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Chapter 1- Combat Training
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Most of the jobs Joh did for Lord Azrail Ruyn were black ops, so he didn’t expect his employer’s newest assignment. He ditched the contingent sent to bring him in and entered Ruyn’s Dafar palace by himself. Whatever occupied Ruyn’s thoughts kept him from noticing it. Or he might have assumed the troopers left him with the majordomo and sent him in alone.

“You were once a combat trainer at the imperial military academy, weren’t you?” Azrail Ruyn asked him.

“Yes,” he said, perplexed.

“I have a special project in mind for you. I assume I don’t need to inform you that the emperor finally has an heir,” Ruyn began.

“One of the concubines delivered to term?” Joh asked. Significant time would pass before the baby needed combat training.

“No, his grown daughter came back into imperial space to seek medical treatment for her son.”

“He has a grown daughter? How come it’s so hard for him to father healthy children now?”

“All you need to know is he fathered healthy children with his wife in his youth.”

“They must’ve separated.” Joh couldn’t blame the woman. She likely discovered the emperor’s capabilities before anyone else. It might also explain why the daughter stayed out of imperial space, though it didn’t explain why she came back.

“It’s best to keep such speculations to yourself. Just let it be known Linnet Xerxes, aka Linda Sullivan, is his legitimate daughter. Her son was conceived in wedlock, even if she’s divorced now. Thane Sullivan is Emperor Xerxes’s grandson. The emperor has recognized them both as his kin.”

Joh whistled. “This would mean the boy is next in line for the throne. As long as he’s healthy enough to rule.” Usually, the woman would inherit the throne, but Xerxes preferred a male heir. The grandson satisfied that requirement, assuming his health problems did not disqualify him, of course.

“I’m surprised I had to tell you about the boy. The imperial feeds are broadcasting regular updates about him.”

“I’ve been undercover. I heard about an imperial prince, but it sounded like over-hopeful tabloid gossip. Tabloids fabricate stories.” He’d dismissed the news as imperial propaganda.

“The imperial prince isn’t a fable. Now he needs combat training.”

Joh frowned. “Are you sure he’s hardy enough for combat training if he needs medical treatment?”

“Xerxes’s resources were enough to deal with his health issue. Now he needs to be made fit enough to succeed Emperor Xerxes. I want you to clean up so I can present you as a candidate for the position.”

“Hmm, combat instructor to the heir apparent.” It was almost an honor, but he expected there to be drawbacks he wouldn’t know about until he got there. At minimum, it would cause conflict with other instructors who desired that role. He had superior skills but was less politically savvy, and that’s why he’d been driven out of the field into black ops. Moreover, attracting the emperor’s notice could be a significant downside. He avoided imperials when he could.

***
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JOH KNEW RUYN COULD get him on an inside track for the job. He didn’t expect to get the results of the boy’s physical. No doubt, accessing such information must’ve cost a lot in bribes. He gave a sigh of relief at the sight of a slender but now healthy, towheaded boy. He must’ve made a fast recovery once he got the medical care he needed. Thank the Source, I don’t have to work with some Slugg.

First, he reviewed the physical exam results. He wouldn’t need to initiate a beginner’s fitness routine for an unfit, pampered recruit or put them on a diet. A common issue with some elite-family recruits. Or they went to another extreme and maintained their children like fashion models. In such instances, the children were petite and malnourished, which meant he had to build up their muscle mass. Families in military service taught their children basic fitness and proper eating habits.

One positive aspect of the imperial military academy was its elimination of unfit candidates. The other instructors had prepared the students before he taught them advanced techniques.

The notes said the imperial princess taught her son Terran martial arts and basic fitness. The family had to use homeschooling to teach him subjects up to imperial standard. His physical conditioning is up to imperial standards. The records say he made a quick recovery once his medical issue was seen to by Dr. Seth Corvid.

Dr. Seth Corvid? Isn’t he a psychologist who treats trauma and PTSD? Does that mean the prince had psychological instead of physical problems? Joh had received positive feedback about the doctor’s work from some of his colleagues. He’d even seen the before-and-after effects of Dr. Corvid’s work. Someone who’d been a shattered remnant of their former self became functional again. Why would the imperial prince need Dr. Seth Corvid to treat him?

Then there was Aikido; listed as the Terran martial art the imperial princess taught her son. What’s Aikido? This worried him because he knew all the worthwhile martial arts. Short of the Paladin and Seti arts, of course. Sometimes, an exercise craze appeared among the imperial elite. They only worked as moderate exercise. Most times, he ignored such trends, but he’d have to research it to see what misinformation he’d have to correct.

He searched a databank but found no information beyond the file’s reference. I’ll have to start from the beginning, but at least he’s in decent shape. Though it may be a good idea to question the mother about this Aikido before I begin his training.

Joh had to give Ruyn his plans for the boy’s training. “What do you mean, you want to question the mother about Aikido? The emperor will conduct your interview and decide if you get the job.”

“I understand, but it’s wise to know the boy’s training specifics. I’ve researched Aikido, yet it doesn’t appear in any imperial database.”

“Wait until the emperor agrees to assign you the position before you do this. He’s the one who has the ultimate veto on who gets hired. The imperial prince is his heir apparent. That’s why Xerxes is the one who makes decisions on the imperial prince’s welfare.”

That made sense, but he was still curious about the boy’s mother. Since Ruyn didn’t have a dossier on her, he’d used imperial society columns to get the information.

An enterprising reporter researched her early history. Linnet Xerxes was the daughter of Ambassador Merikh Xerxes and Dr. Kira Davos. She’d attended the Axis Prime Imperial Academy and regularly won sports awards. She’d been presumed dead in a transport accident with her mother and brother. Last year, she reappeared in imperial space with a ten-year-old son. When the boy became the heir apparent, it ended the imperial succession crisis. She’d said she came back because of her son’s health crisis, but she may’ve returned to make a bid for power.

So far, her only appearances in the imperial court were at her debut and the imperial debutante ball.

She only ventured out in public to transport her son to the Axis Prime Imperial Academy each school day. It gave holophotographers and cambots a chance to take pictures of her.

He studied the pictures. She’s presentable but doesn’t work to overwhelm people with her sex appeal, not like a regular imperial sophisticate would. Her most striking feature is her robust health. She’s not trying to look like a supermodel but keeps herself as fit as a professional athlete. She won’t sacrifice her health to look fashionable. Despite being fit enough to gracefully wear an imperial evening gown, she is thicker than the current thin-fashion trend.

In his opinion, fashionable thinness was unhealthy. He didn’t want a woman to resemble a Slugg, though. However, too much thinness lessened a woman’s ability to bear healthy heirs. If only because fashionistas were reluctant to mar their slender frames with a baby bump.

He wasn’t the only one who noticed the imperial princess’s good health. Some commentators stated, “The imperial princess has given an heir, so why not a spare? The emperor should delegate the production of heirs of his bloodline to his daughter.”

Technically, the daughter should be Xerxes’s heir, but he preferred a male heir. It’d be natural if Xerxes wanted to marry off his eligible daughter to produce a spare heir.

The boy would have good genes if he took after his mother.

Of course, there was still the question of the boy’s father. Some reporters mentioned the boy was born to married parents who were now divorced. It’s for the best, as we wouldn’t want a barbarian son-in-law in line for the emperor’s throne. She may’ve kept the child they made together but divorced him because he’d be an impediment in imperial space.

A “barbarian” would need fitness to survive, which could benefit the prince’s genome.

At least the mother has the skills she needs to homeschool her son in phys ed. She’s kept herself fit. It’s possible she taught her son the same discipline. I can work with this.

The main concern was, Can I work with the emperor? He hadn’t liked his policies when he was the combat instructor for the Axis Prime Military Academy. It let people with more connections and less skill get promoted over him. Worse yet, some of them were downright incompetent. I hate to imagine what it’s going to be like working under his direct supervision.
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Chapter 2- The Entrance Exam
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Wearing an imperial uniform chafed after all these years. Yet he had to do it for the sake of winning the position. Ruyn had commissioned a new uniform for him, since he’d gotten rid of all his old ones when he left the academy. Joh wished he knew whether he even wanted the job.

He wasn’t immune to the prospect of gaining influence over the Empire’s next sovereign. Though the imperial prince might favor a yes-man. How was he to know if the prince wasn’t already a spoiled brat? He wouldn’t know until he learned the hard way.

He couldn’t afford a half-hearted attempt to gain the position, or he’d anger his patron. What I will give is an honest effort. If that’s not enough for them, so be it. I’m okay with that.

He marched a step behind Ruyn, as court protocol demanded, like an obedient hound. Then again, Ruyn walked behind the emperor during processions. Nowadays, the imperial first family took second-stage priority in processions.

If I get this job, it’ll be my life. He caught a red blur of movement as a Praetorian Guard forgot himself and shifted where he stood. It took concentrated effort not to smile knowingly. They culled the Praetorian Guards from the best recruits in the entire imperial army. No doubt he’d trained a few before they rose to their current rank. Yet he couldn’t recognize any of them in their ceremonial red armor. The one who moved tightened his grip on his staff.

They’d often sent Joh the most promising students when he was the combat instructor. But he’d had to knock sense into them if they thought they’d already reached the pinnacle of combat effectiveness. That had made him the most hated drill sergeant in the imperial ranks. Whoever this guard was, he must remember him.

“Is this your candidate for the imperial prince’s combat instructor?” the emperor asked Ruyn.

“Yes, my master.” He gestured to Joh. “This is Sergeant Joh Carshe. The best combat instructor the imperial military academy ever had,” Lord Ruyn stated.

“Hmph. I thought he’d retired from active service.”

“He retired from the academy but has served as an operative under my direct command, Master.”

Master? Am I going to have to call the emperor “Master”? Joh repressed a shudder. “Master” might be better than “Your Highness,” which he’d otherwise have to use.

The emperor’s yellow eyes gleamed. “I need a demonstration to see if Sergeant Joh Carshe is still combat-ready.”

He gestured, and a Praetorian Guard moved swiftly in red. The best Joh could do was dodge their techbatons for a few moments. Until he found an opening. He used it to disarm his opponent and seize the weapon to face the next.

Sparks flew as their techbatons met each thrust and blow. The guard’s armor made him slower than Joh, who found a chink and sent a shock through it.

The shock shorted the powered armor, startling the guard so much he dropped his techbaton.

“Hmph.”

Joh realized his mistake from the emperor’s tone and spoke up. “Am I competing with his guard to be your grandson’s combat instructor? I’d understand fighting to the death in that case. But I assumed he was a proctor for the entrance exam. Killing the proctor is usually insubordination in the imperial command.”

The emperor raised his brows. “Hmm. You may have a point. I want Thane to know self-defense against dishonorable opponents. Not every battle he faces will be a duel with protocols.”

“He won’t be eleven years old forever, but that can wait until he’s older,” Joh countered.

“I plan to train him for more extreme situations after a year of combat training. Can you prepare him for that?”

Figures. Either I deal with parents who coddle their babies, or they throw their children into the lower levels of Axis Prime too soon.

For his and Ruyn’s sakes, he kept his opinion to himself. “I can improve his chances of survival in a variety of scenarios.”

“Excellent. You’ll begin immediately. He returns from his after-school tutoring in the evenings. Start your lessons then.”

***
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THE BOY ALREADY HAD a dojo set aside for his use, complete with a racetrack, weight-lifting equipment, and martial-arts weaponry. Joh frowned as a cleaning bot wheeled away blocks of broken adamas.

That can’t be right. He inspected the bot. The panels had splintered as if shattered by a blow.

Did a bot malfunction? No human could’ve done that. Further inspection revealed two squat blocks with adamas panels laid across them, the top layer cracked as if punched.

This is the kind of damage I’d expect in Ruyn’s training area, but he has mana and cybernetics. The boy’s file says he’s all organic.

Of course, Ruyn called Xerxes “Master.” He wouldn’t do that unless the emperor could put him in his place. The Praetorian Guards might help, but Ruyn would need more than that to stay in line.

The emperor must be talented. The imperial first family likely was too. Mana ran in bloodlines. That would explain why Xerxes acknowledged them as kin. He wanted an heir, but not out of sentiment. There had to be something that made them worthy successors. Mana talent would be it.

Why hire a combat instructor who isn’t talented himself? You’d think they’d want the boy learning the Seti Arts as soon as possible. I’ve heard the Seti recruit those with life experience. They don’t demand blank-slate acolytes.

The Paladins took recruits in early childhood.

The report didn’t say where the imperial princess and prince had been. Only that they hadn’t been in imperial space. Maybe they couldn’t start the boy’s training early and now wanted to make up for lost time. Still, it was ridiculous to write him off just because he hadn’t been identified by age five. Eleven was still impressionable.

Then again, Xerxes wanted him combat-ready for advanced training within a year. Something impossible at a standard military academy. But one-on-one tutoring might manage it.

Joh jumped at a sudden draft. The imperial palace shouldn’t have HVAC issues. Its climate control ought to be flawless. Yet the room had definitely grown colder.

He turned to face a mother and son in athletic wear. The mother frowned, stepping protectively in front of the boy. Perhaps to give him time to flee if needed. “Who are you, and why are you here?” she demanded.

Joh stood straight, meeting her gaze. “I’m Joh Carshe. I’ve been hired as your son’s new combat instructor.”

“My son’s new combat instructor? Who hired you? Why wasn’t I told?”

Joh repressed a shudder as the air grew colder still. His breath now visible.
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Chapter 3 - Setispawn
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The woman turned to the boy. “Go to our room so I can speak with him in private.”

The room warmed after the boy left. Joh no longer saw his breath in the air, but he still shivered.

The woman narrowed her eyes as she glared at him. “Tell me who you are and why you’re here.”

“All I know is that the Emperor hired me to be your son’s combat instructor.”

“Combat instructor?” she muttered. “That was his first step before trying to train my brother Victor to become a Seti.”

He held up his hands to show that he carried no weapon. They were weapons in the right situation. He could overpower a regular woman, but he sensed this one was different. Especially with her casual reference to the Seti’s training methods. “I’m not a Seti, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Unlike the Paladins, the Seti prefer to recruit people who have life experience. Father claimed this meant they had informed consent before joining the order. My mother said it was to ensure they got a bitter recruit who could be swayed toward the shadow.”

Fear caused a bead of sweat to trickle down Joh’s forehead. There were rumors; having them confirmed was unnerving. “Does the fact that your father is a Seti Lord mean you’re setispawn?”

The woman nodded “yes” and muttered, “It’s one thing to be a Seti Lord’s child. Being setispawn means you have mutated mana cells. They give us shadow-wielder abilities it would take a regular Seti acolyte years to attain.”

He tried to laugh. “If that’s true for you and your son, then he wouldn’t need my training.”

“Thane’s talent does not make him an expert at combat, though I’m teaching him self-defense.”

“That’s why I’m here. He may have his bodyguards, but it’ll be good for him to handle himself as a last line of defense. He became a political target once your father named him the heir apparent. Your son needs more than basic self-defense skills because of this. I can provide him with the advanced training he needs.”

She clenched her fist, almost ready for violence, but then just looked at it. “I hit the jackpot with my setispawn mutation. But it’s possible the Terran martial arts I know don’t compare to imperial martial arts. Even if you don’t use any Paladin or Seti techniques.”

“I could also teach you combat, if you’d like.”

She waved her hand. “I’ll pass. I can make up for what I lack in technique with brute force.”

He couldn’t disguise his look of disbelief. She was a healthy, fit woman of medium size, yet she didn’t look like a bodybuilder who could support that claim.

“I can show you what I mean, if you want me to.”

“I don’t want to fight you. Whether I win or lose the match, I’ll displease the Emperor.”

Her eyes shifted to the two blocks layered with adamas. “That’s not what I mean.”

He glanced at the broken blocks. “You’re responsible for all that damage?”

“I need to condition my body to deliver blows with the power I need.” She positioned herself in front of the blocks. The top one was broken, but four layers underneath remained intact. She used the heel of her palm to pummel them, and they shattered as if they were tissue. The act displayed strength and precision. Yet more advanced skills would be needed against an imperial martial artist.

“That’s impressive, but how does that help you against an opponent?”

“I told you, it’s about conditioning my body to deliver the blows with the force I want,” she repeated.

“I understand, but it might be time to increase the challenge and improve your technique with a moving, fighting target.”

“I could injure a sparring partner. I was relieved when my father stopped assigning his guards to spar with me. He only stopped because their medical bills became too high. I had to use more force than I preferred to neutralize them. Though I stopped short of killing them.”

Joh’s mouth fell open at this, remembering his own entrance exam for this position. It didn’t surprise him that the Emperor would order the guards to attack her with no quarter. Either he had full confidence in her abilities, or he didn’t care if she got injured. He couldn’t tell which prospect disturbed him more. The imperial princess would never be a damsel in distress, thanks to mana.

“Father told me I could use my own guards to practice once we got the royal guards for both me and my son. However, I don’t want to be guilty of assaulting them.”

“It makes sense to hone your skills to the best of your ability instead of keeping your goals too modest. Your father is powerful, but he also has powerful enemies. You could find yourself targeted by them for retaliation as his family member. What you’re doing now is sufficient for ordinary opponents. However, you may need more against a combatant trained in the Paladin or Seti arts.”

She smiled at him. “Would you have me become a Seti Lord? It’s best to practice the force of my blows on inanimate objects rather than living flesh and bone.”

He repressed a shudder. Only the Emperor would want that. Though maybe the Emperor had enough sense not to risk her becoming ambitious. He’d be in trouble if she didn’t want to remain an apprentice, even though he was her father.

“I’m thinking along the lines of a combat bot with reinforced infrastructure. Something stronger than adamas. You could refine your techniques against a moving target without hurting anyone.”

She tilted her head as she considered this. “Hm. If you can convince my father to purchase a combat bot, then so be it.”

He probably wants her to learn ruthlessness in dealing with living opponents. Which means I need to find a way to express this. It’ll make him think that it’s a good idea to get a combat bot. I can’t use her reasoning that she doesn’t want to hurt a living person. I can tell him she needs to build stamina for her power moves against something that won’t tire on her.

***
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IT’S A GOOD THING THE Seti Lords can’t hear people’s thoughts. Though he’d heard they could pick up their emotions. His nervousness about making his request was only natural. This meant he didn’t need to hide it from the Emperor, but he had to be brave enough to present his argument.

“I wish to submit a requisition for combat bots for both the boy and his mother,” he stated, as if it were a simple request.

“Why would Linnet need a combat bot?” Xerxes asked.

“My combat training teaches speed and stamina. A combat bot formatted to endure her punches would give her more of a workout than a living opponent. They can fight longer without getting injured. Though she may damage them. Most living opponents cannot offer that. Not unless you want to assign Ruyn to be her sparring partner. Though I’m sure you have better ways to spend his time.”

“Not regularly, but I might have him visit occasionally to assess your progress and provide feedback,” the Emperor agreed. A gleam entered his eye, and it made Joh shiver.

“For now, we will get a combat bot appropriate for Thane’s height, age, and experience level. I intend to upgrade him to a full-fledged combat bot soon. You’ll ensure he is prepared to confront such a challenge by year’s end.”

Joh kept his face neutral, though his mind reeled at this. Normally, he didn’t have his students face a regular combat bot until they were at least fifteen.

“I’ll also make sure the engineers create something appropriate for Linnet,” Xerxes added with a smirk.
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Chapter 4 - Combat Training
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Fortunately, the Prince became cooperative once his mother vetted Joh. While they waited for the combat bot to arrive, Joh began a weight-lifting regime for him. Perhaps the boy could lift more with mana, but Joh kept the weight appropriate for his mass and height.

Joh also had a punching bag installed. He wanted to instill the right speed and technique in the Prince first before the boy sparred with a bot.

At least the boy’s mother didn’t object when he made the Prince break a sweat. He suspected the boy would grow to be long and lean rather than muscle-bound. Though it was possible to make the boy wiry like his mother.

“Most fights are done within moments. However, it’s best to build up your stamina and endurance. Sometimes you may be evenly matched, but if you can outlast them, you’ll win the fight.”

The dojo had a race track, and he had the boy run around it for ten laps. The boy kept up with Joh because he made sure to run at the same time to lead by example. As a test, he gave a burst of speed. Thane kept up with him without straining himself in the least.

Joh maintained the burst as long as he could. Thane kept up with him, staying by his side but not going beyond it. The boy did so as a matter of courtesy rather than as a matter of pride. Thane’s breaths were even and measured. He inhaled at a greater speed than he did when he was at rest but didn’t gasp for air.

“Show me how fast you can go during the last lap.” He sped up to show what he wanted. Thane whizzed past him as if it were nothing. Thane could run at a professional runner’s rate.

Joh finished running before he spoke to Thane again. At least Joh didn’t wheeze for breath, but his breathing was more measured than it had been before. “You still need to learn how to fight, but I won’t need to get your body into condition for my lessons. Keep up your running practice on your own. I’ll use a few laps as a warm-up for each session, but we can concentrate on combat technique during the sessions.”

He took him up to a levitating, padded cylinder. “Do you know what this is?”

“It looks like a punching bag, but there’s nothing to support it. It floats in the air on its own.” Thane tested his theory by aiming a half-hearted punch at it, but the floating bag dodged and weaved. He missed the bag.

“Good, you’ve got the basic concept right. I have a free-floating punching bag with antigravity propulsion so it can dodge and weave on you. This makes it more challenging than staying stationary. It’s not quite a bot, but it raises the level of difficulty up to something you’ll see when you have to face a real opponent. Once you can account for the dodging and weaving of the bag, I’ll move you up to a combat bot, which is even more mobile.”

He showed the boy his hands. “I’ll teach you how to punch bare-handed. You won’t have boxing gloves if you’re attacked by an insurgent.”

“Can I get my hands taped at least?” Thane asked him. “I’ll be practicing my punches longer than a real fight will last during our sessions, whether I win or lose. That’ll wear down my hands and soften me up before I have an actual fight if I don’t protect them.”

“You’ve done this before?” Such a question would never have occurred to a complete beginner.

“Mom signed me up with her aikido class to learn how to neutralize an opponent without hurting them too much. She also signed me up for boxing lessons too.”

Joh had never heard these terms before but assumed they were fighting styles. “Your mother is more realistic about self-defense than most imperial elite mothers are.”

“I was having trouble at school. She didn’t think I could just talk them out of bothering me. I’m lucky she didn’t think that mandatory sensitivity training was enough to stop them. There were a few times I needed to fight them. Even if sensitivity training worked, it would’ve been used after I got attacked, which would do me no good when I needed to fight them. I doubt that aikido and boxing can compare to anything the Empire can come up with, though.”

“You’re right, but it’d be best to find out what you know about fighting. I may have to train you out of bad habits before I can begin. Either that or I can build on what you already know. It’ll save time and get you combat-ready as soon as your grandfather wants you to be.”

***
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THANE’S PAST TRAINING meant that Joh had progress to report to the Emperor.

“The boy will need further training to handle an insurgent attacker. He’s only handled schoolyard bullies back on Terra. Though this has made it so he doesn’t balk at the thought of hitting someone. He’s been raised by a single mother. I was worried she’d expect ‘conflict resolution skills’ to be enough to handle an attacker.”

The Emperor smirked. “The only way to resolve conflict is to beat your opponent into submission or to terminate them.”

“I want to do a physical assessment of his strength and the force of his punches. Fortunately, he knows how to throw a punch.”

The Emperor’s eyes gleamed at this.

“His body conditioning is good. And he has enough endurance to run laps without getting winded. That’s more than can be said for other students I’ve had in the past among the elite. Most fights are decided within minutes. Sometimes having more endurance than an opponent gives you the edge to defeat them. Which is why I want to build his stamina.”

“He’s already involved in the academy’s track-and-field team and intramural sports. This gives me something to work with.”

The Emperor frowned. “I want him to learn more than to run away from his opponents.”

Sometimes running away was the best that could be done against an opponent, Joh wanted to say. Instead, he said, “Sometimes you need to hit hard and fast. It’s best to have him keep up his speed.”

“He’s already mastered the free-floating punching bag I got him since he knows how to hit back. I can move up introducing a combat bot sooner than I anticipated.”

“What about the boy’s mother?”

“She’s cooperating, and I want to fine-tune her fighting abilities too.”

Was it his imagination or did one guard shiver when he said this?

“I’d like to requisition an updated combat bot for her.”

Xerxes smirked. “I’ll have to requisition a Spartacus for her to fight with in that case.”

Joh winced. It took Paladins to take them down.

“I’d prefer something of humanoid configuration. It’d help her get over her scruples about hitting living opponents. She’s skilled but used to scoring points in martial-arts competitions. That’s different from neutralizing an aggressor.” He hoped his suggestion would divert the Emperor from that scheme.

“I shall have to order a human-replica bot for that. Cyris Prince’s company specializes in them.”

Joh almost rolled his eyes. “Aren’t most of the products of his company companion models?” For losers who can’t find a willing woman, he didn’t add.

“He also has assassin bots. I’ll also commission a regular-issue assassin bot to be assigned to my daughter.”

I can’t believe he said that. However, it may be what Linda Sullivan needed. No one living could match her for sheer brute-force tactics. Actual combat bots, not mere combat-training bots, were what she needed as a challenge.

I hate to think what will happen when Thane moves beyond his bot. I’ll be lucky if the Emperor doesn’t get too excited when I say I want to book a combat-zone training room for his grandson. Though that’s necessary to see how he responds in self-defense scenarios.
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Chapter 5-Akar Nox
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“Now that I’m back, it’s time you got back to school instead of running the family business,” Akar Sr. said to his son.

“I could simply take a test, allowing me to avoid attending school entirely. I’m already ahead of my school cohort in scholastic knowledge,” Akar said.

“An individual must be a minimum of eighteen years old to take the test, and you’re only thirteen. Besides that, schooling at the Imperial Academy encompasses more than classes. You’ll be developing connections and networking with the future leaders of the Empire.”

He took out a holoprojector and displayed an image of an eleven-year-old boy. “The one I’m thinking of the most is the heir apparent to the emperor himself, his grandson, Thane Sullivan.”

Akar waved his hand. “I hear that he’s separated in his own classes and isn’t taking them with the regular students.”

Akar Sr. leaned forward on his desk. “And I hear that he’ll start taking regular classes in science, technology, engineering, and math. There’s competition to join these classes, as other students want to network with him.”

“That may be so, but aren’t I beyond his cohort? I’m two years older than he is.”

“The Axis Prime Imperial Academy is used to dealing with gifted students, Akar. I’m certain they can devise a method to test your abilities. They’ll hone your skills and increase your knowledge base more than you can do with self-study.”

He chose another holo to project, and it showed a pretty, sixteen-year-old girl with dark-brown hair and light-blue eyes. “You’re not the only one who’s had to self-study because of inadequate resources. Miss Voss’s school had a teacher who wasn’t meeting Imperial standards. She had to use the virtual-learning network because of this. Fortunately, the Vosses had the means to remove her and enroll her in a better school. Now she’s among the top ten students at the Axis Prime Imperial Academy and is the peer tutor to the imperial prince. She got a jump on networking with him that her peers didn’t get.”

“Good for her. But that doesn’t mean she’s performing at my level,” Akar countered.

“No, it implies that they’re more inclined to trust my statement about your need for self-study. I won’t tell them why I was missing for two years. However, I can say you used tutors and self-study when my business took me away from the Core. Now we want to get you up to Imperial standard. That happens when an Imperial officer is stationed outside the Core. Especially when he has children he wants to educate.”

“You may have trouble with the younger snobs. They’ll expect you to be undereducated because you weren’t able to attend an academy in the Core like they were. The older ones who run the academy understand when that happens. As it is, the Core’s highly competitive for officers. The most effective strategy to stand out is to start at the Galactic Fringe and then advance to roles located in the Core.”

“I can’t stand the thought of those snobs thinking I’m beneath them. Not when I can perform at a level beyond what they’re capable of,” Akar snipped.

“Yes, I understand that. In my time, I had to perform twice as well to be regarded on the same level.”

Akar stated, “Anyone who’s twice as good should be paid twice as much.”

“The best way to overcome such obstacles is to impress the emperor himself. Which will be possible if you can get close to his heir apparent.”

“The academy may surprise you, Akar. You may outclass anyone in the Galactic Fringe, but you won’t be the only gifted student there.”

Akar shook his head. “I’ve lectured on my discoveries on their enrichment feeds under one of my aliases. I’ve been teaching them what I know, and it’s cutting-edge.”

“They can improve your socialization and communication skills, if nothing else. These students are beyond you in networking. You were absent for two years and need to catch up. As it is, securing a spot in the prince’s classes will be challenging.”

Akar spoke up. “Attending this school is only worthwhile if I can network with the imperial prince.”

“Why don’t we make a deal? The competition to join the prince’s classes is intense. I’m confident that you could get in there if you apply yourself. I believe you understand the importance of this task and won’t sabotage it to get what you want. If you’re unsuccessful, you can do what you want. You can use self-study to pass equivalency exams, and I’ll tell everyone I’m homeschooling you.”

“How competitive can it be? I always get perfect scores on the equivalency exams,” Akar asked.

His father laughed. “The top thirty students have either perfect GPAs or perfect equivalency-exam scores. You should distinguish yourself but avoid any negative attention. Can you do that, Akar?”

Akar smirked. “I’ll see what that girl did and devise a plan.”

“I don’t think you can become young, pretty, and female overnight.”

“He’s eleven. Having a crush on her wouldn’t sway his handlers. I need to identify her unique qualities.”

***
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UPON RETURNING TO HIS computer lab, Akar swiftly obtained a dossier on Maya Voss. The society columns had followed her ever since her debut at the Imperial debutante ball. Ever since then, the Vosses and Kinnears had sponsored her at more society events. Not that Akar trusted unprotected viral information, but it gave him an overview of her.

She came from top Imperial families on both the maternal and paternal sides. However, she was the result of her mother’s teenage pregnancy. Her mother had elected to keep her in middle-class schools until her teacher was caught in a scandal. Miss Liane Stepney had padded the grades of her students. Miss Voss was the only one who performed up to the Imperial standard.

The Voss clan took her out of that class as soon as possible. They got her into the best school they could, the Axis Prime Imperial Academy. She was used to self-studying to learn what she needed. Yet no one knew why she studied the prince’s first language, English. However, Maya Voss, the sole fluent English speaker at the academy, became the prince’s peer tutor due to her language skills.

Ah, that’s it. That’s how she stood out.

After learning about the language, he searched for resources to teach it to him. It was so obscure that not even the protocol bots carried it in their databases. How had she learned the language when there was no data on it?

He found a resource of English literature run by an anthropology graduate. They studied manga and anime from Earth. It was popular throughout the planet, but their resources came in two languages, one of which was English.

Getting onto the “otaku forum” that housed this literature was easy. Although it was a scholarly forum, it ran like a fan club. Miss Voss had been its most prolific translator. She had translated most of the collection into Imperium.

Although she had reduced her involvement after becoming the prince’s tutor, she remained a forum member.

“If she can use manga and anime to learn English, then so can I,” he told his bodyguard and confidante, Buchanan.

“You have to take the equivalency exam within two weeks. Managing your studies while learning English might be too challenging.”

Akar waved his hand. “Acing that equivalency exam will be easy.”

“Yes, but you won’t be the first to achieve a perfect score.”

Akar laughed at this. “And how many of them have taught enrichment classes to Imperial scholars?”

“I don’t doubt your skills, but they’ll say you committed scholastic fraud when you did so under an alias. You can’t take credit for making those lectures.”

“Yes, but learning English will help me stand out without coming to Imperial Security’s attention. Normally, I’d prefer at least a month to learn a new language, but I don’t need to study to ace that equivalency exam. The real challenge will be learning enough English in two weeks to impress the proctors.”
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Chapter 6-Entrance Interview
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You would think Akar Nox the Second was interviewing me instead of me interviewing him.

Headmaster Charlton looked over Akar Nox’s application form. “You applied for all the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics classes the imperial prince is taking this term.”

“It’s not worth going to this school unless I can take all the classes he’s taking,” Akar Nox said to the headmaster.

It was all that the headmaster could do not to gape at the presumption inherent in the boy’s demand.

“The competition to get into one class is steep enough. Though what you’re asking for is not unheard of. You aren’t the only student who wants a place in all the classes the imperial prince is taking. They won’t be considered unless they have the potential to become his future advisers.”

“Such students that meet these criteria need to learn to work with the imperial prince and each other. That’s why the students placed in this class will be on probation for this special program. It’s not enough to pass the courses. You must also prove you can work with each other and under the prince’s leadership.”

This speech often came as news to the students who applied to this position.

“Although you spent the last two years in the Galactic Fringe, you attained a perfect score on the GPA test. This is remarkable. Most students who come from the Galactic Fringe need to be brought up to standard.”

This was when Akar interrupted him. “Isn’t the fact I’m applying for the prince’s classes instead of with my cohort enough of a concession for me? Technically, I’m two years older than he is, and should be placed two grades above him.”

It was all the headmaster could do not to laugh at the boy’s presumption. Headmaster Charlton had seen arrogant scions of imperial nobility before. Yet this boy must be the most arrogant of them all.

He had also seen gifted students too. The fact that Akar Nox was a combination of both must have caused this inflated opinion of himself. He could have been a merit scholar if his father hadn’t been able to pay the tuition fee for the academy. He was one of the thirty students who had gotten a perfect score on the entrance exam. There were only ten positions available in all the imperial prince’s classes. And Akar was applying for each scientific and mathematical class the imperial prince would be in.

This increased the competition. By imperial decree, only the most gifted of students would take all the prince’s classes.

“You need to realize that it’s not merely the ability to pass the classes that is important. This is the chance for the prince to learn to work with the leading minds of his generation.”

“Most of the scientific research and knowledge you’ll need to learn and use will be two years out of date. A student who’s been in the Galactic Fringe doesn’t have access to the most up-to-date databanks.”

Akar Nox spoke up. “You may be correct if I were a student using the databank available to those who are publicly schooled. However, my family paid for a premium subscription to the CoreSci databank. This is something not even imperial governors are prone to doing for their offspring.”

“I admit private subscriptions are more up to date than public-school subscriptions.” It also meant that Akar Senior knew how to invest his money in his child’s education for the best effect. Most assumed that paying for an expensive private school was enough of an investment. They didn’t know how to get the most value for their credits.

He paused as he found the right words to say about the prince to this arrogant child of privilege. “None of you will do the prince’s homework for him. However, you will be a part of his study group should you be in the group that takes all his classes. This is to prepare you for the time when you may be his scientific advisers when he comes to the throne.”

“Can you tell me, in your own words, why you’re qualified for this position?”

Akar Nox’s smirk was almost a sneer. Yet he gave an answer Headmaster Charlton didn’t expect. The boy steepled his hands together. “Can any of the other candidates explain advanced scientific data to the prince in English if he needs it?”

“You understand English? I have no fluency test score to back your claim up.” Headmaster Charlton thought he had caught the boy in a lie.

“There is no imperial standard fluency test for English in the empire. Otherwise, I would have included it in my transcript. However, I’m willing to take any challenges you give me to prove that I am fluent in English.”

Headmaster Charlton pulled up some lesson plans Madame Pelles had made for Thane. He set it so that the English version of the lesson was on a wall panel above his head so that Akar could see it. On his own tablet, he had the Imperium translation of the words.

“This should be a simple translation for you.”

Akar called out what he saw. “The Angels of Elysium’s radiance make them the most beautiful creatures in the galaxy. Early intergalactic explorers thought their bioluminescence was a divine light.”

He rattled off the rest fast. Faster than Headmaster Charlton could read the Imperium translation on his screen.

When Akar finished, he said, “A genuine test would be to translate one of the Terrans’ scientific articles.”

Headmaster Charlton had to admit that Akar had a point. “We don’t have any scientific texts from Terra we can use, but we have another student who is fluent in English. She’d be able to better gauge your fluency levels than I can.”

“Ms. Voss?” Akar asked him.

“Yes, I want to schedule a second screening interview with her and have her present to test you.”

“So be it,” Akar said.

***

[image: ]


“DID YOU GET IN?” BUCHANAN asked Akar. Though he had faith in Akar, the interview’s results weren’t a foregone conclusion.

“I made it to the second stage of the screening interviews,” Akar said. “They didn’t select me yet, but I’m closer to the goal.”

***
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CHIEF GOVERNOR TIBERIUS received the list of the top candidates by the end of the day. Akar Nox the Second’s name was at the top. Headmaster Charlton added a note:

He claims to be fluent in English, which would help him explain scientific concepts in English to the imperial prince. The results of the preliminary test of his fluency were encouraging. I wish to have Ms. Voss present for the second screening interview. She can give him a more thorough examination. He will be the top candidate if he passes the second screening interview.

“The Noxes?” He looked up the dossier the security agency had on the family.

The Noxes had generations of wealth. Wealth that the Imperial Security Agency suspected came from criminal enterprises, though their specialty was in corporate espionage and high-level cracking.

Tiberius laughed. So they’re a touch above the common criminal. They aren’t law-abiding imperial citizens, but they aren’t mere gangsters or thugs. The criminal enterprises they’ve engaged in require brainpower. Every generation of the Nox family has had high IQs. The latest scion may be a prodigy, though he’s only thirteen. Akar Nox Sr. disappeared two years ago. He may have been engaged in a research project. This is suspected since his businesses still had strong leadership during this time. Though Akar Senior’s rivals assume the young master’s bodyguard provided this leadership. There are even some who claim that Akar the Second was running the Nox criminal empire. He also may have directed a search effort to find his missing father.

That’s impossible. He’s only thirteen now, and he would have been eleven during his father’s suspected two-year disappearance. There’s no way even the most gifted child could run a criminal empire.
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