of the float.

Queen Victoria screamed and Art cried out,
“Somebody do something!”

Suddenly he could hear the loud whine of a
descending psiber sled. They were louder at higher altitudes and he
could tell that it was dropping fast. Trying to concentrate on his
fight, he noticed peripherally that the knight flying the sled was
wearing the stolen Lancelot armor. It had been part of an exhibit
meant to ‘honor’ Sir Lancelot, and was mainly tightly woven mail,
though it was still strong and sturdy. Thick green cloth displayed
the Church’s symbol on the chest as well as on a large shield. The
helmet had been converted into a psiber transmitter and glowing red
lenses had been built into the eyeholes. A brilliant scarlet plume
of feathers stuck out from the top of the helmet.

The ninja halted his advance and looked up
at the descending knight. Caught totally by surprise, he barely
managed to avoid ‘Lancelot’s’ attack and stumbled backwards. He
fell off the float, landing on his feet, and stood ready to fight.
The unknown knight swooped in, deflecting his attacks, and nearly
bowled him over with the heavy sled. Lancelot turned and made a
second pass, stabbing the ninja in the heart.

Art smiled as he parried a particularly
nasty thrust and said, “Your comrade has failed and your troops are
being held back. There’s nothing you can do.”

His psychological attack actually worked and
the ninja’s defense wavered for a second. Art masterfully saw the
opening and ran the man through. He turned and helped Gawain defeat
his opponent. All of the attacking ninja had fallen, their bodies
scattered across the street. Art, Gawain, and the unknown knight
joined the fight against the enemy soldiers. Though they were
nearly exhausted from the unexpected ambush, they still fought
valiantly. Five harrowing minutes later the knights stood
triumphant.

Queen Victoria stepped off of the float to
thank the knight wearing the Lancelot armor, but he regarded her
for a second and then rose into the air. Without any fanfare he
took off, climbing as high as the sled could go and then
disappearing on the horizon. No one pursued. Gawain removed his
helmet and wiped his brow, a hearty smile on his face. “Now, this.
This is what I live for.”

All that Art could offer in response was a
wide-eyed nod.

• • •

After General Dartmore regained
consciousness, the queen was rushed to a safe house. David, Gawain,
and Arthur remained to clean up after the carnage. Gwendolyn broke
through the ring of knights guarding the area and ran into Art’s
arms, crying, “Oh, I was so scared for you. When I heard that the
queen’s float was attacked and there were knights down, I feared
the worst.”

“It’s okay, darling,” Art said as he
ran his fingers through her strawberry-blond hair. She was
trembling. “You were right to worry.”

Gwen started sobbing loudly and Gawain put
his large hand reassuringly on her shoulder. “No, there was nothing
to worry about. Sir Riddle showed the skill of someone on my level.
I was very impressed. He handled himself like a pro. This is one
boy who is going to make it to old age.”

Gwen wiped a tear away and gripped Art’s
waist tightly. “Was he really that good?”

“He beat a ninja that almost bested
me,” Gawain said, laughing, “Now that’s something.”

“I can’t believe the Japanese would
attack the queen like that,” Art said as he gave Gwen’s shoulder a
squeeze, “They must have been Okinawan Dissidents. There was
something strange about their fighting style, though.”

“We can’t assume anything. I’m an
expert on martial arts around the world and I saw one of them take
a kung fu defensive stance,” Gawain said as he rubbed his chin
thoughtfully, “Their style was pieced together from various martial
arts. Some of the skills came from China, some from Japan, and I
even saw a European fighting style thrown in. The fact that they
were wearing the uniforms of the Chinese Red Guard means nothing
because anyone could wear them. There’s no way to tell where the
ninja came from. They’re all dead.”
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