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The Emperor cares for each and every one of his subjects, be they bartender or prince.

Prince Ishikawa of Shang Zhou has embarked on a risky undercover adventure all on his own, and Yaden and Ivan are sent after him to make sure he comes out alive.

Working as the crew of a local pub, the three of them try to figure out why the local military is training Vox Populi terrorists. But this is a Lotus Knight mission, and when Ivan’s sister finally decides to ‘rescue’ her brother, things escalate rapidly...

Written by award-winning authors Beryll and Osiris Brackhaus, ‘The Shang Zhou Shuffle’ is a colourful space opera adventure and the fifth book of the ‘Sir Yaden’ series.
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By Siva Quetzal

I come from a family of heroes.

My parents and siblings have saved the people of this empire more often than I can count. There are movies about them, comic books and theatre plays.

Most accounts of their adventures are correct, and yet I feel something has gotten lost amongst the action figures, TV shows, and collectible mugs. They do risk their lives every day so we all can live a little safer, yes, but none of their heroics would have been possible without the love and trust that sees our family through all of it.

And while it might be odd to add yet another story to this ever-growing pile, please indulge me. Let me tell you of the time Papa Yaden and Ivan started a life-long tradition of annual meat-whale dinners with Uncle Ishi. And how sometimes, the most significant events start with a tiny detail almost impossible to see...
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Chapter 1 - Training Day Lunch
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“Alright, done.” K'jal sat up straight and leaned back, stretching her arms above her head, and leaned right forward again to study her finished work with visible pride.

Ivan and Yaden looked down at Ivan's right forearm just as eagerly.

The intricate design of Ivan's new tattoo was similar in style to Yaden's tattoos, but where Yaden's consisted of more blocky shapes, his were faintly reminiscent of flames, hinting at each other's preferred element.

And the new tattoo was beautiful.

At first, the idea of getting tattooed again had made his gut clench. The memories of Anya's property marks were still close to the surface. But these markings were necessary to bring him in sync with Yaden's, so they would be able to work synergy effects much more easily. He had chewed on it for a few days and finally done the unthinkable – he had broached the subject with Brother Jon, who he was now seeing more or less regularly.

What they were doing didn't feel like therapy. For the most part, they talked about both their pasts, what they had done and Brother Jon talked about how he was coping with things he felt he should have done differently. Like Myriam, Ivan was supposed to keep a journal about his panic attacks, but they were few enough that there was only one entry so far. Because occasional nightmares and moments of uneasiness didn't count, right? Sometimes he even did sparring sessions with Brother Jon. That was it. But it made him feel more at ease. No idea why.

Brother Jon had listened to his silly feelings about getting the tattoos and asked what he thought Anya would think about getting them, and in such a prominent place, for everyone to see.

The answer was obvious. She would be furious. Incandescent with rage. She would consider it a mark of ownership put on Ivan by Yaden to erase her claim, completely missing the point. The PR team wasn't allowed to draw any special attention to the tattoos, but if he suspected correctly, Anya was studying any picture of him she could get hold of. The mental image of her screaming at a magazine page made him grin.

All of a sudden, getting tattoos had sounded like a splendid idea, and he couldn't wait to get started.

“And they are permanent?” he asked.

“As permanent as I can make them,” K'jal answered.

That didn't sound as definite as Ivan had hoped.

“How permanent is that?” Yaden asked.

“Mmh.” K'jal tapped her nose with her index finger, searching for words. “Say someone cuts off your arm, and you get it regrown by supernatural means, the tattoo would grow back with the skin.”

That didn't sound like something Ivan wanted to put to the test, but permanent enough to satisfy him.

“It's because we have fully integrated them with your auras,” K'jal continued, “which also means they should be eigenrealitäts-proof, too.”

“Ayken-what?”

“Eigenrealität. It means the unique energy signature of a thing from one particular universe. Basically, if you travel from one dimension to another, you bring a part of your home with you. But depending on the energy differential between the dimensions, the otherness of your home dimension will gradually fade, changing the original item to one fitting the destination dimension. These tattoos will adapt with you, so they will keep working wherever you go.”

Ivan slowly blinked at her. That had sounded suspiciously like one of Myriam's explanations. Did he want to know? “Why would I go to another dimension?”

“It's not that uncommon,” Yaden answered his question with unexpected cheer, “at least in our line of work. Any demonic pocket realm counts as another dimension. Like the one the witches in Hagermarsh were using to communicate with their demon.”

“Yay.”

“So does it work? Can you connect now?” K'jal asked, looking from one to the other.

“Oh, right.” Yaden turned to Ivan and continued without concentrating even for a moment, “Yep, I am getting a clear reading on his energy. Speaking of which, we need to go grab lunch, you're a bit low after the morning training.”

Ivan wanted to hiss at him for managing with such ease. He himself was constantly struggling with calmly perceiving things, no matter how much he trained. Quickly reacting to threats was what he was good at. Better than Yaden. But that didn't mean he would pause one second trying to catch up. He closed his eyes and stretched out his hand towards Yaden as if he was trying to touch him. While Yaden didn't need more than a glance, Ivan found that the gesture made it easier for him.

He almost jerked back when suddenly he dipped his hand into a vast pool of cool water. At least, that's what his mundane senses made out of this new input. But no, it wasn't a pool, it was a lake, an entire ocean of energy. Deep and wide and stretching away deep into the ground. That was Yaden's energy reserve? No wonder he never seemed to run out of steam as long as he wasn't folding up a mountain. And it felt wonderfully smooth and calm. Like he could sink into it and leave all worries behind, soak it up and let it flow through him. He breathed in and instantly relaxed.

“Hey, nice,” Yaden's words barely disturbed his feeling of quiet and strength. He only opened his eyes when Yaden gently poked him a little while later.

“I'd say that works perfectly.”

“Huh?” It took him a moment to understand. He had easily sensed Yaden's energy, and he had drawn on it, replenishing his own reserves without consciously trying – something he had struggled to do the whole time since they had started training. So maybe he hadn't been bad at channelling energy between them, but rather that K'jal's ward around Yaden was that good. What luck, he didn't need to feel bad about stealing some of Yaden's energy now that he could clearly sense how much he had stored. So much more than his own reserves, so yet another field he needed to work on. He shot Yaden a wide grin. “Yeah. I am so looking forward to seeing what we can do now.”

“I have gone for a modular construction,” K'jal explained, “so if you want to add more psions to your team, I can include them by giving them appropriate tattoos without having to work on yours again.”

And now, they all had a pretty good idea what Myriam would want for her birthday.

“Excellent work,” Yaden complimented K'jal, “thank you so much.”

“My pleasure,” K'jal smiled back at them toothily, “thanks for letting me use you as my guinea pigs. Now, you were saying you want to go grab lunch, which is great because my next client should be here any minute. So...” She made shooing gestures with her hand.

Ivan hopped off the tattoo chair and Yaden gave K'jal the trademark sloppy salute everyone at the Lotus Pavilion used. “We'll keep you updated on how they perform in the field.”

“In writing, please,” K'jal reminded them, meaningfully glancing at Ivan as she knew she wouldn't get any written reports from Yaden.

“Will do,” he accepted his orders.

As they headed out of the underground warren beneath the Lotus Pavilion where K'jal's workshop was located, his thoughts went back to his training. His focus in mana manipulation so far had been to expand his capacity for channelling more mana at once, so he could manage bigger effects without giving himself mana burn. That one was easy to train by gently but constantly pushing the boundaries, channelling a tiny bit more than was good for him. But how did one train to store more energy? Luckily, he had an expert as his teacher.

“Boss, how do I learn to store a whole ocean of mana?” he asked as they emerged into the sunny garden of Emperor's Island.

It was a mild spring day and the air was laden with the scent of everything blooming that could possibly do so. The lawn had tiny blossoms studded all over. It looked like decorations for some sort of festival. Which wasn't entirely wrong. The birthday of the Emperor's mother, Lady Lilitu, was coming up. While it wasn't celebrated all over the Empire like the Emperor's birthday, here in Agami it was a big deal and the centre of the high society circus each spring. Ivan had overheard Yaden and Colin talking about whether they would attend the official party here at the palace, which they had received an invitation to. Colin kind of wanted to go while Yaden didn't, uncomfortable as he was at social events. As far as Ivan had followed the discussion, Colin was in the process of convincing Yaden by luring him with the promise of dancing. A couple of months into their marriage, they were as adorable together as they had been on their wedding day. And as long as Ivan had known them.

“Ah, I don't think you will like the answer,” Yaden started answering his question. “Before I had Darios taking care of me, and before he figured out I needed to eat more than normal people, I was starving all the time. So I think my energy reserves grew as a kind of panic reaction to always being close to empty, so whenever I could get any energy, I would store as much of it as possible. It can probably be reproduced, but I don't think that we should try this as part of your training.”

Ivan nodded. Thinking about not getting a large meal after a vigorous training session made his stomach clench as if it were trying to devour itself.

“But there has to be a better way of expanding your mana reserves,” Yaden mused. “Give me a while to think about it. Why'd you ask?”

“Because I've never before been able to sense how much juice you've stored. It's...” Ivan made expansive gestures with his arms, “like, fucking wow.”

“What did you sense before?”

“Pretty much nothing? Honestly, I was starting to think I was horribly bad at the whole perception thing, but now I guess it was the tattoos all along. I was only able to sense energy you were actively using and that was muted, too. Now...” This time, Ivan didn't bother with closing his eyes or reaching out with his hand. “It feels like standing next to a mountain range, only reversed. It's like most of you is actually below ground, like impossibly large roots running all the way down to the planet's core.”

Yaden smiled. “That's exactly the picture I have of it, too.”

He didn't sound like he thought it was extraordinary. And to him, it probably wasn't. “What do I look like?”

“Like a tightly wound column of fire, rising up like a signal flare,” Yaden answered immediately. “Which is nice because it makes you much easier to find.” He chuckled. “It's the reason I am getting better at not hitting you with stuff in combat. I try not to throw things at the hot spot. It's much easier to keep track of than your physical self.”

“Meh. You are way too large to help me pinpoint you. Which is kind of funny considering how tiny you are physically.”

Yaden looked a little smug at this, but didn't comment.

Around lunch hour, a lot of people were gravitating towards the food court, so the closer they got, the more of a crowd they had to wiggle through. Ivan hoped that they could get a table at Pasta Pasta, but it turned out he didn't have to worry.

Usually, when they had a lunch date with Myriam, she would be late and come running up, out of breath, because some last minute something had kept her busy or she had forgotten about the time. Today, though, she was already sitting at a table with Sir Haakon, both of them staring down into their respective milkshakes morosely. It wasn't a regular look for either of them, so Ivan wasn't surprised by Yaden's frown.

“Hey, guys, what's up?” Yaden asked as he and Ivan settled into the two free seats at the table.

“We've been bad,” Haakon answered.

Myriam nodded. “We got a proper dressing down from Commander Hamilton.”

“Really?” Ivan didn't have a hard time imagining a dressing down by the Commander of the Order of the Lotus and how unpleasant that must have been. So far, he had taken great care not to get into such a situation, and he planned to keep it that way. “What did you do?”

“Uhm...” Myriam suddenly focussed very hard on stirring her milkshake with her straw.

“It was entirely my fault,” Haakon volunteered. “I asked Myriam to help me with an experiment. I wanted to see how quickly I could create windows into the void to neutralise her fireballs. It worked very well, and we got a little carried away. With greater fireballs. Bigger fireballs. I was so focused, I lost track of everything else, and eventually, one of my void windows ate a big chunk out of the training room's ceiling. Only a small bit of the corridor above collapsed, but the Commander was really upset with us.”

“And rightly so, of course,” Myriam quickly added. “We were lucky no one was in the corridor at the time and nothing else was damaged.”

“Yes, that,” Haakon agreed.

Yaden closed his eyes and took a deep breath, causing Myriam to wince.

“I'm so sorry, Dad. I was so careful. I didn't lose control once. Not even when the ceiling came crashing down. But at least I didn't get my security clearance for the Ghanimus Wave laboratory revoked.”

“The what now?” There was plenty of stuff going on under the Lotus Pavilion which neither Ivan nor Yaden had any idea about, but Myriam somehow seemed to be in on a lot of them.

She winced again. “I can't talk about it. It's strictly need-to-know. If I did talk about it, I absolutely would lose access to it.”

“Is it dangerous?” Because Ivan didn't put it past the mad scientists on the Lotus Order's payroll to rope a teenage girl into the weirdest shit.

Myriam frowned. “Of course not. I would never do that. Colin would be upset.”

Ah, because Colin would know. Since he had started working with his N'Ptalini goddess, he had developed a very keen sense of whether any members of his family were in danger. And he was righteously miffed if they did so without a good explanation.

“Was there a particular reason why you didn't simply use the island for your fireball experiment?” Yaden asked. “You know, the island I specifically created for us to train because it doesn't matter how many times we destroy it?”

“We didn't think anything would get destroyed,” Haakon said, “but we were wrong and we have promised Commander Hamilton that it won't happen again and that we will, from now on, use the island for all further psionic training. I'm sorry I got your daughter in trouble.”

With a sigh, Yaden waved his apology off. “All good. It happens and I trust you have learned your lesson.”

He sounded like a proper dad. It was silly, but Ivan felt proud of how well his Knight was growing into his role of husband and father.

Osman chose that moment to appear next to their table with his time-honoured question. “Welcome, Sir Yaden and Squire Ivan. Do we have an emergency?”

“Nope, regular lunch will do,” Yaden answered with a smile, “I'll have a double helping of the mixed pasta bowl.”

“The mixed grilled fish platter,” Ivan ordered, mindful of his prescribed diet.

Myriam ordered a smaller helping of the same pasta bowl as Yaden while Haakon shook his head. “No, thanks. The milkshake is more than enough for me.”

How he survived by eating like a tiny little bird was beyond Ivan. But Haakon looked as fit and trim as ever, so apparently, it was fine for him.

“Why did you need a bigger window anyway?” Yaden continued their conversation after Osman left, “I mean, don't you just need to catch the centre of the fireball where Myriam's will is concentrated? That should be all you need to siphon off to cause her effect to fizzle.”

And of course he would start analysing the technical side of the psionics.

“Mmh,” Haakon mused and slurped up more milkshake, “that is true. I wonder how small a hole I could use...”

“I know that one,” Ivan chimed in, “all you need is ... more fine control.”

Myriam groaned and Yaden grinned at this family in-joke. Ivan and Yaden exchanged a fist bump, while Haakon nodded along, the joke going right over his head.

“Testing it will have to wait, though,” Haakon said. “I'm leaving for my next mission later today.”

“Oh? Is it secret or can you tell us where you are going?” Yaden asked.

“Not a secret, this time. I'm off shooting the tutorial videos for the new Excalibur II. They are doing a whole set of them, for new crew members and guests on the ship. I am doing the narration and demonstrations of features.” Haakon shrugged. “Apparently, the Empress herself asked for me for her new ship. Because 'I have such a pleasant aura', she said. On video, mind you.”

Most people reacted with fear or at least uneasiness when they first met Haakon. When Ivan had looked into his eyes the first time, it had felt like he was falling forward into a bottomless hole. It had been creepy and Ivan had kept smiling by sheer force of will. By now, the effect had worn thin. It was there, but Ivan didn't let it bother him anymore. It only worked in person, though. In the videos of Yaden's and Colin's wedding, Haakon seemed like an absolute darling and good looking, too. Ivan could well imagine him in a tutorial video. Thinking about it, his way of taking things too literally at times probably was perfect for tutorials.

“That's pretty cool,” he said.

Haakon nodded. “Yes, and we'll be shooting on the Excalibur II, can you believe it? I'll be one of the very first people to see it. The ship has its own Evolving Intelligence, and she'll be my host and show me around.”

“I am so jealous,” Myriam stated, pouting.

Their food arrived and they all fell on it, Myriam because she was a teenager in the middle of a growth spurt and always hungry, and Yaden and Ivan because they had trained all morning before joining K'jal for their last tattoo session. Though Ivan ate more slowly than he normally did after such a workout.

Drawing some energy from Yaden had filled his batteries enough not to be ravenously hungry. Thinking about it made him aware of Yaden's supernatural mass again. His afternoon schedule was filled with lessons on etiquette and politics, but maybe after dinner, he would be able to coax Yaden into an additional training session on their island. He very much wanted to try some of the synergy effects again and see what they could do now. Especially the molten rock one. And the burning sand storm they had failed at so far. Yaden had enough fine control to pull up several cubic metres of sand into a whirling tornado of destruction. They had tried several times to have Ivan superheat the sand, but he simply hadn't been able to follow the countless strands of Yaden's control over the grains as they were too delicate to see through the tattoo's veil. Now, though? Ivan found himself grinning down at his almost empty plate of food. That was some beautiful destruction waiting to happen.

“Oh no, I hope nothing else collapsed,” Haakon suddenly muttered and shrunk in on himself.

Looking up, Ivan saw a young woman in the uniform of the Lotus Pavilion pushing through the lunch crowd towards their table. Myriam followed Haakon's example, but neither of them had need to be worried as the messenger headed straight for Yaden.

“Sir Yaden? Commander Hamilton asks to see you at your earliest convenience,” she reported.

“Is it about the training accident with my daughter?” Yaden asked, frowning at Haakon and Myriam.

The messenger blinked in surprise. “Not that I am aware of, Sir. I believe there is a mission for you and Squire Ivan.”

Haakon and Myriam both gave a sigh of relief, comically simultaneous.

“Is it an emergency or do we have time to finish lunch?”

“He didn't say anything about an emergency.”

“Alright, let him know we'll be along soon.”
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Chapter 2 - 
Something's rotten on Shang Zhou
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Trudging back to the Lotus Pavilion, Yaden wondered what kind of mission the Commander would have for him. The last few months had been unnervingly quiet. After training with Saint Cornelius on Malicorn, he had been simultaneously eager and scared to face a N'Bosoti. Somehow, he had expected that he and Ivan would be tasked with tracking one down, or at least, would get a follow up to the artefact trader. Nothing like that had happened.

After a couple of weeks, he had asked the Commander about it who shrugged and told him that the Imperial Intelligence Service was working on it and if and when there was something he was needed for, he would be the first to know. That was the downside of working for the Order of the Lotus. He couldn't storm out like a hero in an action movie and seek out his foe. He had to wait until given a mission. Not that he would have had an idea on how or where to find a N'Bosoti to fight. Probably, neither did the IIS and that was why nothing was happening.

So he and Ivan had been tasked with several smaller missions. Calming a storm here, helping build a new dam there, freeing a bunch of trapped miners – all of it had been important work, no doubt about that. But it felt like they were dragging their feet when much bigger enemies were out there, threatening all of humanity. And every time they were called to Commander Hamilton's office, he kept hoping this one would be it, while at the same time, trying to clamp down on that hope so as not to be disappointed again – and because it wouldn't be a good thing to have happen. Even with Saint Cornelius' intel and training, he might very well end up dead if he fought a N'Bosoti or one of their artefacts again. It wasn't something he should be looking forward to.

Glancing over to Ivan, he wondered if his Squire was feeling the same, but Ivan seemed lost in his own thoughts, smirking for whatever reason.

They arrived at the Commander's office and Yaden knocked.

“Come in,” Hamilton answered immediately.

Opening the door, they found the Commander at his usual place behind his packed desk, with Lieutenant Commander Li Ma standing in front of it, carrying an armful of folders.

“Ah, Yaden, good.” Hamilton nodded towards the visitor chairs in front of his desk and turned back towards Li Ma as Yaden and Ivan sat down. “Make sure they get paid very generously and let them know how much we appreciate that they came to us with this information first, instead of selling it to the highest bidder. This may save us a whole lot of trouble down the line.”

“Yes, sir,” Li Ma gave a crisp salute, nodded to Yaden and Ivan and left.

“Something about them?” Yaden asked hopefully.

“What?” Hamilton blinked at him, confused for a moment, then shook his head. “Ah, no. That wasn't about your mission at all. An outfit of independent explorers has discovered a new Mandala route. Or maybe re-discovered an old one. We don't know yet. But they let us know first, so imperial agents can be the ones to scout the new system. Very nice of them. You never know what you will find. Might be an empty system, a long forgotten human colony or a new alien race. Always better not to have a guild or one of the Houses get their greedy paws on it first.” He gave Yaden a slight frown. “If we get a mission about them, and it is within your area of expertise, you will get it.”

“Yes, sir.” It made perfect sense. That was why each Lotus Knight had different talents. So they covered a range of emergencies as wide as possible. He had no reason to be preemptively jealous.

“Now, your current mission, I believe, is right up your alley.” Commander Hamilton picked up the top folder from one of the stacks to his right and opened it. “Remember that Kyothari prince you met on Shang Zhou?”

Yaden nodded. Prince Ishikawa had been exceptionally helpful when they had been looking for the rogue psion, Doctor Lachlain, and Yaden had explicitly mentioned him in his report.

“It appears he has gotten himself into a bit of trouble. Or more precisely, he has put himself into a dangerous situation without any backup.” Hamilton leaned back in his seat. “Shang Zhou has seen a series of nasty attacks by Vox Populi in recent months. Bombings of social gatherings, sabotage at factories, destruction of communal property – the whole range.”

Yaden vaguely recalled that Prince Ishikawa had mentioned that his security forces had taken out Vox Populi cells recently. Maybe the terrorist organisation had taken that as a challenge and redoubled their efforts. Whenever someone managed to successfully put them down, they sprang up again more vicious and violent than before, which was one of the reasons they were so generally despised by the public. If they had focused their attention on the nobles they professed to hate so much and limited their attacks to them, they might have gained more traction. But as they struck out against civilian targets, with their attacks aimed at doing as much damage as possible to life and property, only the most radical nutheads harboured any sympathies for them. Which seemed to suit them fine. Many of their video messages touted how the masses were so deeply brainwashed that only massive violence could wake them from their slumber.

“Their recent attacks on Shang Zhou have been unusually well orchestrated. The IIS suspects that the whole operation may very well be run and financed by a third party who is using Vox Populi to achieve their as-of-yet unknown goals. Alas, that is an internal matter of House Kyothari until they officially ask for help. Which of course they never will, despite Shang Zhou being pro-Emperor. Prince Ishikawa, however, is a person of imperial interest in his own right. His safety is important to His Majesty, Emperor Elisander himself. Likely because he seems to be a decent sort and exactly the kind of noble His Majesty needs more of. As the Prince is in command of the military and security forces of Shang Zhou, he has been deeply involved in the fight against Vox Populi. A few days ago, he suddenly decided that he needed to withdraw to a remote country estate to spend some time in contemplation with orders not to be disturbed under any circumstances.”

Hamilton leaned forward and pulled a handful of photos from the folder, pushing them over to Yaden.

“A day later a young man named 'Ishi' started working at a pub in Bao-Ji, the 'Auspicious Hearth' izakaya.”

There was no mistaking Prince Ishikawa in the picture, but now wearing a blue overall instead of his tactical armour and with his long hair in a braid instead of a warrior’s knot, carrying a bicycle over his shoulder as he waved to someone. He looked like a perfectly ordinary guy, if one didn't know that he was the second son of the Duke.

“He went undercover?” Ivan asked, genuine excitement in his voice.

For some reason, he had been hoping for an undercover mission each time they were called into the Commander's office for a mission briefing as in his mind, they were the most exciting. Maybe because he hadn't been on one yet and didn't realise how much about those missions were boring, mundane tasks necessary to keep your cover. So far, they hadn't gotten one.

“He did,” Hamilton confirmed. “We aren't exactly sure why and especially not why in this location. The province he has picked for his little excursion has been pretty much free of Vox Populi attacks. Though that is suspicious in itself, so it might be the reason. The mall he is now working at is right next to a large military base. Probably, he is investigating something there, and probably, he doesn't trust his people to know about it. As I said, he is out there with no backup whatsoever. Going up against Vox Populi and their potential puppeteers might well be a suicide mission. Especially as he has no training in doing this sort of stuff. So the Lotus Pavilion will be providing backup, and that is where you come in.”

He pulled another photo from the folder, this time of a restaurant front. “This is the 'Auspicious Hearth' where Ishi is working as a bartender. The original owner died a few months ago, and it has only recently been re-opened by the widow, one Gong Ma. She has put in the proper paperwork with the Shang Zhou bureaucracy to get a cook and a waiter, but such things can take a while and papers were conveniently mixed up so the two of you will be arriving as her new employees.”

“Yes!” Ivan exclaimed.

The commander raised an amused eyebrow, but didn't comment.

“What's the exact mission objective?” Yaden asked, more focused on the actual job.

“Make sure the Prince doesn't come to harm. If you take out a bunch of Vox Populi terrorists in the process, no one will complain. But in case of doubt, Prince Ishikawa is your absolute priority.”

“Understood, sir.”

“The mission prep team has your background information and is ready to put you in proper Shang Zhou costumes. Any questions?”

“How long do we stay with the Prince?” It wasn't so much that Yaden cared about the answer, but he knew Colin would.

“As long as necessary, meaning until you feel he isn't in danger anymore. Probably until he has achieved whatever his objective is with this harebrained scheme.”

That was about what Yaden had expected. “Aye, sir. I expect we'll be leaving as soon as mission prep is done with us?”

The Commander nodded. “Yes, please. Dismissed.”

As soon as the door closed behind them, Ivan bounced with barely suppressed joy. “An undercover mission. Finally!”

Yaden smiled at his friend and Squire fondly, but didn't say anything.

“I wonder what our backstory will be. I hope it's not too complicated so we can memorise it easily. Do you think we'll get fake names? I mean, probably, right? Would be a bit obvious to have a Yaden and an Ivan. This is so cool. And we may get to kick Vox Populi ass, too. Those shitheads deserve so much ass-whooping!”

It sounded like a fairly straight-forward mission. But as experience had shown, they never were, and something would flamboyantly go wrong. No idea whether it would be demons, N'Bosoti or something entirely new, but it was a Lotus Knight mission so something would happen. And they would deal with it, because that's what they did.

“I'll give Colin a quick call and let him know we won't be home for dinner,” he said out loud before he concentrated on getting through to a Psions Guild telepath. It didn't take more than a few seconds for one to pick up on his request and get him patched through to Colin.

—Hey love, what's up?—Colin answered immediately,—New mission?—

—How'd you know that?—

Colin's warm, mental chuckle wrapped around Yaden like a hug.—Ivan is so excited it's making me grin like an idiot. I assume you finally have that undercover mission he's been pining for?—

—We do. Remember that nice Kyothari prince from Shang Zhou I told you about? The one who gave us that set of different teas?—

Colin sent back a feeling of agreement along with the mental image of the beautiful, wooden tea box in which the set had come and which now held a place of honour in Colin's kitchen, filled with new tea.

—He has gotten himself into a bit of trouble and Ivan and I are to make sure he doesn't come to harm.—

—That sounds like a worthy mission. You have my blessing to go and be a hero. And if you have a chance, please thank him for the tea for me.—

—I will.—Since Colin had become what he called 'maybe an Ynagra priest', he always said the blessing thing when Yaden headed out on a mission. Yaden had no idea if it had any effect, but so far neither he nor Ivan had ended up in the healing tank or manaburned again.

—Is Myriam alright?—Colin asked.—She had a moment of panic earlier, but now she seems to be fine.—

Now it was Yaden's turn for a mental chuckle.—She and Haakon got into some mischief and got chewed out by the Commander. You are getting really good at this, love.—

—It's not like I am actively doing something. The information is kind of there whenever anything important happens to one of you. Sometimes it's a bit annoying, to be honest.—

—I like the feeling of you watching over us.—Yaden tried to accompany that thought with all the love he felt for Colin and it was instantly returned in kind.

—I love you, too.—

They basked in that feeling of closeness until Yaden and Ivan arrived at the mission prep pavilion and Colin broke off the connection with the warm memory of the goodbye kiss they had shared that morning.

The moment they walked in, Sylvia and her team were upon them. Each Lotus Knight had their own mission prep expert to work with and in stark contrast to the
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