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CHAPTER 1


Thomas lay on the cold stone floor of the throne room, each breath sending fresh waves of pain through his body. Every heartbeat renewed the agony of his lost battle against Sir Turquine. Lancelot’s soul stone had pulled him back from the brink of death, but returning to full strength would take time he was sure they didn’t have.

His companions were gathered around him, their injuries making their movements slow and painful. Garant had one arm draped protectively around Tivan’s shoulders. The younger twin’s breathing was shallow but steady as he slept. Both men’s usually youthful faces were drawn with pain and exhaustion, making them look years older.

Burl had managed to prop himself up against a fallen column, his massive frame diminished in his injury. The warrior's naked torso was wrapped in strips of material torn from Talesin’s shirt. Despite Lancelot's healing efforts, the makeshift bandage had already stained red with seepage from Burl’s chest wound. Each breath the big man took appeared to cause him pain, but his eyes remained alert, scanning the throne room as if expecting another attack at any moment.

Kaelithan sat cross-legged, his robe scorched and torn from Halvy's magical assault. The wizard's face remained unnaturally pale, his normally vibrant energy dimmed by exhaustion and magical depletion. He stared at the golden sphere rotating above the dais, his expression a mixture of wonder and despair.

Taliesin had shifted back to his humanoid form, though he sat with obvious discomfort, his right leg broken when one of the Flayers had swept his fox form’s back feet out from under him.

Merlin's demolished GOLEM lay where it had fallen, its sensor strip dark and lifeless. Thomas couldn't bear to look at it for long, the sight of it so thoroughly defeated adding another layer to his pain. Not because Merlin was lost altogether. His digital consciousness remained housed aboard Excalibur, the ship on its way, he assumed, back to Gryphon's Roost, where it would continue to represent and inspire the resistance. But this was the first time since leaving Earth that he’d not only lost his link to Excalibur, he’d also lost communication with the digital consciousness.

Through it all, the golden sphere continued its slow, hypnotic rotation above the dais, pulsing with arcane energy as if nothing had happened. As if they hadn't just failed in the most spectacular fashion possible.

"I still can't believe it," Kaelithan said, breaking the heavy silence that had settled over the group. His voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper. "All this time...Morgana sent countless ships, countless lives into the Wastes searching for this artifact. And for what? So that Turquine could claim it instead?"

“Ironic, isn’t it?” Thomas replied, wincing as even speaking sent fresh stabs of pain through his chest. "The only ones who had the right mix of skill and capability to reach this place were the two groups who want to replace her on Avalon’s throne.”

"What purpose did any of this serve?" Tivan asked, his voice hollow with exhaustion. "If Arthur arranged his own disappearance, if Lancelot didn't actually betray him...what was it all for? A century of Morgana's tyranny, all the suffering, all the death?”

“Arthur’s replica said he did it for a brighter future,” Burl said. “But Turquine would be worse than Morgana, and we’re down for the count.”

“Down, but not out,” Thomas insisted before coughing up blood.

“So you say,” Kaelithan replied. “I hope you’re right.”

Thomas turned his head slightly, looking toward where the spectral guardians still stood, their forms dimmer than before but still present. Their faces remained impassive, offering no answers to the questions that burned in his mind.

"Arthur said we were supposed to be here," he said, frustration building in his voice. "That we were meant to protect the artifact from Turquine. But the Flayers were only here because we came to the planet in the first place. If we had never entered the Wastes, Turquine would never have followed us.”

The spectral guardians remained silent, which only fueled Thomas's growing anger. "Are you just going to stand there?" he demanded, struggling to prop himself up on his elbows despite the pain the movement caused. "Arthur is gone. Turquine took two of your crystals. Are you going to do anything about it? Say anything?"

The guardians remained motionless, their features locked in the same impassive expressions they had worn throughout the battle. The silence stretched, becoming almost unbearable as Thomas' words echoed through the vast chamber.

Then, finally, one of the spectral forms stepped forward. Unlike the others, who appeared as armored knights reminiscent of Arthur's Round Table, this guardian wore dark flowing robes that shifted like mist around her slender form. Her face was ageless, beautiful in a way that transcended description, with eyes that held the depth and mystery of ancient creation.

"Ceridwen," she said, her voice carrying the same ethereal quality as Arthur's had, yet distinctly feminine, with undertones that reminded Thomas of wind through leaves. "That was my name, long ago."

Taliesin straightened suddenly, his eyes widening with recognition. "Ceridwen? The Lady of the Cauldron? The Mother of Wisdom?"

The spectral woman inclined her head slightly, acknowledging the titles with what might have been the ghost of a smile.

"You know of her?" Thomas asked, looking at Taliesin with surprise.

"Know of her?" Taliesin replied, his voice hushed with awe. "She is...was...one of the most powerful sorceresses to ever live, long before Arthur's reign. In my family, her name is spoken with reverence. It is said that all shapeshifters trace their lineage to her son, Morfran, who was the first to master the art of transformation."

Ceridwen's spectral form brightened slightly at Taliesin's words, though her expression remained serene.

"I was the head of the Hunt before Arthur,” she said, her gaze sweeping over the wounded companions. "And I am the head of the Hunt again, now that he is gone."

"The Hunt?" Burl growled, his hand instinctively reaching for a weapon he no longer possessed. "Those ships that attacked us throughout the Wastes? The ones that turned the mercenary crew into undead horrors?"

"The very same," Ceridwen confirmed. "Though what you call horror, we call necessity. The borders between worlds must be maintained. Those who enter the Wastes without proper awareness must be tested. Those who fail become part of the test for others."

“The rest of us already figured that out,” Garant said, eyeing Burl. “Maybe it was that blow to the head.”

"Why are we here?" Thomas demanded before Burl could form a rebuttal. "What was the point of all this if we were just going to fail? If Turquine was going to get what he wanted anyway?"

Ceridwen turned her ancient eyes toward him, studying him with the patience of one who had observed centuries pass like moments.

"Morgana uses her scrying eye to divine the future," she explained, her voice taking on a rhythmic cadence like flowing water. “But her divinations are tainted with her ambitions and fears. She misunderstood what the eye revealed. It didn’t give her a glimpse of an artifact she could use to wield more power. It gave her a glimpse of her future as a guardian. She was being called to join us."

"Join you?" Kaelithan repeated, disbelief evident in his tone. "Morgana?"

"Even those who walk dark paths may serve the balance," Ceridwen replied with that same serene detachment. "You're here because she didn't understand. You're here because the future isn't a straight line. That Turquine arrived while you remained may be fate, but it may also be coincidence that changed fate."

Thomas tried to process this information through the fog of pain and exhaustion clouding his mind. "So all of this...the journey through the Wastes, the battles, our friends dying...it was all for nothing?"

"Nothing is for nothing," Ceridwen replied cryptically. "Every action ripples through the threads of time, creating patterns of consequence that extend far beyond what any single being can perceive."

"Well, that's wonderfully unhelpful," Burl muttered, shifting position with a grimace of pain.

Thomas silently agreed with the warrior's assessment. As poetic as Ceridwen's words might be, they offered little concrete comfort in the face of their devastating defeat.

"If Turquine took two of the crystals," Burl continued, his logical mind apparently still functioning despite his injuries, "maybe we should take a couple as well. Level the playing field."

“It would be unwise,” Ceridwen said sharply, her spectral form flaring briefly with increased intensity. "There are supposed to be eight Hunters, but Turquine destroyed one of them before he even arrived. He shattered Arthur and stole Klingsor and Ironside. Now only four remain. It's already a dangerous disruption to the balance. Removing any more of us could prove catastrophic."

"For who?" Thomas pressed, frustration mounting as he struggled to get straight answers from the ancient guardian. "Catastrophic for us? Avalon? The entire universe? Because right now, I'm having trouble seeing how things could get much worse."

"For all," Ceridwen replied simply. "The caretakers maintain the flow of magic throughout existence. Each one removed weakens that flow. Each one destroyed damages it irreparably. If too many are lost, magic itself would fade from the universe."

"Which is exactly what Morgana wants," Kaelithan said quietly, his eyes still fixed on the golden sphere. "A galaxy without magic would be easier for her to control."

"And it may be what Turquine wants now, too,” Tivan added. "If he believes destroying magic would weaken Morgana more than it would weaken him."

Thomas stared at the golden sphere, trying to make sense of their situation. They had come so far, suffered so much, only to end up broken and defeated while Turquine escaped with not one but two of the very artifacts they had come to protect.

"Is there anything you can do to help us?" he asked, turning his gaze back to Ceridwen. "Anything at all? You and the other guardians just stood there while Turquine nearly killed us. You did nothing while he shattered Arthur's crystal. Isn't there something you can do now?"

Ceridwen's expression remained unchanged, her ethereal features locked in that same serene detachment. "No. Our purpose is to protect the source. To maintain the balance."

"Protect it from what?" Thomas demanded, anger flaring through his pain. "If Turquine didn't destroy it, who would? What's the point of your existence if all you do is watch while others suffer and die?"

"Thomas," Kaelithan warned softly, but Thomas was beyond caring about protocol or respect for ancient beings.

"Arthur said you were supposed to help us," he continued, the words spilling out now, fueled by pain and frustration and the crushing weight of defeat. "That your replicas were created to maintain the balance of magic throughout the universe. Well, Turquine just walked out of here with two of those replicas. Doesn't that concern you at all?"

"We cannot prevent what is meant to be," Ceridwen replied, her voice carrying no hint of the anger or defensiveness Thomas had hoped to provoke. "The flow of time and fate is beyond even our ability to control."

"That's just—" Thomas began, but was cut off by the sound of approaching footsteps.


CHAPTER 2


Everyone tensed, hands reaching for weapons that were gone, either broken or lost during the battle. Even in their weakened state, they prepared to face whatever new threat approached.

The massive doors creaked open to reveal not a new enemy, but Lancelot, his armor still torn open where Turquine's claws had pierced it, though by the way he carried himself and by the lack of fresh blood, the flesh beneath appeared healed. He carried a large pack over one shoulder, his expression grim as he took in the scene before him.

"Visceral is gone," he announced without preamble, crossing the chamber to join them. That, in itself, was nothing they didn’t hadn’t already guessed. "Excalibur is nowhere to be seen.” A blow, but again, nothing they didn’t suspect. “And there's debris from what I believe was Caress orbiting the fragments. Turquine must have destroyed the ship on his way out."

That combined news hit Thomas like another physical blow. “Do you have any good news to report?” he asked.

“Actually, I do,” Lancelot continued, setting down the pack he carried, “Arondight is here.”

He pulled out a small cache of food, water, and medical supplies, setting them beside Thomas. It wasn’t nearly enough for their extensive injuries, but the sight of the basic necessities sent a wave of relief through Thomas that was almost painful in its intensity.

“I was worried your ship might have been destroyed with Caress,” Thomas said.

Lancelot offered a sly smile. “I had a feeling Turquine would destroy the merchant ship once he was done with it. Once I snuck off Visceral, I used her remote to move her away from harm.”

“Why didn’t Turquine see Arondight on the way out?” Garant asked.

Now the old knight offered a full smile. “Arondight is special.”

“Special as in it has a cloaking device?” Thomas asked.

Lancelot looked impressed. “Something like that. How did you guess?”

“I figured it had to be something along those lines, the way you came and went from Avalyeth without notice, the first time we met.”

“Actually, that was the second time.”

“The first time we met in person,” Thomas corrected.

"Your ship," Tivan said, hope flickering briefly in his exhausted eyes. "Can it carry us all out of here?"

Lancelot gave him a despairing look. "I'm afraid not. Arondight is designed for a crew of two. Even if it could somehow accommodate all of you, most of you are in no condition to move right now."

The brief hope died as quickly as it had flared. They were still stranded and wounded, with limited supplies and no way of contacting the outside world, much less Excalibur.

"I've brought clean clothing," Lancelot said, pulling items from the pack and setting them beside the other supplies. "Now, let's get those wounds properly treated.”

With gentle but efficient movements, Lancelot helped Thomas out of his damaged armor, the metal plates coming away stained with both dried and fresh blood. Each shift sent new waves of pain through Thomas's body, but he gritted his teeth and endured it, knowing it was necessary.

The others followed Lancelot's example, helping each other out of their ruined gear, bandaging one another’s wounds before putting on the clean clothing he had brought. All Lancelot’s size, it fit them in different ways, but it was better than their torn and bloodstained gear. They worked in near silence, the only sounds their occasional grunts of pain or whispered instructions as they awkwardly maneuvered injured limbs.

As Lancelot cleaned and bandaged his wounds, Thomas found his gaze drawn once more to Ceridwen and the other spectral guardians. They remained where they had been throughout the battle, observing without interfering, eternal witnesses to events that likely seemed insignificant against the backdrop of their immeasurable existence.

"You could take one of the replicas," Ceridwen suddenly said, her voice carrying clearly despite its ethereal quality. "I cannot prevent you from doing so, just as I could not prevent Turquine from taking Klingsor and Ironside."

"What?" Thomas asked, wincing as Lancelot tightened a bandage around his chest.

“If you take one, you will be responsible for the consequences.” Her ancient eyes fixed on Thomas with an intensity that pierced through to his very soul. “The balance has already been disrupted. Taking another crystal would weaken it further. But the choice, as always, is yours."

Thomas carefully considered her words, weighing their desperate situation against the potential consequences she had described. The idea of having one of these powerful entities as a guide and ally was tempting—it was perhaps their only chance of escaping this broken world to continue the fight against Turquine—yet hadn't they seen enough of the consequences of disrupting ancient powers they didn't fully understand? Arthur's shield had been destroyed. Sir Orvix died defending them. Cartigan had snatched the satisfaction of vengeance for his betrayal out of Turquine’s hands by taking his own life. The cost was already too high.

Besides, the way she blurted out the possibility felt more like a test than a suggestion. And he’d had enough tests thrown his way to last a lifetime.

"No," Thomas said finally, his voice quiet but firm. "We won't take any more crystals. You need them here to maintain whatever balance remains."

Kaelithan looked at him sharply. "Thomas, are you sure? Without guidance⁠—"

"We'll find another way," Thomas cut him off, steadily meeting the wizard's concerned gaze. "We've overcome impossible odds before. We'll do it again."

"With respect, Boss,” Burl interjected, "overcoming impossible odds usually involved having Excalibur at our disposal. We're down to zero ships and six badly injured people."

"All the more reason not to add to our problems by disrupting the balance further," Thomas insisted. "We need to focus on what we can control—getting stronger, reuniting with Excalibur, and continuing the fight against Turquine and Morgana."

Ceridwen's spectral form brightened, though Thomas couldn't tell if it was because of approval or simply a shift in the ambient light of the sphere. "A wise choice, Daeardrayke," she said, "though not an easy one."

Before Thomas could respond, exhaustion crashed over him like a physical wave. The adrenaline that had kept him alert and functioning had ebbed, leaving behind only pain and bone-deep weariness. His eyelids grew heavy, the golden light of the sphere blurring as his consciousness began to noticeably slip away.

"Rest," Lancelot said, his voice seeming to come from very far away. "We'll decide what to do when you've regained some strength."

Thomas wanted to argue, to insist that they needed to make plans now, to figure out how to escape this broken world and continue the fight against Turquine and Morgana. His body however had reached its limit. Darkness crept in from the edges of his vision, and he surrendered to it, sinking into a sleep so deep it bordered on unconsciousness.

Unnoticed by any of them, a small patch of darkness separated itself from the shadows beneath a fallen column. It flowed across the stone floor like liquid darkness. Not a natural shadow but something with substance and intent, it paused briefly where Cartigan had fallen, lingering over the fine ash remains of the wizard before continuing its silent approach toward Thomas.

Either asleep or too focused on their own injuries and the immediate problems of survival, none of them noticed its presence. Even Lancelot, his senses heightened by centuries of combat experience, failed to perceive the darkness that now gathered itself beside Thomas, waiting for some signal or moment known only to itself.

Thomas slept on, oblivious to the darkness that watched over him with patient, inscrutable intent.


CHAPTER 3


Turquine stood in the subdued lighting of Visceral's bridge, claws drumming against the command console with measured impatience.

After days navigating the treacherous Wastes, the transition back to normal space felt almost jarring in its predictability. Stars fixed into their familiar patterns rather than twisting into nightmarish faces, and instead of fluctuating wildly with each passing moment, sensor readings stabilized.

But the satisfaction thrumming through his enhanced body made any discomfort worthwhile. The memory of the broken forms sprawled across the throne room floor sent a fresh wave of pleasure cascading through him, the nanites resonating with his triumph. After months of pursuit, after humiliations at the Lair and Falias, he had finally crushed the so-called "Sir Dragon" beneath his claws. And not just the whelp, but the legendary Lancelot himself.

Best of all, beyond Morgana's wildest expectations, he had claimed prizes—two crystalline spheres—containing magical replicas of beings whose power and knowledge would soon serve him and him alone. The treasures sat securely in Visceral's cargo hold, their magical energies contained within specially designed force fields that Halvy had constructed during their journey out of the Wastes.

"Incoming transmissions, My Lord," Vorlok announced from the comms station, a hint of tension entering his voice. "Multiple priority messages from Central Command."

Turquine's scales shifted with irritation, contracting closer to his massive frame as his mood darkened. The nanites responded instantly to the emotion, their song taking on a harsher, more discordant tone that resonated through his body.

"How many?" he growled, already anticipating the answer.

“Six, My Lord," Vorlok replied, scrolling through the backlog. "The earliest from three days ago, immediately after we entered the Wastes. The most recent from twenty minutes ago. All marked highest priority, direct from General Strix's office."

Turquine's upper lip curled back in a snarl, exposing his rows of razor-sharp teeth. General Strix—Morgana's chosen lapdog, a pathetic excuse for a Draconite—had risen through the ranks not by strength or cunning but by his obedience and standing among the Draconite elite. The general had always resented Turquine's autonomy, his special status as leader of the Flayers granting him freedoms that regular military commanders like him could only dream of.

And that was before the enhancements, before the nanites had shown him the true potential of his Draconite evolution. Now, even Morgana herself looked small and limited in comparison.

"Shall I respond, My Lord?" Vorlok asked, interrupting Turquine's darkening thoughts.

Turquine considered ignoring the messages entirely. What could Strix possibly say that would matter now? What orders or reprimands could possibly affect him after what he had accomplished? The nanites surged at the thought, urging him to reject all external control, to break the final chains that bound him to Morgana's hierarchy.

Strategic thinking, however, prevailed. Better to know what the enemy was planning. Better to maintain the façade of obedience a little longer, until he could fully harness the power of the crystalline replicas.

"Open a channel," he commanded, moving to stand directly before the main viewscreen. He straightened to his full height, his midnight scales gleaming with unnatural luster in the dim lighting. Let Strix see what true Draconite evolution looked like. Let him cower before the living embodiment of their species' destiny.

The screen flickered to life, General Strix's features filling the display. The general's scales had dulled with age, their once-vibrant copper hue faded to a mottled brownish-orange that spoke of decades spent in command centers rather than on the battlefield. His horns, smaller than Turquine's, even before the enhancements, had been polished to a high sheen and decorated with silver bands, gaudy ornaments that denoted his rank but only emphasized the weakness beneath.

Strix's expression transformed from irritation to shock as he took in Turquine's appearance. The general's eyes widened, vertical pupils contracting to thin slits as he instinctively recoiled from the screen.

"Sir Turquine?" he managed, his voice carrying none of the authority it had surely intended. "You look...different."

“The future waits for no one, General," Turquine replied, relishing the barely concealed fear in Strix's voice. “What do you want?”

The general's scales shifted as he attempted to regain his composure, drawing himself up with forced dignity that only highlighted the contrast between them. “Six messages, Sir Turquine," he snapped, professional anger overriding his initial shock. “Six highest priority communications over the past three days, all unanswered. You were ordered to track down Excalibur, not to simply disappear without⁠—"

"I was in the Wastes, General," Turquine interrupted, his voice dropping to a dangerous rumble that silenced Strix mid-tirade. "Communication from there is…difficult."

Strix's anger faltered, confusion replacing it as he processed this information. "The Wastes? What were you doing there?”

“What Morgana tasked me to do, General. Following Excalibur.”

“I’m sure you’re aware, entering the Wastes requires author⁠—”

"I don’t need authorization," Turquine replied, the nanites surging beneath his scales at the very suggestion he required permission for anything. "My orders from Queen Morgana herself were explicit. Find Excalibur’s commander and eliminate him.” A predatory smile spread across his scarified features, exposing more terrifying teeth. "That's precisely what I did. As a bonus, I recovered the artifact Her Majesty seeks.”

The revelation hit Strix like a physical blow. His scales paled visibly as he leaned closer to the screen, disbelief warring with desperate hope in his expression. "You found the artifact?" he asked, his voice dropping to a hushed whisper, as if afraid to even ask the question aloud.

Turquine's smile widened further, the expression more terrifying than reassuring on his mutated features. "Not one artifact, General," he corrected, savoring the moment. "Two. And yes, I have them both."

Strix remained frozen for a long moment, processing the implications. Then, without another word to Turquine, he turned away from the screen, shouting orders to someone off-camera. "Contact the palace immediately! Inform Her Majesty that Sir Turquine has returned from the Wastes with the artifacts! Priority override, direct line!"

He turned back to the screen, his earlier anger completely forgotten in the wake of this development. "I'm putting you through to Queen Morgana directly," he announced, as if conferring some great honor. "Stand by."

The screen flickered again and the royal seal of Draconia—a stylized dragon encircling a planet, wings spread in eternal vigilance—replaced Strix's image. Turquine used the brief respite to settle his thoughts, to quiet the nanites enough that he could maintain the charade of loyal servant for just a little longer. The song beneath his scales momentarily dimmed, though it never silenced fully, a constant reminder of his true nature and purpose.

The seal vanished, replaced by Morgana's regal countenance. "Sir Turquine," she greeted, her orange eyes radiating barely contained excitement. Her voice carried that peculiar dual quality it always had, both melodic and commanding at once. "General Strix informs me you've returned with remarkable news."

"Indeed, Your Majesty," Turquine replied, lowering his head in a show of respect that the nanites protested with every molecule of their presence. "I've just returned from the Wastes, where I successfully tracked Excalibur to the artifact’s location."

Morgana leaned forward, her perfect features tightening with focused intensity. "Tell me everything," she commanded. "Leave nothing out."


CHAPTER 4


Turquine’s nanites surged beneath his scales, responding to both Morgana’s command and his own satisfaction at finally being able to recount his victory over the Daeardrayke and Excalibur.

"After pursuing Excalibur through the Sidhe territories, I tracked them to the Sidhe resistance vessel Caress. They used this ship to enter the Wastes in search of the artifact. The captain proved reluctant to share information at first." A cruel smile twisted Turquine’s features as he recalled Pyym's defiance and eventual broken confession. "He eventually revealed they had discovered an arcane energy signature leading deeper into the Wastes. With our young Druid's help, we were able to follow this signature directly to its source."

"And what was this source?" Morgana pressed, her eyes gleaming with barely contained excitement.

"A planet," Turquine replied, watching her reaction carefully. "Or rather, the remains of one. Three massive fragments orbiting each other, somehow maintaining atmosphere and gravity despite their reduced mass. At the center of the largest fragment stood a castle unlike any I've seen before—part medieval fortress, part alien structure. Excalibur was already there when we arrived. The whelp who calls himself Sir Dragon had led his crew inside, searching for the artifact. We pursued them through the castle's defenses until we reached the throne room."

Turquine paused, savoring the memory of the battle, the nanites singing with pleasure at the recollection of violence and victory. "Sir Dragon's crew fought well enough for inferior species, but they were no match for my Flayers. Each fell in turn—first a large warrior, then one of the Sidhe twins, then the other. Their wizards' magic proved useless against Halvy's enhanced abilities."

"And Sir Dragon himself?" Morgana asked, her voice carrying a note of cautious hope.

"I saved him for last," Turquine replied, unable to keep the satisfaction from his voice. "He managed to kill two of my Flayers before I engaged him directly. A worthy enough opponent for an un-enhanced being, but ultimately fragile, as all such creatures are. I crushed him beneath my claws, tore his precious shield apart, and left him broken on the throne room floor."

“And what of Excalibur?” Morgana asked excitedly. “Is the ship destroyed?”

“No,” Turquine answered. “The ship launched before we could disable it. They obviously left crew aboard, anticipating possible trouble. A strategic decision I would have made myself." He paused, waiting for her to open her mouth to speak before dropping his final piece of glorious news. “Lancelot also suffered the same fate as Sir Dragon.”

Morgana flinched, the reaction sending waves of pleasure through Turquine. “You encountered Lancelot as well?”

"He arrived during our confrontation in the throne room,” Turquine confirmed, his voice dropping to a rumbling growl as he recalled the ancient knight's interference. "He fought well, as befits his legend, but legends die like any other of soft flesh when impaled on Draconite claws. I left him bleeding out beside his precious Sir Dragon."

Morgana's expression remained carefully neutral, though Turquine caught the brief flash of satisfaction in her eyes at hearing of Lancelot's demise. "These are impressive accomplishments, Sir Turquine," she said after a moment. "The death of Lancelot alone would merit the highest commendation our empire can bestow, but..." She paused, her orange eyes narrowing slightly. "While the destruction of Excalibur's crew is certainly cause for celebration, the ship itself remains a significant threat. Your failure to eliminate it entirely is disappointing."

The nanites exploded into a frenzy at her criticism, their song becoming a deafening roar that threatened to override all rational thought. Turquine's claws dug into the command console, leaving deep gouges in the metal as he fought to control his reaction.

"I understand your disappointment, Your Majesty," he managed through clenched teeth, the words like broken glass in his throat. "However, I believe the artifacts I've recovered will more than compensate for that temporary setback. Excalibur may have escaped, but without its commander and most of its crew, it poses little immediate threat."

Morgana's expression softened slightly, curiosity overtaking her displeasure. "Yes, General Strix mentioned artifacts—plural. What exactly did you find in this castle? What was it that I've been seeking all this time?"

"Something far more valuable than I anticipated," Turquine replied, forcing his voice back to a more controlled tone. "Halvy, bring them."

The young Druid had been standing silently near the bridge entrance, his young form barely visible in the shadows. At Turquine's command, he swept from the room, leaving Morgana in anticipatory silence.

He returned carrying the two crystalline spheres—one deep purple, the other blood red.

"What am I looking at?" Morgana asked, leaning forward to study the spheres with narrowed eyes. "These are the artifacts? What do they do?"

"They contain magical replicas of two of the greatest beings who ever lived," Turquine explained, moving to stand beside Halvy. He placed one massive hand on the purple sphere, feeling the subtle vibration of power contained within. "When we reached the throne room, we encountered something...unexpected. Arthur Pendragon himself, or rather, a spectral copy of him, created from pure magical energy."

Morgana's composure cracked at this revelation, genuine shock flashing across her features. "Arthur?" she repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. "My brother was there?"

"Not your brother," Turquine corrected. "A replica created from a crystal like these. The original Arthur is long gone, though his replica claimed he had visited the planet before disappearing. The spectral form stood before the true artifact, a massive sphere of pure magical energy that it claimed is the source of all magic in the universe."

"The source of all magic," Morgana echoed, her voice taking on a strange, almost reverent quality. "And you say Arthur had been there before? How? When?"

"The replica didn't elaborate," Turquine replied. "And I didn't give it the chance to do so. Once I realized its true nature, I located the crystal and personally destroyed it.” His features spread in a cruel smile as he recalled the satisfying crunch of the golden sphere beneath his foot, the way Arthur's spectral form had vanished in that same instant. "One less Pendragon in the universe."

"And what happened to this...source? This sphere of magical energy?" Morgana's voice had taken on a sharper edge, her earlier excitement giving way to something more calculating.

"It remains where it was," Turquine answered. "Along with several other crystals containing additional replicas. I took only these two."

Morgana's brow furrowed in confusion. "Why only these two? Why not all of them? Or why not destroy them all, as you did Arthur's?"

"Halvy advised against both of those paths,” Turquine replied, gesturing to the young Druid. "The crystals maintain the balance of magic throughout the universe. Destroying Arthur's was a necessary blow against a potential rival, but destroying them all would have catastrophic consequences."

“Catastrophic consequences?" Morgana repeated, her voice dropping to a dangerous hiss. "Like the end of all magic in the universe?"

Turquine tilted his head slightly, studying her reaction. "Yes," he confirmed. "That would be the likely outcome."

"And you consider this a bad thing,” she stated rather than asked, her orange eyes narrowing to slits. "Despite knowing that an end to magic is precisely what we have been working toward."

“No, Morgana,” Turquine said, his voice deceptively calm despite the storm raging beneath his scales. “I did so because I know an end to magic is precisely what you’ve been working toward. I didn’t take the crystals from the castle to deliver them to you. I took them for myself."

The declaration hung in the air between them, its implications rippling outward like a stone dropped in still water. Morgana's expression froze, disbelief warring with growing rage in her perfect features.

"What did you just say?" she asked, each word precisely enunciated, as if giving him one final chance to recant, to return to the fold of her authority.

"I said I've taken the crystals for myself," Turquine repeated, a surge of exhilaration coursing through him as he finally gave voice to the rebellion that had been building within. "I'm done following your orders. I'm done being your attack dog, sent to eliminate threats while you sit safely in your palace. I have evolved beyond such limitations."

He gestured at his enhanced form, at the Flayers silent and deadly at their stations, at Halvy with his impossible combination of magical talent and nanite enhancement. "We are the future of Avalon. Not your backwards vision of magic-free sterility, not your brother's naive dream of multi-species cooperation. A future where power belongs to those with the courage to seize it and the strength to wield it."

Morgana's rage was a terrible thing to behold. Her scales darkened, the white speckles seeming to glow against the midnight blue as power gathered around her. Even through the viewscreen, Turquine could sense her fury.

"You dare," she hissed, her voice barely recognizable through her anger. "You dare betray me? After everything I've given you? The power, the resources, the freedom to build your Flayers? You think you can simply walk away and declare yourself what—king? Emperor? God of Avalon?"

"Not yet," Turquine replied with maddening calm, the nanites singing with joy at his open defiance. "But I will be. I have my own path to follow now, Morgana. A path that leads to heights you can't even imagine. And when I reach the end of that path, Avalon will be mine, and I'll have your head on a pike."

For a moment, pure murder flashed in Morgana's eyes, a killing rage so intense it seemed like it might reach through the viewscreen to strike him down. Then, with visible effort, she composed herself, her features settling into a mask of cold, calculating fury.

"I know exactly where you are,” she said, her voice cold and precise. “You won't survive the hour, let alone reach whatever delusional destiny you imagine for yourself."

Turquine smiled, the expression all teeth and no warmth. "By the time your ships reach this position, we'll be long gone. But don't worry—we'll meet again soon enough."

He turned to Vorlok at the comms station. "End transmission."

Morgana's rage-filled face vanished from the screen, replaced by the stars of normal space stretching away in all directions. For a moment, silence reigned on the bridge, broken only by the hum of the ship's systems and the barely audible clicks of the nanites resonating between the enhanced Draconite warriors.

“Vorlok, we need to disable the ship’s transponder, immediately,” Turquine ordered, his voice steady despite the adrenaline surging through his system.

“Yes, My Lord,” the engineer replied. “It will be done.” He rose from the comms station and hurried off the bridge.

“Mogris, set three random, one-hour bursts to throw off any potential pursuit. Then, initiate a wormhole to the Annwyn Nebula.”

"The Annwyn Nebula, My Lord?" Vorlok questioned.. "That region is uninhabited, with no strategic value or resources worth⁠—"

"Precisely," Turquine cut him off. "It's the last place Morgana will think to look for us. The nebula's radiation will mask our emissions, and its gravitational distortions will make tracking us nearly impossible. We'll have time to study the crystals, to learn how to access the powers they contain. And once we do…” He trailed off, his laughter enough to leave Mogris trembling in both fear and anticipation.

He turned to Halvy, who stood calmly watching him. "Little wizard, return the crystals to the cargo hold. Double-check the containment fields. We can't risk any damage to them."

"Yes, Master," Halvy replied, gathering the spheres with a care that bordered on reverence. As he turned to leave the bridge, Turquine caught a glimpse of something in the boy's eyes—a flicker of emotion that didn't match the mechanical flatness that had characterized him since his enhancement. Was it fear? Uncertainty? Or something else entirely?

The question lingered as Halvy departed, but Turquine pushed it aside. For now. There would be time to examine the boy's state more carefully once they were safely hidden in the nebula's embrace.

“Burst coordinates set, My Lord,” Mogris reported.

“Initiate burst,” he replied.

As the universe outside compressed into a cone of light ahead of them, Turquine allowed himself a moment of pure satisfaction. The nanites sang beneath his scales, their harmonics perfectly aligned with his own savage joy. He had done it—broken free from Morgana's control, claimed power she could only dream of, and set himself on a path to glory that would shake the very foundations of the galaxy.

Avalon would be his. Morgana would fall. And he would stand at the center of it all, the perfect evolution of Draconite potential, the ultimate predator in a galaxy of prey.

The first step on his new path.

A path that would lead, inevitably, to a throne.


CHAPTER 5


Reality decompressed as Excalibur decelerated from burst speed, the stars expanding back to their normal positions. The barren asteroid of Gryphon's Roost loomed ahead, surrounded by its captured Draconite vessels drifting impressively alongside the rock.

Through Excalibur's sensors, Gareth observed the activity surrounding the resistance base. While small transport ships ferried personnel and equipment between the asteroid and the captured warships, work crews no doubt swarmed inside the Draconite vessels, reconfiguring systems and transforming the enemy ships into tools for liberation. Under normal circumstances, the sight would have filled him with pride and hope. Today, without Thomas' staunch leadership, without Burl's booming laughter or the twins' banter, not to mention the presence of the others they’d lost, Excalibur felt like a tomb than a symbol of hope.

He sensed an incoming transmission and opened the channel.

"Excalibur, this is Gryphon's Roost control. You're clear for approach to docking bay three. Welcome home."

Gareth recognized Lestain's voice immediately. His cousin sounded energetic, almost celebratory—unaware of the devastating news they carried. The prospect of telling everyone only deepened the hollow ache in his chest.

"Acknowledged, Cousin,” Gareth replied, his tone flat and formal, lacking any hint of the joy that should have accompanied their return. "Proceeding to docking bay three."

A momentary silence followed before Lestain responded, his voice now tinged with concern. "Gareth?” It was obvious he expected the response to come from Thomas. “Is everything alright?"

Gareth felt Tryvane and Brennan's awareness shift through their neural connection, sharing his discomfort at the question.

"No," Gareth answered simply. "Things did not go well. We'll discuss it after docking."

"Understood," Lestain replied, his earlier enthusiasm evaporating. "We'll be ready to receive you. Roost control out."

Brennan guided Excalibur toward the docking bay with uncharacteristic gentleness, as if the ship itself were wounded and required careful handling. In a way, Gareth supposed it was—the absence of Thomas from the command pod had created a void that none of them could properly fill. They had managed the return journey through sheer determination and the partial neural interface connections they could establish, but without Thomas—and even the others—it wasn't the same. Excalibur reluctantly responded to commands like a loyal hound suddenly forced to accept a new master. It almost felt as if she were grieving.

As they approached the docking bay, Tryvane's thoughts brushed against Gareth's consciousness through their shared link. What do we tell them?

The truth. All of it.

They'll want to know if we're certain, Brennan added, his mental voice carrying a weight that his youthful physical form belied. Are we?

Gareth didn't answer immediately. Were they certain? They hadn't recovered bodies, hadn't actually witnessed deaths, but they had seen enough—Turquine's emergence from the castle carrying strange crystalline objects, the combat GOLEM's destruction confirmed by Merlin, Caress obliterated above the planet, and then no contact. No survivors. Six hours of waiting had stretched to twelve, and then twenty-four. They had waited far longer than Thomas ordered, hoping against hope. Eventually, Gareth had been forced to make the hardest command decision of his life.

They're gone, he finally answered, the certainty in his mental voice masking his desperate wish to be wrong.

Brennan's thoughts carried a ripple of guilt. We could have gone in after them.

And died alongside them, Tryvane countered. Thomas gave explicit orders. If we had disobeyed, Excalibur might have been lost as well.

I know, Brennan conceded, his mental signature tinged with regret nonetheless. I just wish⁠—

We all do, Gareth interrupted gently. But wishing doesn't change what happened.

Excalibur slid beside the docking arm with perfect alignment, the ship's automated systems engaging with the arm’s docking clamps. A soft shudder ran through the vessel as it settled heavily into place, like a wounded animal suffering from blood loss.

Gareth initiated separation, their merged consciousness replaced with individual awareness as the pod canopies lifted. The transition was jarring after so many days connected, his body suddenly feeling confined and inadequate after experiencing the expanded perception of the neural interface. His limbs were stiff, muscles protesting as he climbed out of the pod. How long had it been since he'd last truly walked under the pull of gravity? Since he'd eaten solid food rather than accepting nutrients through the gel in his pod?

Tryvane and Brennan emerged from their pods with similar discomfort, each man taking a moment to readjust to the limitations of their physical existence, simulated gravity like a heavy hand holding them down to the deck. Merlin's humanoid GOLEM stood nearby, its eyes pulsing with subdued blue light that mirrored the somber mood pervading the flight deck.

"Merlin…" Gareth cleared his throat, his voice rough from disuse, “What should we do about…?” Leaning against his pod, he extended his hand toward the command pod.

The unfinished question hung in the air, heavy with implication. If Thomas was truly gone, someone would need to assume command of Excalibur. As grandson of one of the original Knights of the Round Table, Gareth was the logical choice—but logic meant little to the ancient ship's recognition systems.

"Excalibur still recognizes Thomas Drake as its commanding officer," Merlin confirmed, a note of what might have been reluctance coloring his synthesized voice. "However, given the...circumstances, there are protocols for succession."

"Will I be able to use the command pod?" Gareth pressed, needing clarity on this critical point.

The GOLEM's shoulders shifted in an approximation of a shrug. "I cannot say with certainty."

"Thomas is dead, Merlin," Gareth stated flatly, frustrated by what felt like denial from the digital consciousness. "We all know it. We waited hours beyond his six-hour order. If they were alive, they would have found a way to signal us."

"Nevertheless," Merlin replied, his voice taking on a firmer tone, "I recommend waiting a few more days before attempting to access the command pod. Your neural pathways need time to recover from the extended connection during our return journey. The transfer—if it occurs—will be more likely to succeed if you are fully rested."

Gareth wanted to argue but recognized the wisdom in Merlin's advice. He was exhausted, both physically and mentally. They all were. The strain of maintaining the limited neural interface without Thomas had pushed them to their limits. Attempting to claim command in his current state might do more harm than good.

"Fine," he conceded. "Three days. Then we try."

"A reasonable timeframe," Merlin agreed. "For now, I suggest you seek proper nutrition, hydration, and rest. Your family will no doubt be pleased to see you.”

Family. The word pierced through Gareth's grief like a shaft of sunlight through storm clouds. Anise. Little Gareth. In the aftermath of the mission's failure, he had almost forgotten the personal joy that awaited him at home. Yet even that knowledge was tinged with guilt—while he returned to loving arms, Thomas and the others would never again have that option.

"Let's go," he said to Tryvane and Brennan, straightening his back despite the deep fatigue that threatened to bow his shoulders as they headed for the teleportal. Merlin's GOLEM followed silently, its mechanical footfalls barely audible, as if it didn’t want to disturb Thomas’ memory by creating any discordant noise. “We need to tell Lestain what happened, and figure out how to proceed from here.”

When they passed through the portal and emerged into the docking arm of Gryphon's Roost, a small welcoming committee awaited them. Lestain stood at the front, his barrel-chested frame rigid with barely contained tension. Beside him, Anise held baby Gareth, who had grown noticeably in the two months since Gareth had last seen his son. The sight of them should have propelled him forward with joy, but his feet felt leaden as he approached, the burden of their loss weighing him down.

"Gareth?" Anise's smile faltered as she took in his expression and the absence of the others. She knew him too well—had loved him too long—not to recognize the shadows in his eyes. He reached her and swept them both into his arms. He kissed Anise—a hard, needy meeting of lips—though it didn’t last long. Her free hand rose to touch his face as she eased back and peered up at him, her brow furrowed. "What is it, Gareth? Where are Thomas and the others? What's happened?"

He covered her hand with his own, drawing strength from the simple contact. "Not here," he murmured, then pressed a gentle kiss to his son's forehead as Anise dropped her hand, her expression still filled with concern. The baby gurgled happily, oblivious to the grief that surrounded him. “I’m so happy to see you, Ani, but I have to…”

“I understand. You need to debrief with Lestain before coming to us.”

“It won’t take long. Then I’ll be home, and we’ll talk”

She nodded and stepped back, shifting the baby to her hip.

He met Lestain's shrewd gaze. It swept over him and the small group behind him, noting not just who was present but who was conspicuously absent. His expression darkened with understanding.

"The briefing room," he ordered, already turning to lead the way.


CHAPTER 6


Excalibur’s abridged crew followed Lestain through the corridors of Gryphon's Roost, passing resistance members who greeted them with enthusiasm, their delight quickly fading when they realized who was missing. Word of their loss, Gareth knew, would spread soon enough. In a place like this, news—especially bad news—traveled faster than light.

The briefing room was spartanly furnished with a rectangular metal table and mismatched chairs that had seen better days. Screens lined the walls, currently displaying status updates from the captured Draconite fleet. When the door sealed behind them, the soft hiss sounded somehow final.

Gareth took a seat beside Tryvane, and Brennan settled across from them, while Merlin's GOLEM remained standing near the door as if guarding it. Lestain took a seat at the head of the table, leaning forward with his hands clasped before him.

"Tell me," he said simply.

Gareth exchanged glances with Tryvane and Brennan, then began the grim recounting. "We found what Morgana was seeking in the Wastes," he started, his voice steady despite the emotion that threatened to overwhelm him. "The artifact—or rather, artifacts—were located on a fragment of a shattered planet that somehow maintained atmosphere and gravity."

"What were these artifacts?" Lestain asked.

"Crystalline spheres of some kind,” Gareth supplied.

“What do they do?”

“We don’t know.”

Gareth continued by describing their journey through the Wastes, the encounters with the Wild Hunt, the reanimated derelict vessels, and their eventual discovery of the planetary fragment. As the narrative approached its most painful moments, Gareth's voice threatened to falter and Tryvane picked up the debriefing.

“The Hunt’s energy signature led us directly to the fragment. Thomas decided we should land and approach the castle on foot, with Gareth, Brennan, and myself remaining with the ship in case a quick escape was needed."

"How many went into the castle?" Lestain asked.

"Nine," Brennan answered. "Thomas, Merlin's combat GOLEM, Kaelithan, Cartigan, Burl, Tivan, Garant, Sir Orvix, and Taliesin."

"And none returned," Gareth added, the words like ash in his mouth.

"What happened?" Lestain questioned.

Gareth took a deep breath. "Thomas instructed us to wait six hours. If they hadn't returned by then, we were to leave—to ensure Excalibur survived even if they did not. We landed successfully, and they entered the castle. Approximately three hours later, we detected a ship approaching—Visceral, Turquine's vessel."

"The Flayer?" Lestain interrupted, alarm sharpening his features. "He followed you to the Wastes?"

"Yes," Tryvane confirmed. “He captured my ship, Caress, after I joined Excalibur’s crew and we parted ways. He must have tortured Captain Pyym and found a way to the fragment himself.”

"Visceral opened fire on us immediately," Gareth continued, forcing himself back to the narrative. "We launched and engaged, but with only the three of us connected to the neural interface, and without Thomas in the command pod, our capabilities were severely limited. We were drastically outmatched."

"We managed to escape into orbit," Brennan added. "With Visceral in pursuit, our options were limited. We couldn't leave the planet's vicinity without abandoning Thomas and the others, yet we couldn't defeat Visceral in direct combat, not in our diminished state."

"So we hid between the fragments,” Tryvane said. “We had no other choice.”

"We observed Visceral land in nearly the same place we had,” Gareth said. “We maintained position, monitoring the situation from orbit." He fell silent, the most devastating moment of their journey too painful to voice immediately.

Tryvane and Brennan exchanged glances, neither eager to continue the tale. "What happened next?" Lestain prompted gently.

Gareth swallowed hard. "Visceral launched from the planet's surface. They had left Caress in orbit. We thought they would return to the ship, but they destroyed her instead."

"After destroying Caress, Visceral opened a wormhole and left,” Tryvane continued when Gareth fell silent. “I don’t know how they did it. We couldn’t maintain a stable wormhole in the Wastes. But they did. We waited, hoping that Thomas and the others would emerge. As the six-hour mark approached, we debated our options."

"I urged action," Tryvane admitted, a flash of guilt crossing his features. "I wanted to land again, to enter the castle ourselves."

"And I reminded him of Thomas's explicit orders," Gareth countered, his tone lacking accusation. "We were to wait six hours, no more. If they hadn't returned by then, we were to leave and preserve Excalibur for the resistance. Those were his exact words."

"There was one compromise we attempted," Brennan added. "We returned to the planet and sent Merlin's small GOLEM into the castle to gather intelligence."

All eyes turned to Merlin's humanoid form.

"I was able to navigate part of the castle interior undetected," Merlin explained, his synthesized voice carrying the weight of his grief. “But I couldn’t connect with my combat GOLEM, and the doors leading deeper into the castle were sealed. With no way to open them because of my small size, I returned to Excalibur.”

"The six-hour deadline passed," Brennan said quietly. "And still, we waited. Six more hours. Then twelve. We maintained position for thirty hours beyond Thomas's deadline, scanning continuously for any sign of life or communication from the castle."

"I was the one who finally gave the order to leave," Gareth admitted. "We had waited six times longer than Thomas had instructed. We had to assume…” He trailed off, jaw clenching to hold back his emotion. “Based on all of the evidence, we had to assume they were all dead.”

"It was the right decision," Tryvane said firmly. "The only decision that honored Sir Dragon’s wishes. He knew the risks. They all did. And they would have wanted Excalibur to survive, even if they could not."

A heavy silence filled the room as the full weight of their report settled on Lestain.

"So they're gone," Lestain said finally. "Thomas. The twins. Burl. Sir Orvix. Kaelithan. Cartigan. Taliesin. All of them."

"Yes," Gareth confirmed, the single syllable carrying finality that extinguished the last flickering hope anyone might have harbored.

"And Turquine has the artifacts, whatever they are," Lestain continued, his tactical mind already processing the strategic implications. "Do we know anything at all about what they might do? What advantage they might give him?"

“No,” Tryvane replied, "but considering how badly Morgana wanted them, their potential power is concerning."

Lestain rubbed a hand across his face, suddenly looking years older. "We'll have to adapt our strategy. Without Thomas..." He trailed off, shaking his head, the implications hanging unspoken in the air.

Without Thomas, the resistance had lost its symbolic leader, the Daeardrayke who commanded the legendary Excalibur. Without Thomas, the hope that had begun to flourish across Avalon might wither and die.

Unless...

"I'm going to try the command pod," Gareth said. "In three days, once I've recovered from the journey."

"Gareth…" Lestain began, concern evident in his voice. “Are you sure⁠—”

"I have to," he interrupted gently. "Excalibur needs a captain. The resistance needs the symbol that Thomas returned to us. I'm the grandson of a Knight of the Round Table. If anyone has a chance to be accepted by the command pod, it's me."

"And if it rejects you?" Lestain asked, the question blunt but necessary.

"I don’t believe it will,” Gareth stated with more confidence than he felt. "Thomas told me that Excalibur doesn't choose people simply based on their lineage or skills. It chooses based on their heart, their determination, their willingness to sacrifice for what they believe in. If that's true, then Excalibur will accept me, because I share those qualities with him. We all do.”

“It’s not as simple as that,” Merlin said. “There are other variables in play.”

"If Excalibur doesn’t accept me, we try someone else," Gareth replied simply. "Tryvane, perhaps. We keep trying until we find someone Excalibur will accept. But we don't give up. We can't."

"What if Thomas is still alive?" Lestain said, presenting the possibility that none of them was willing to voice.

Gareth wished he could pretend there was a chance, but dishonesty now would only prolong the inevitable grief. "If by some miracle he survived the battle with Turquine," he said gently, "he's still stranded on a fragment of a shattered planet deep in the Wastes, with no ship, no supplies, and no way to communicate. Even if he's alive today, he won't be for long."

The harsh reality of his words settled over the room like a shroud. Even Merlin, who had been the most reluctant to accept Thomas's death, remained silent.

"So what do we do without the Daeardrayke?" Lestain finally asked.

Gareth straightened in his chair, his fatigue momentarily forgotten as determination hardened within him like forged steel. "We continue what he started. We fight. We resist. We show Avalon that hope doesn't die with one man, no matter how valuable he was."

He looked around the table, meeting each person's gaze in turn. "Thomas Drake wasn't just the Daeardrayke because Excalibur chose him. He was the Daeardrayke because he never gave up, no matter the odds. He faced Turquine and the Flayers, broke into the Lair, rescued prisoners deemed impossible to reach. He did it all without being raised in our culture, without years of training, without, at first, even believing in himself.”

Gareth's voice strengthened as he continued, finding purpose in the midst of his grief. "If he could do all that, then we can honor his memory by continuing his fight. Morgana and Turquine may think they've won a great victory. They may believe that without Thomas, the resistance will crumble. We need to show them how wrong they are."

"And how do we do that?" Lestain asked, though there was a new light in his eyes, a spark ignited by Gareth's words.

"We finish preparing the fleet," Gareth replied without hesitation. "We attack Draconite shipping lanes, free more slaves, recruit more pilots, capture more ships. We show Avalon that the spirit of Arthur's dream—of Thomas' dream—lives on."

Tryvane nodded slowly, a hint of hope returning to his features. "He would have wanted us to continue."

"Yes," Gareth agreed. "He would. And that's exactly what we're going to do."

The decision made, a sense of purpose filled the room, pushing back against the despair that had threatened to engulf them. Their grief remained, a wound that would never fully heal, but alongside it now stood determination, a promise to honor the fallen by continuing their fight.

Lestain stood, signaling the end of the debriefing. “News of Thomas’ death will spread quickly. We need to project confidence and hope in greater measure than we might feel right now. But we also need to be honest with our people. We’re strong, and we’ll get through this.”

“We will,” Gareth agreed.

“In the meantime, you should all get some rest. There’s little we can do until the ships are ready and you have a chance to integrate with the command pod.”

“Agreed.”

They filed out of the briefing room, the weight of their loss still heavy upon their shoulders but now balanced by a renewed sense of purpose. As they walked through the corridors of Gryphon's Roost, passing resistance members who still didn't know the devastating news they carried, Gareth found himself studying the faces around him.

These were the people Thomas had fought for, had ultimately died for. People who had never known freedom under Arthur's rule, who had been born into Morgana's oppression and knew nothing else. Yet they fought anyway, risking everything for a dream they had never experienced firsthand.

In three days, Gareth would enter the command pod. In three days, he would attempt to claim leadership of Excalibur. In three days, he would either continue Thomas's legacy or fail in the attempt.

Regardless of the outcome, the resistance would continue. Thomas Drake, the Daeardrayke, had shown them that victory was possible, that hope could survive even in the darkest places. That legacy would endure, with or without him, and with or without Excalibur, should the ship reject everyone they put forward to replace him.

As Gareth headed toward the quarters he shared with Anise and their son, Gareth made a silent vow to the friends he had lost. He would not squander their sacrifice. He would not allow Turquine or Morgana to extinguish the light Thomas and the others had kindled across Avalon.

The Daeardrayke was gone, but his spirit—the spirit of resistance, of determination in the face of impossible odds—would live on through all of them.

And perhaps, someday, it would be enough to finally free Avalon.


CHAPTER 7


The door to Gareth’s quarters slid open ahead of him, revealing the small, spartan space he and his little family called home. Anise sat in the corner, in the chair beside their son’s cradle, gently rocking their sleeping son. He entered and stood there, staring at them, feeling exposed, vulnerable in a way the neural interface never allowed. He felt like a sailing ship not only without a rudder, but without direction. There was a spot inside him that was entirely empty of everything but pain and despair. There didn’t seem to be an end to it.

"You should eat something," Anise said softly, concern evident in her eyes as she took in his gaunt appearance.

Gareth nodded absently, but made no move toward the small food preparation area. Instead, he sank onto the edge of their bed, taking his boots off and then folding his hands in his lap, his absent gaze fixed on absolutely nothing.

"Do you want to talk about it?" Anise asked, coming over to sit beside him. She laid her hand atop his. "About what happened out there?"

He sat silently for a few more moments. With only a glance at her before looking away again, he gave her a bare bones repeat of the facts, a deadness to his eyes that she’d never seen there before.

"Gareth…” She squeezed his hands to get his attention. “You’re just giving me facts," she said gently. "But not how it felt. Not what it did to you, to be there, to make that decision to leave them behind."

Gareth's carefully maintained composure began to crack. The leadership role he had assumed in Thomas's absence demanded strength, certainty, confidence—qualities he had projected for the benefit of Tryvane and Brennan, for the resistance members they had encountered. But here, alone with Anise, that façade crumbled.

"How could I have left them behind?" he whispered, the words and his tears breaking free like water through a damaged dam. "I gave the order to abandon them. It was the last thing I wanted to do."

"You followed Thomas's instructions," Anise reminded him, taking his hand. "You did exactly what he asked you to do."

"Did I?" Gareth questioned, doubt clouding his features. "We could have landed again. We could have gone into the castle ourselves. We might have found survivors, might have rescued them somehow."

"Or you might have died alongside them," Anise countered firmly. "And then what? Excalibur would have been lost. The resistance would lose its greatest symbol of hope. Everything Thomas fought for would have been for nothing."

Logic told Gareth she was right, but logic couldn't ease the guilt that had taken root in his heart. "When I first met Thomas," he said quietly, "I didn't think he deserved to command Excalibur. He was an outsider, unfamiliar with our ways, our history. I thought it should have been someone like me—an Avalonian, a descendant of Arthur's knights." A bitter laugh escaped him. "I was so arrogant, so blind. Thomas proved himself a hundred times over. He earned the title Daeardrayke through blood and sacrifice and an unwavering determination to do what was right, no matter the personal cost."

"Just as you have," Anise insisted. "Gareth, you've been fighting this war your entire life. You've sacrificed just as much as Thomas did—maybe more. The only difference is that fate put him in command of Excalibur instead of you."

"And now fate has taken him away," Gareth murmured. "Left me to fill a role I'm not sure I can fill."

Anise laid her other hand across both of his. "You can," she said with quiet certainty. "You will. Because you must."

The simple truth in her words resonated within him. Because you must. Wasn't that the core of leadership in times of war? Not glory or ambition or even skill, but necessity—the willingness to bear responsibility when someone had to.

"I'll try the command pod in three days," he said, decision hardening into resolve. "Excalibur needs a captain. The resistance needs a symbol. If it accepts me, I'll do everything in my power to be worthy of both."

"And if it doesn't?" Anise asked, giving voice to the fear that lurked beneath his determination.

Gareth met her gaze steadily. "Thomas showed us that hope doesn't rely on ancient prophecies or legendary bloodlines. It relies on people willing to fight against impossible odds, people who refuse to surrender even when everything seems lost."

He drew her close, finding comfort in her familiar warmth. "We've lost Thomas, but what he stood for—what he taught us—that survives. And as long as it does, Morgana hasn't truly won. And she never will."

Anise rested her head against his shoulder, her voice barely audible as she spoke. "I'm afraid, Gareth. Afraid of losing you. Afraid of what will happen if the command pod rejects you. Afraid of what will happen if it doesn't."

The honesty in her admission touched him deeply. How seldom they allowed themselves to voice such fears, to acknowledge the terror that constantly shadowed their lives as resistance fighters.

"I know," he whispered, pressing a kiss to her hair as he slid his arm around her. "So am I. But we can't let fear dictate our actions. Thomas never did. Even at the end, faced with impossible odds, he chose to fight rather than flee. We owe him the same courage."

They sat in silence for a long moment, holding each other as their sleeping son's soft breathing provided a gentle counterpoint to the distant mechanical hum of Gryphon's Roost. Outside their quarters, the resistance continued its preparations, unaware of the devastating news that would soon spread throughout their ranks.

"Get some rest while I fix you something to eat," Anise finally said, rising. "You'll need your strength in the days ahead."

Gareth nodded, his exhaustion suddenly overwhelming as she left to prepare him a meal. As he lay back on their bed, his mind drifted to Thomas, to the friends they had lost in that ancient castle on a fragment of a shattered world. Had they died quickly, or suffered under Turquine's cruelty? Had they known, in their final moments, that their sacrifice would not be in vain?

He hoped so.

Sleep claimed him before Anise returned with food, his consciousness finally surrendering to the fatigue that had built over days of neural interface connection. Anise returned it to the kitchenette to keep warm, while Gareth drifted in the darkness beyond consciousness, where memory blurred into dreams…

Gareth stood with Thomas on Excalibur's flight deck. Thomas’ wore a calm expression despite the mission that lay ahead. "If we're not back in six hours," he said, "take Excalibur and leave. Promise me, Gareth. Promise me you'll preserve the ship, even if it means leaving us behind."

"I promise," Gareth heard himself reply.

Thomas nodded, satisfied. "The resistance needs Excalibur more than it needs any one of us. Remember that." He turned toward the teleportal, then paused, looking back over his shoulder. "And Gareth? If something happens to me, don't doubt yourself. Excalibur chose me for a reason, but I was never the only worthy soul in Avalon."

The dream shifted then, and Gareth saw himself standing with Thomas and Arthur's spectral form in the castle's throne room.

"The Daeardrayke is not a person," Arthur said, his voice carrying the weight of centuries. "It is an idea, a symbol, a promise. Just as Excalibur is not merely a sword or a ship, but a beacon of hope in the darkest of times."

Thomas nodded, understanding blooming across his features. "And symbols don't die with the people who embody them."

"Precisely," Arthur confirmed. "That is why I could step aside and allow Avalon to fall into shadow. Because I knew that someday, someone would rise to reclaim the dream I represented. Whether that person was you, or Gareth, or someone yet unborn—the symbol would endure."

Thomas turned then, seeming to look directly at Gareth despite the impossibility of the moment. "Remember that, Gareth. When doubt threatens to overwhelm you, remember we are more than flesh and blood. We are the dream of a better Avalon."

Gareth awoke with a start, the dream's clarity fading even as he tried to hold onto it. The room was dark. He was still in his flight suit, laying atop the covers. Before coming to bed, Anise had tossed a light blanket over him, and she was now asleep beside him, their son's gentle breathing barely audible from the cradle. For a moment, he could almost believe that Thomas' voice had been real, that the words had been more than his exhausted mind's creation.

The dream lingered like a physical presence, its message echoing in his thoughts. We are more than flesh and blood. We are the dream of a better Avalon.

Whether Thomas had actually said those words didn't matter, Gareth realized. The sentiment behind them was true. Thomas Drake hadn't become the Daeardrayke simply because Excalibur had chosen him; he had earned that title through his actions, his sacrifices, his unwavering dedication to a cause that wasn't even his by birth.

Gareth slipped quietly from bed, careful not to wake Anise as he slipped his boots back on and left their quarters. He made his way through the station, nodding to those he passed, whose somber but determined faces confirmed everyone had heard the news.

Reaching the docking arm where Excalibur rested, he stared at the ship, so familiar and yet suddenly so foreign.

He stepped up to the silver ship and smoothed his palm along her fuselage. "I don't know if I'm worthy of you," he whispered to the silent vessel. "I don't know if you'll accept me. But I promise you this—if you do, I will fight with everything I have to finish what Thomas began."

The ship offered no response, of course. The true test would come when he attempted to access the command pod. For now, all he could do was prepare himself, physically and mentally, for that moment of truth.

He stood there for a while, lost in thought. Then he turned away from the ship, returning to his quarters. He undressed and crawled into bed with Anise. His mind quieter now, more focused, he pulled his wife into his arms, her warm body a comfort as sleep reclaimed him.

And this time, no dreams disturbed his rest.


CHAPTER 8


Thomas opened his eyes to the golden sphere of pure magic hovering in the throne room, its eternal rotation hypnotic as light cascaded in rippling waves across the ancient stone floor. The chamber looked different somehow—cleaner, brighter, more whole. The collapsed columns had been restored, the cracked floor mended, the bloodstains washed away as if the brutal battle with Turquine and his Flayers had never occurred.

He stood alone near the center of the vast chamber, no sign of his wounds or his wounded companions or the spectral guardians who had watched their defeat with such detached serenity. The silence felt expectant rather than empty, as if the very air was holding its breath in anticipation of something momentous.

"Thomas Drake."

The voice came from behind him, resonant with authority yet somehow warm and inviting. Thomas turned, already knowing who he would find, yet still unprepared for the sight that greeted him.

Arthur Pendragon stood before him, not as the spectral guardian they had encountered but as a fully manifested physical being. His armor gleamed with burnished golden light that emanated from within rather than reflected from without. His face, no longer translucent or ethereal, carried the weathered nobility of a ruler who had known both triumph and hardship. The lines around his eyes spoke of wisdom gained through experience, while the strength in his bearing testified to a spirit unbroken by adversity.

"Your Majesty," Thomas said, automatically dropping to one knee, his head bowing in respect. "How is this possible? Turquine destroyed your crystal."

Arthur's laugh was rich and genuine, the sound filling the chamber like music. "Rise, Thomas. I told you that you don’t bow to me, remember?”

Thomas got to his feet, studying the legendary king with undisguised wonder. Arthur's presence commanded the very space around him, making the vast throne room feel somehow both smaller and more significant.

"This is a dream," Thomas realized aloud.

"In a manner of speaking," Arthur agreed, moving to stand beside him. Together, they gazed up at the rotating sphere of magic. "Though I've found that dreams often contain more truth than our waking hours allow us to perceive."

"Is that why you're here? To show me some truth I've been missing?"

Arthur turned to him, those legendary eyes—eyes that had witnessed the birth of an empire and its fall—studying Thomas with penetrating intensity. "What truth do you think you need, Daeardrayke?"

The question caught Thomas off guard. He had expected guidance, wisdom, perhaps even a magic solution to their desperate situation. Instead, Arthur had turned the question back on him, forcing him to look inward.

"I need to know how to defeat Turquine," Thomas said after a moment's consideration. "How to protect my friends. How to live up to the title you gave me."

"The title I gave you?" Arthur raised an eyebrow. "I named you nothing, Thomas Drake. Excalibur chose you. Your actions earned you the name Daeardrayke."

"But I've failed," Thomas protested, the admission painful in his throat. "Turquine defeated us. He destroyed your crystal. He took two others. We're stranded here, injured, with no way home and no way to continue the fight."

"Is that what you believe?" Arthur asked, his voice gentle despite the challenge in his words. "That defeat in one battle means the war is lost?"

"No, but⁠—"

"Did you surrender your honor on the battlefield?"

"Of course not."

"Did you abandon your courage when Turquine broke your body?"

"No."

"Did your duty to Avalon and its people end with your injuries?"

Thomas met Arthur's steady gaze. "Never."

"Then tell me, Thomas Drake, how exactly have you failed?"

The question hung in the air between them, a challenge that demanded honest reflection rather than a hasty response. Thomas considered his answer carefully, aware that Arthur was testing him in some fundamental way.

"I failed to protect the artifact," he said finally. "I failed to stop Turquine from taking what he wanted."

Arthur nodded thoughtfully. "A fair assessment. Yet, I wonder if you understand what Turquine truly took…and what he left behind."

"He took Klingsor and the Red Knight," Thomas replied. "Two powerful magical entities that he'll no doubt use against us and Morgana."

"Yes," Arthur agreed. "And in doing so, he has unwittingly set events in motion that he cannot comprehend." He paused, his expression growing more serious. "Tell me, Thomas, what do you believe makes a person worthy?"

The sudden change in topic caught Thomas off guard. "Worthy? Of what?"

"Of anything," Arthur replied with a slight shrug. "Of leadership. Of loyalty. Of the title you carry. What makes a person worthy?"

Thomas thought about the question, reflecting on his own journey from troubled youth to commander of Excalibur. He thought about the choices he’d made, the battles he’d fought, the people who’d placed their trust in him despite his flaws and uncertainties.

"I used to think it was about being perfect," he said slowly. "About never making mistakes, never showing weakness, but that's not it at all, is it?" He met Arthur's gaze, finding encouragement there. "Worthiness isn't about perfection. It's about perseverance. About facing your failures and continuing anyway. About choosing to do what's right even when it's difficult—especially when it's difficult."

A smile spread across Arthur's face, transforming his regal features with unexpected warmth. "You've learned much in your time as Excalibur's commander."

"I've had good teachers," Thomas replied, thinking of Merlin, Lancelot, Amren, and the others who had guided and supported him along the way.

"And what of compassion?" Arthur asked. "Where does that fit in your understanding of worthiness?"

Thomas remembered Halvy, how the boy had fought against the nanites' control to soften his attack, saving them all. He thought of Amren’s sacrifice, choosing death to help them escape Falias. Of Sir Orvix dying to protect them from the Hunt.

"Compassion is essential," he said with growing conviction. "Without it, strength becomes tyranny, courage becomes recklessness, and duty becomes blind obedience. Compassion is what gives meaning to everything else."

Arthur nodded, satisfaction evident in his expression. "You understand more than you give yourself credit for, Thomas Drake." He reached into the folds of his cloak and withdrew a golden chalice, its surface etched with intricate designs.

"What is that?" Thomas asked, staring at the cup with a mixture of wonder and wariness.

"My Grail," Arthur replied simply, holding it out between them. The cup filled with clear water that sparkled with golden motes of light, as if the essence of the rotating sphere above had been distilled into liquid form.

"Your Grail?" Thomas repeated, confused. "I don't understand."

Arthur's eyes crinkled with amusement. "Few do, even after a lifetime of seeking it." He offered the chalice to Thomas. "Turquine has no idea what he did when he shattered my crystal. Perhaps, if you drink from this, he will one day find out."

Thomas hesitated, his instincts urging caution. "What will it do to me?"

"That depends entirely on you," Arthur replied cryptically. "On your worthiness."

Thomas studied the legendary king's face, searching for any sign of deception or hidden agenda. He found only calm confidence and a quiet expectation that left the choice entirely in his hands.

Slowly, Thomas reached out and took the Grail in both hands. It felt warm against his palms, thrumming with subtle energy that traveled up his arms in gentle waves. The water inside remained perfectly still despite his movement, as if bound by different physical laws than those governing the world around them.

"To Avalon," Thomas said, raising the cup in a toast before bringing it to his lips.

The water tasted like nothing he had ever experienced—cool and refreshing yet somehow infused with complex notes that reminded him simultaneously of spring rain, mountain snow, and ancient stone. As it flowed down his throat, warmth bloomed in his chest, spreading outward through his limbs with quickening intensity.

Light flared behind his eyes, golden and pure, filling his vision completely…

Thomas gasped awake, his heart pounding in his chest. The dream had been so vivid, so real, that for a moment he couldn't reconcile the stark reality around him with the ethereal encounter still fresh in his mind.

The throne room lay in semi-darkness, the golden sphere's light dimmed as if it had entered some nighttime cycle. The others slept nearby, their breathing a soft counterpoint to the ambient hum of magic that permeated the ancient chamber. Lancelot sat with his back against a column, eyes closed but posture suggesting he might wake at the slightest disturbance. Kaelithan and Taliesin lay back-to-back with each other for warmth, while Burl's massive form was stretched out flat, his bandaged chest rising and falling with reassuring regularity. The twins slept shoulder-to-shoulder, Garant's head resting on Tivan's shoulder in a display of brotherly affection that transcended their usual bickering.

Thomas shifted, ready to lie back down and return to sleep, when something caught his eye. Near his hand lay one of the simple metal cups Lancelot had brought from Arondight, tipped onto its side. A faint golden shimmer clung to its rim before dissipating into the air.

His breath caught in his throat. Not a dream, then. Or not entirely.

As the realization struck, warmth spread through his body—the same sensation he had experienced upon drinking from the Grail in his dream. It started in his chest, then flowed outward along his limbs, intensifying until his skin glowed from within.

Without warning, light from the sphere reached down, enveloping Thomas in its golden radiance. He felt himself lifted from the ground, rising several feet into the air as if gravity had suddenly relinquished its hold on him. The sensation—a feeling of perfect balance between power and gentleness, strength and compassion—wasn’t frightening

It was exhilarating.

Thomas spread his arms wide, enraptured by the moment. The pain that had wracked his body since the battle faded away, replaced by a vitality he had never experienced before. He felt connected to something vast and ancient, a power that had existed since the dawn of creation and would continue long after the last star burned out.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the moment ended. The light receded, and Thomas dropped to the floor, landing on his feet with surprising lightness despite the abrupt descent. He stood still, breathing deeply as the golden glow beneath his skin gradually faded, leaving behind only a lingering warmth.

"Thomas?"

He turned to find Lancelot beside him, the ancient knight's expression a mixture of awe and concern. "What was that? Are you okay?”

"I think so," Thomas replied, his voice steady despite the extraordinary experience he had just undergone. "I'm not entirely sure what happened, but..." He lifted his shirt, peeling back the bandages Lancelot had applied earlier.

Where bruised and broken skin had been, there was now only healthy flesh. The fractured ribs that had made each breath an exercise in agony were mended, the internal bleeding stopped, his countless head-to-toe cuts and abrasions healed without so much as a scar to attest to the fact they had ever existed.

Lancelot stared in amazement. "How is this possible?"

Thomas opened his mouth to explain about Arthur, the Grail, and the strange dream that wasn't entirely a dream, but before he could speak, his senses prickled with sudden awareness. His eyes narrowed, focusing on the shadows between the two nearest columns. Two familiar shapes approached with predatory stealth.

Without hesitation, Thomas lunged forward, gripping the hilt of Lancelot's sword and drawing it from its place at the old knight’s waist in one fluid motion that felt as natural as breathing. The tip of the blade cleared its sheath with a whisper of steel against leather just as the two Flayers he thought he had killed emerged from the darkness. Their nanite-enhanced forms appeared fully healed from the injuries that should have killed them.

"Watch out! We’re under attack!" Thomas shouted, alerting the others as he charged toward the Flayers.


CHAPTER 9


The two Draconite warriors nearly stumbled in surprise to see Thomas not only conscious, but holding a sword and running toward them. They recovered quickly, reacting with supernatural speed. The larger of the two, his dark green scales flaring out to make him look even larger, drew his massive blade and rushed ahead of the leaner, copper-colored Flayer to meet the Daeardrayke halfway across the chamber.

Lancelot's sword feeling perfectly balanced in his hand, Thomas moved with a grace and strength that felt both foreign and familiar, his body responding to his will with an efficiency that transcended his previous limitations. Not superhuman—but the very best version of himself—as if all barriers between intention and action had been removed.

The green Flayer’s enormous blade whistled through the air with a force that could cleave stone. Thomas sidestepped, letting the blade pass close enough to feel the air displacement before countering with a strike of his own. Lancelot's sword bit deep into the Flayer's armor, drawing bright blood from scales that should have been nearly impenetrable.

The copper Draconite circled around to Thomas's flank, seeking an opening. His claws lashed out in a series of lightning-fast strikes aimed at Thomas’ vulnerable points—throat, eyes, torso, joints. Thomas deflected each attack with the flat of Lancelot’s blade, turning the Flayer's momentum against him while maintaining enough awareness to keep the green one’s massive form in his peripheral vision.

The Flayers exchanged glances, some unspoken message passing between them before they attacked simultaneously. Green went with a powerful overhand strike while Copper went low, aiming to sweep Thomas's legs out from under him.

Thomas’ leap carried him over Copper’s sweeping attack. In midair, he swung Lancelot’s blade, deflecting Green’s strike, the blades meeting with a resounding clang that sent vibrations up Thomas's arm. He held onto the hilt of Lancelot's sword, the blade’s edge sliding along the edge of Green’s weapon before he disengaged and landed lightly on his feet.

Thomas immediately launched a counterattack, his blade moving in patterns that felt instinctual rather than learned. He pressed Green hard, forcing the larger Flayer to give ground amidst Thomas’ carefully timed strikes. Just as the agile Copper found an opening to strike at Thomas’ back, Lancelot stepped into the chaos with Thomas’ fayrilite blade. His century of experience evident in his every movement, he engaged Copper to keep the Flayer from running Thomas through.

Behind them, the rest of the team struggled to their feet, disoriented at first but quickly grasping the situation enough to reach for weapons that were no longer there. There was nothing they could do but watch. Kaelithan and Taliesin moved more effectively, the wizard gathering magical energy between his palms while Taliesin shifted partially into his werefox form, silver fur rippling across his skin as he limped toward the battle.

"Stay back!" Thomas called to him without interrupting his deadlock with Green. "We can handle this!"

The Flayers fought with the desperate intensity of cornered predators, their enhanced bodies granting them strength and speed that should have overwhelmed any normal opponent. However, Thomas was no longer entirely normal, and Lancelot had never been.

Thomas feinted to the right, drawing Green’s guard in that direction before pivoting sharply to attack from the left. The maneuver created an opening in the Flayer's defenses that Thomas exploited with brutal efficiency. He drove Lancelot's blade deep into the warrior's shoulder. Green roared in pain, his sword faltering for a crucial moment.

Thomas struck again, this time targeting the Flayer's knee. The blade bit deep, severing tendons. Green staggered. It gave Thomas enough time to deliver a final, decisive strike to Green’s throat, decapitating him. His massive body crashed to the floor while the head rolled a few meters away.

Behind Thomas, Lancelot pressed Copper hard, his bladework a dazzling display of skill honed over a century of combat. The Flayer fought back with nanite-enhanced reflexes, but it was clear he was outmatched. When Lancelot drove him toward a column, Copper attempted to use it as a springboard for a leaping attack, a move that might have worked against a lesser opponent.

Lancelot anticipated the maneuver, adjusting his position slightly so that when Copper launched himself forward, the ancient knight positioned Thomas' black blade to impale him in midair. The Flayer's momentum carried him forward onto the sword, the blade emerging from his back in a spray of metallic blood. Lancelot held firm as Copper’s body went limp, then withdrew his sword with a practiced twist, letting the Flayer fall to the floor.

"Kaelithan," Thomas called, breathing heavily from exertion despite his enhanced vitality. "We need fire. Now. Burn them before the nanites can repair them."

The wizard nodded, stepping forward with his palms already glowing with concentrated magical energy. He directed the power toward the fallen Flayers, blue flames erupting from his hands to engulf the bodies. The fire burned with unnatural intensity, consuming flesh and scale with equal voracity while the nanites within sparked and popped like miniature fireworks until destroyed.

"Make sure nothing remains," Thomas instructed, watching the bodies burn with grim satisfaction. "Not even ash."

Kaelithan maintained the magical flames until the only evidence of the Flayers were scorched patches on the stone floor. The wizard finally lowered his hands, the blue fire extinguishing as he released the spell.

"How did they survive?" Taliesin asked, his voice a mixture of fear and fascination as he limped closer to the blackened stone. "You cut the green one in half during the battle. I saw it. And the copper…”

"The nanites," Thomas replied. “I didn’t think they could repair such severe damage. They must have been regenerating all this time, waiting for the right moment to attack."

“How did you know they were coming?” Tivan asked, studying Thomas with newfound respect. “How are you even standing, let alone fighting?”

Thomas hesitated before explaining what had happened. The dream that wasn't a dream, Arthur's Grail, the strange enhancement that had healed him and then filled him with strength and awareness beyond his normal capabilities.

“I sensed them," he said finally. “I just knew they were there."

“That’s amazing,” Burl said. “King Arthur’s Grail. I didn’t know there was such a thing, but it’s incredible.”

“The Grail is symbolic,” Taliesin said. “When Turquine crushed Arthur’s crystal, he thought he had destroyed the replica. But what if he didn’t? What if he simply released the magical construct from its container, allowing it to seek a different host? A worthy recipient.”

Lancelot eyed Thomas. “You’ve been imbued with Arthur’s magical essence. He offered himself to you, a sacrifice to help you against Turquine and Morgana.”

“Perhaps this is the reason he sacrificed himself, all those years ago,” Kaelithan said. “So that he could lend his strength to the one who could free Avalon from tyranny.”

A chill ran through Thomas at the thought. Had Arthur’s replica truly put all of its hope into him? "What matters right now is that we're alive, and Turquine's Flayers aren't."

"Do you think there are more?" Garant asked, glancing nervously toward the shadows where the two Flayers had emerged.

"No," Lancelot answered before Thomas could. "Those were the only two felled during the battle with Turquine, but we should remain vigilant nonetheless."

Thomas nodded in agreement, then turned to survey his companions more carefully. They still looked battered and exhausted, far from the healthy crew they had been when they first entered the Wastes. But there was something new in their eyes as they looked back at him—a rekindling of hope that had been tempered by Turquine's devastating victory.

"We need a plan," he said, turning to look at the men standing in a loose circle around him. "Turquine has a head start, but he doesn't have Excalibur. Gareth surely took her back to Gryphon’s Roost. We need to follow, regroup with our people, and prepare for what comes next."

”Next?” Tivan asked, the skepticism in his voice mirroring what many of them must be feeling. “It’s unbelievable that Arthur presented his Grail to you, but that doesn’t change the facts. We're stranded on a broken planet with a too-small ship, limited supplies, and as Burl pointed out, most of us are too injured to move much less fight.”

Thomas considered Tivan’s points. They were valid concerns. But something had changed within him—not just the physical healing, but a deeper transformation—that he was only beginning to understand.

"I don't have all the answers," he admitted, meeting each of their gazes in turn. "But I know this…we didn't come this far to give up now. Arthur sacrificed everything to create the possibility of a free Avalon. Lancelot endured a century of guilt and confusion for the same cause. Countless others have given their lives fighting against Morgana's tyranny." His voice strengthened with conviction. "We owe it to them—and to ourselves—to keep going, no matter how impossible it seems."

"Pretty words," Garant said, though without the bitterness that might have colored his response before. "But they don't change our situation."

"No," Thomas agreed. "Words alone never do." He paused, a different sensation washing over him. “Fortunately, we won’t be trapped here much longer.”

“We won’t?” Burl asked, confused.

Thomas turned toward the specters standing guard over the source. “Ceridwen, I request safe passage for Captain Aldrich and the Vigilant Swords.”


CHAPTER 10


Ceridwen's spectral form flickered, her ethereal features hardening as she regarded Thomas with ancient, knowing eyes. "No," she said, her voice carrying the weight of countless millennia. "It is our directive to prevent intruders from reaching the throne room.”

Thomas stood his ground, unwavering in the face of her refusal. "They're not intruders. They're allies.”

“Your allies, Daeardrayke, not ours," Ceridwen replied, her tone unyielding. "The source must be protected from all who would seek to use its power."

“They don’t want its power.”

“How do you know?”

Thomas hesitated. How did he know? Aldrich had seemed honorable, but what would he do when faced with an offer of untold power?

Thomas glanced at his injured companions—Burl barely conscious, the twins struggling to remain standing, Taliesin favoring his broken leg, and Kaelithan spent again after burning the two Flayers and their nanites to less than ash. None of them could remain trapped indefinitely on this fragment of a world while Turquine escaped with two of the magical replicas.

"I vouch for them," Thomas said firmly, looking back to Ceridwen. "I stand as their guarantee."

"Your word carries weight, Daeardrayke," Ceridwen acknowledged, "but it is not enough to override our most ancient purpose.”

Thomas felt a surge of the strange new energy that had infused him after drinking from Arthur's Grail. It wasn't just physical strength or accelerated healing. It was something deeper, a connection to something greater than himself.

"Then consider this," he said. "I am imbued with Arthur's essence. His spirit is part of me now. As his successor, I request safe passage for Captain Aldrich and the Vigilant Swords."

The spectral guardians exchanged glances, something like surprise flashing across their otherwise impassive features. Ceridwen studied Thomas more intently, her gaze penetrating as if she could see through flesh and bone to the magical essence now residing within him.

"We are aware of what has transpired," she said after a long moment. "When Turquine shattered Arthur's crystal, he believed he had destroyed the High King's essence. He did not understand that such power cannot be so easily unmade."

"Then you know I now speak with more than just my own authority," Thomas pressed.

Ceridwen's form grew brighter, the ethereal light surrounding her intensifying. "Very well. For Arthur's sake, we will allow these mortals entry. But they must come with peaceful intent."

"They'll be cautious," Thomas warned. "They've survived this long in the Wastes by being careful. I can't ask them to lower their defenses."

Ceridwen considered this, then inclined her head slightly. “Any hostile action against the guardians or the source will be your responsibility to end.”

"Thank you," Thomas said, the tension in his shoulders easing. He turned to the others. “Now we wait. Just hold on a little longer."

Burl managed a weak smile from where he lay propped against the fallen column. "Not planning on dying just yet. Though I wouldn't mind a proper medic and perhaps a stiff drink or three.”

"I'll see what I can do about that,” Thomas promised, attempting to match the warrior's gallows humor despite the gravity of their situation.

“How do you know they’re coming?” Tivan asked.

“I can sense them,” Thomas replied, not entirely sure how himself. “Through the castle, I think.”

“You’re connected to it through Arthur’s essence,” Taliesin suggested. Thomas could only agree.

Time passed with agonizing slowness as they waited, silent and stoic, for the Vigilant Swords to arrive, their attention focused on the doorway leading into the throne room.

"Someone's coming," Taliesin announced suddenly, his fox ears twitching as he caught sounds beyond human perception. "Multiple sets of footsteps."

Pregnant seconds ticked by, time passing like sludge through narrow pipes until finally, the massive doors swung open for Captain Aldrich to lead his entourage of eight mercenaries into the throne room. His weathered face set in an expression of wary determination, he wore battle-scarred armor that had clearly seen decades of use. A heavy energy pistol was holstered at his hip and he carried a sword in hand. His mercenaries were armed with a mix of energy weapons and traditional blades.

"By all the stars," one of them whispered, her voice carrying in the vast space, her eyes and those of the others wide as they took in the breathtaking sight of the chamber and its spectral guardians.

Aldrich raised a hand, signaling his group to halt, his gaze moving from the spectral guardians to the golden sphere rotating above the dais, then to Thomas and his injured companions, before finally returning to settle back on Thomas.

For a moment, confusion flickered across the captain's face. He stared at Thomas with an intensity that bordered on reverence. "King Arthur?" he asked, frowning before immediately shaking his head as if to clear it. "No, of course not. Captain Drake. I apologize for my confusion."

Thomas approached, extending his hand. "Captain Aldrich.” An arch smile tipped up one side of his mouth. “You're late."

The mercenary captain clasped Thomas's forearm in a warrior's grip, a tired smile breaking through his grizzled features. "We had a burst drive malfunction. Damn Hovis, I told him to get the maintenance on Vanguard done our last time at Caerlyon.” He frowned, looking like he was ready to strangle whoever Hovis was. “Anyway, by the time we fixed it, we'd lost your trail completely."

“But you still made it,” Thomas said. “That’s what counts.”

Aldrich released Thomas’ forearm. “It wasn’t easy. Everything went to hell the moment we lost you. Our sensors were already haywire, but they found another level of crazy. Phantom readings, ghost signatures appearing and vanishing. Then we ran into these derelict ships that attacked us.”

“We encountered them, too,” Thomas said. “I’d hoped we cleared a path.”

“You did, to some extent. We never would have found gaps through them otherwise. But things got pretty ugly out there for a bit. Vanguard was in much better shape before we got here.”

“And how did you get here?” Lancelot asked.

“We picked up a beacon. Faint at first, but growing stronger. Thought it was probably another false reading, but we had nothing left to lose so we followed it here, found your landing site. Not Excalibur, but another smaller sword ship.”

“Arondight,” Thomas said. “Sir Lancelot’s ship.” He motioned to the knight. “Captain Aldrich, meet Sir Lancelot.”

He glanced at the ancient knight with undisguised surprise. “You? You’re…?” He looked at Thomas, then Lancelot. “Are you kidding me?”

“I’m honored, Captain,” Lancelot said with obvious respect.

“I never thought I'd meet one of Arthur’s own. The honor is mine, Sir,” Aldrich said as they shook hands.

Thomas turned to Lancelot. "A beacon? Was that your doing?"

Lancelot shook his head. “Even if I had left it, I doubt it would have penetrated that far into the Wastes.”

Thomas looked back toward Ceridwen, suspicion forming in his mind. Had the spectral guardians guided the Vigilant Swords here after all? Ceridwen's expression remained as inscrutable as ever, offering no confirmation or denial.

"Whoever led you here," Thomas said, turning back to Aldrich, “I’m glad you're here. We need your help. Some of my people are badly injured."

"Of course," Aldrich replied without hesitation. He gestured to one of his mercenaries, the woman. She was tall, with copper-colored skin and close-cropped hair. "Jessan, get back to the ship. Bring a medical team and gurneys.” His gaze swept over the injured again. “Three of them, by the looks of things.”

"Aye, Captain." She immediately left to carry out his orders.

"We need to move quickly," Lancelot said, gesturing toward the injured. "Burl has internal bleeding that my soul stone temporarily stabilized, but he needs proper medical attention. Taliesin’s leg is broken. The twins and Kaelithan are in better shape, but still require some healing care.”

"My ship's medical bay is well-equipped," Aldrich assured him. "We regularly patch up much worse. Mercs tend to get shot up a lot."

“This is a first for us,” Thomas replied. “We’ve never gotten this banged up before. I lost a couple of my crew.”

Aldrich gazed at him. “I’m sorry to hear that. At least you don’t look too worse for wear.”

“Just lucky, I guess.” He wasn’t prepared quite yet to tell anyone else about his sudden transformation and healing. He was still coming to terms with it himself.

Aldrich took the opportunity while they waited for his medical team to take another look around the chamber, his expression a mixture of awe and confusion. "What is this place? What happened here?"

Thomas hesitated, unsure of how much to reveal about the source of all magic in the universe. "It's...complicated. This is the artifact Morgana has been searching for, but it's not what anyone expected."

"I gathered that much from the ghostly figures standing guard," Aldrich said dryly. "And the giant ball of light that I'm assuming isn't just decorative."

"I'll explain more once we're underway," Thomas promised. "The important part is that Sir Turquine found it, too. He took something valuable and left us for dead."

"Turquine?" Anger flashed in Aldrich's eyes. "The leader of the Flayers? Tall, dark, and ugly?”

"The same," Thomas confirmed, surprised by Aldrich's knowledge. "You've heard of him?"

"Every merc from Avalon has heard of him," Aldrich replied grimly. "Bad news in a big package. It sounds like Morgana’s going to get what she sent most of the mercenaries and half her military here for.”

“Maybe not,” Lancelot said. “Turquine suggested he planned to keep the artifacts for himself. He has his own designs on Avalon’s crown.”

“Given a choice, I’ll take the dragon I know, thank you very much,” Aldrich replied, looking none too pleased.

The conversation halted as Jessan returned with three other mercenaries, trailing a trio of hovering gurneys behind them. They moved with professional efficiency, approaching Burl first.

"Here, let me give you a hand,” Kaelithan said, gathering magical energy with what strength he had remaining. He gestured smoothly, and Burl's massive form lifted high enough off the floor to float gently onto the waiting gurney without causing Burl any additional pain.

The mercenaries nodded their thanks. They secured Burl to the gurney and began moving him toward the exit, with similar preparations underway for Garant, who was still too weak to walk unassisted, and Taliesin. Tivan was walking wounded.

As the medical team worked, Thomas noticed Ceridwen drifting closer, her spectral form leaving faint trails of light in the air. "Thomas Drake," she called. “A moment before you depart."

Thomas approached the spectral guardian, curious about what she might want. "Yes?"

Ceridwen gestured toward the floor where Turquine had crushed Arthur's crystal. "Take the shard," she said. A fragment of Arthur's crystal no larger than Thomas's thumb, still glowed with a faint golden light among the dust and debris. “Though broken, it maintains a connection to the source,” she explained. “It will allow you to draw upon its energy when needed."

Thomas knelt to retrieve the shard. Despite its appearance of cold crystal, he marveled at how warm it felt. "Thank you. But I thought you weren’t allowed to help?”

“Our directives are clear,” Ceridwen replied. “But not every possible action is accounted for.”

“You mean you used a loophole?” Thomas asked with a grin.

"Arthur chose you. And the path ahead will be far darker than even you imagine. You will need every advantage available to you."

Even with the warmth of Arthur's essence still flowing within him, the ominous warning sent a chill down Thomas's spine. He nodded in acknowledgment, closing his fingers around the crystal shard.

After a moment's consideration, he turned to Kaelithan. "Here, take this," he said, offering the shard to the wizard. "You'll know how to use it better than I would."

Kaelithan's eyes widened in surprise. "Thomas, I...this is a tremendous honor. Are you certain?"

"Completely," Thomas assured him. "You're our wizard. And after what Halvy did to you, I'm guessing you could use a power-up.”

Kaelithan accepted the shard with reverent care, his fingers trembling slightly as they closed around it. "I'll do my best to be worthy of it,” he promised, carefully tucking it into an inner pocket of his robe.

With the medical team ready to move out and the injured secured on gurneys, Thomas took one last look around the throne room. The golden sphere continued its eternal rotation, indifferent to the dramas that unfolded beneath it. The spectral guardians had resumed their silent vigil, their forms arranged on the dais as if the battle with Turquine and the subsequent events had never occurred.

"Time to go," Lancelot said quietly at his side. "We've done all we can here."

Thomas nodded, turning away from the source of all magic to follow Aldrich and his mercenaries out of the ancient castle. It felt like leaving a piece of himself behind, the part that had briefly connected with Arthur's essence in a way he still didn't fully understand.

Yet with each step, another feeling grew stronger. Determination. Turquine had won the battle, but the war was far from won or lost. With Aldrich's help, they would return to Excalibur and the resistance.

To continue the fight for Avalon's freedom.


CHAPTER 11


They emerged from the castle into the strange purple-gold light of the planetary fragment to find both Vanguard and Arondight waiting in the clearing where Thomas had left Excalibur.

Despite its multi-colored patches, Lancelot’s ancient sword-ship looked even more imposing on the ground. Vanguard had taken a fair share of damage reaching the castle. Her hull was scuffed and burned from the magical attacks of the ghost ships, a few small breaches visible closer to the stern. They were lucky the ship had made it here at all.

"Vanguard's not nearly as pretty as Excalibur,” Aldrich said, noting Thomas's appraising gaze, “but she's got heart."

"She's absolutely beautiful," Thomas replied sincerely. In that moment, the battle-scarred mercenary vessel represented something far more precious than aesthetic appeal—it represented survival, hope, and the chance to continue fighting.

“Thomas, Captain Aldrich,” Lancelot said. “I’m going to take off. Once Vanguard has left the atmosphere, I’ll dock Arondight with her and join you on board.”

“So you’re planning to stay with us?” Thomas asked, partially in jest.

Lancelot’s face hardened, reflecting the seriousness of his response. “I’m with you until the end, whatever that end may be.”

Touched by the pledge, warmth centered in Thomas’ chest. “It’s good to have you back, my friend. We missed you.”

Lancelot nodded and broke away from the others, returning to Arondight while Thomas followed Aldrich and the wounded to Vanguard.

"Welcome aboard," Aldrich said as they boarded the ship that would carry them away from this broken world. Thomas couldn't help glancing back at the ancient castle one last time. For a moment, he thought he saw a figure—a spectral form that raised a hand in farewell—in the highest tower. He paused, trying to get a closer look because he didn’t recognize the figure from the throne room. Then Vanguard's hatch closed, sealing them inside and cutting off the view.

“Jessan will take you to medical with your crew while I get us launched,” Aldrich said as they passed through a clean and well-organized cargo compartment just inside the hatch.

Thomas noticed suits of armor heavier than he had ever seen, along with vehicles that he could only describe as armored hover-bikes—Avalon’s technological replacement for horses. “I’ll join you on the flight deck as soon as I see to my crew,” he said.

“Excellent. Should we expect the same trouble getting out of the Wastes as we had getting in?”

Thomas shook his head. “I don’t think so. At least not from the Wild Hunt. But Morgana’s forces are undoubtedly still out there. Turquine isn’t going to tell them he found what they’re looking for.”

Aldrich nodded and parted ways with them when they reached the passageway. Thomas followed Jessan, her team, and the wounded to the medical bay, where they immediately moved Burl to a treatment bed. He was quickly surrounded by advanced equipment that monitored his vitals and administered medications to further stabilize his condition. The twins were placed on adjacent beds, Garant receiving the more intensive care while Tivan, despite his injuries, refused to leave his brother's side.

Kaelithan sat on an examination table while a medic assessed his physical injuries, though the real damage could only be treated by rest. The crystal shard Thomas had given him remained clutched in his hand, a faint golden glow visible between his fingers as he drew what strength he could from it.

Thomas leaned against a bulkhead, watching the proceedings with a mixture of relief and lingering concern. They had escaped the broken planet with their lives, but the road ahead remained uncertain. Excalibur was hopefully on its way back to the Roost. Turquine had a head start with his stolen magical artifacts, and most of Thomas's crew were in no condition for immediate action.

Vibrations under Thomas’ feet assured him that Vanguard had lifted off from Camelot’s surface and was rising rapidly through the atmosphere. A tingle ran through his body as the ship passed through the magical energy barrier, the raw magic brushing up against Arthur’s essence within him. He still couldn’t quite believe he had any shred of the legendary king within him. It was an honor and responsibility he would never feel he deserved, but also one he would work hard to live up to. Arthur had already known that about him, or he wouldn’t have offered him the Grail in the first place.

Lost in thought, he didn’t realize how much time had passed until Aldrich approached him, offering a steaming cup of something that smelled similar to both cocoa and coffee. "Thought you might need this.”

"Thanks," Thomas accepted gratefully, taking a careful sip of the bitter liquid.

"My chief medical officer says your people will recover; that’s the main thing," Aldrich reported, his voice pitched low enough that only Thomas could hear. "Even your big friend over there—Burl, is it? Three fractured ribs, a punctured lung. But nothing our equipment can't handle."

"That’s good news," Thomas sighed, feeling some of the tension ease from his shoulders.

"What I can't figure out," Aldrich continued, studying Thomas with open curiosity, "is how you're walking around like nothing happened. Lancelot told me you took the worst of it in the fight. Said that Draconite commander practically crushed your chest."

Thomas hesitated, unsure how much to reveal about Arthur's essence now flowing through him. "It's...complicated."

"Son, I've been in this business for forty years. I've seen enough complicated to fill a library.” Aldrich bobbed a forefinger at him. “Try me."

Before Thomas could formulate a response, the ship's intercom crackled to life. "Captain to the bridge," a tense voice announced. "Multiple contacts on approach."

Aldrich's expression immediately hardened. "Duty calls. We'll continue this conversation later." He activated his comm unit. "On my way."

"I'm coming with you," Thomas said, pushing away from the bulkhead.

The mercenary captain nodded, not bothering to argue as they hastened through Vanguard's corridors toward the bridge. Lancelot joined them en route, his ancient eyes narrowed with concern.

"More of the Hunt?" the knight asked.

"Unknown," Aldrich replied grimly. "But considering where we are, I'm not betting on friendly traders."

Vanguard's bridge was compact but efficiently designed, with a wraparound viewscreen that provided an unobstructed view of the space surrounding the planetary fragment. The crew worked with practiced coordination, their fingers dancing across control panels as they monitored the approaching contacts.

"Report," Aldrich commanded as he took the captain's chair at the center of the bridge.

"Three vessels on approach, Captain," the tactical officer responded. "Configuration unknown, but they're moving in a formation that suggests coordination. Range two hundred thousand kilometers and closing."

"Put them on screen," Aldrich ordered.

The viewscreen shifted, focusing on a section of space that at first appeared empty. Then, as the sensors adjusted, three dark shapes became visible against the starfield. They moved with unnatural grace, maintaining perfect synchronization as they drew nearer to the planetary fragment.

"The Hunt," Thomas confirmed, recognizing the distinctive sword-like silhouettes.

"Can we outrun them?" Aldrich asked his navigation officer.

"Unknown, sir," the woman replied, studying her displays. "Their movement patterns don't conform to normal physics. They seem to shift positions instantaneously rather than accelerating in a conventional manner."

"We've seen them before," Aldrich said, glancing at Thomas. "Last time, they killed three of my crew before we managed to lose them."

"They're guardians," Thomas explained. "They test those who enter the Wastes."

"Well, I'm not in the mood for another test," Aldrich growled. "Tactical, arm all weapons. Helm, prepare for evasive maneuvers. Engineering, I need everything you can give me when I call for it."

The crew acknowledged their orders, the bridge atmosphere shifting as they prepared for potential combat. Thomas exchanged a concerned glance with Lancelot. Why wouldn’t the Wild Hunt just let them leave? Unless…

"Wait," Thomas said suddenly, a realization striking him. "The Hunt answer to Ceridwen now. She allowed us entry to the throne room. She gave me the crystal shard. Maybe..."

He approached the communications station. "Open a channel. Broad spectrum."

The communications officer looked to Aldrich, who nodded his approval after a moment's hesitation. "Channel open."

Thomas leaned toward the console. "This is Thomas Drake, captain of Excalibur. We passed your tests and received Ceridwen's blessing. We carry injured people who need medical attention beyond what is available here. Grant us safe passage."

Silence followed his declaration, stretching into long seconds as the dark ships continued their approach. The tactical officer's hands hovered over his weapons controls, ready to engage at Aldrich's command. Not that conventional weapons could do anything against them.

Then, without warning, the Hunt vessels halted their advance. They remained motionless for several heartbeats before simultaneously shifting positions to a new formation that created a clear corridor away from the planetary fragment.

"They're...making way for us," Aldrich said, disbelief evident in his voice.

"So it would seem," Lancelot agreed, his expression thoughtful. "Perhaps they’re here to see us off."

"I'm not questioning our good fortune," Aldrich decided. "Helm, set course through that corridor. Steady as she goes, no sudden moves that might be misinterpreted."

"Aye, Captain," the navigation officer acknowledged, carefully plotting their course.

Vanguard began moving away from the planetary fragment, engines humming as they accelerated at a measured pace. The Hunt vessels maintained their positions, creating a gauntlet of sorts that the mercenary ship would need to pass through.

"Keep scanning for any sign of aggression," Aldrich instructed his tactical officer. "I want to know the moment anything changes."

As Vanguard approached the first of the Hunt vessels, Thomas felt a strange sensation—like a gentle pressure against his mind, a presence seeking entry. He closed his eyes, focusing on the unfamiliar sensation.

"Thomas?" Lancelot asked, noticing his sudden stillness.

"It's okay," Thomas assured him, eyes still closed. "They're... communicating with me. Or trying to."

The presence in his mind grew stronger as Vanguard passed directly between two of the Hunt vessels. It carried no words, only impressions—acknowledgment, respect, and something else that took him a moment to identify: warning.

Thomas opened his eyes as the sensation faded. "They're letting us go, but they're also warning us."

“Warning us of what?” Lancelot asked.

“I don’t know. But it feels dangerous.”

"More dangerous than what we've already faced?" Aldrich asked skeptically.

"Different," Thomas clarified, though he couldn't articulate exactly how he knew this. "I think it might have something to do with the crystals Turquine took, but I’m not sure."

"Well, that's suitably ominous," Aldrich remarked, though his expression remained serious. "But first things first. Let's get clear of these spectral friends of yours before they change their minds."

Vanguard continued its course, passing the last of the Hunt vessels without incident.

“Roaneld, give us the longest burst we can navigate,” Aldrich ordered his navigations officer.

“Aye, Captain,” he replied. “Calculating now.”

Thomas waited, his attention fixed on the ships of the Hunt while the ship’s computer calculated burst coordinates. Finally, Roaneld announced the coordinates were set.

“Execute burst,” Aldrich ordered.

“Aye, Captain,” the navigator replied.

Space shifted ahead of them, compressing into the familiar cone of light. Aldrich turned to Thomas. “Well, we’re on our way out of this nightmare. Let’s hope whatever we’re heading toward isn’t worse.”

Thomas wished he could tell the captain it wouldn’t be. But after the Hunt’s actions, he wasn’t so sure. He turned to Lancelot. "What do you think the Hunt warned us about?"

The ancient knight wore a grave expression. "I cannot say with certainty. But consider what Turquine now possesses—the replicas of Klingsor and the Red Knight—two of the most dangerous beings ever to live in Avalon. If he has already found a way to harness their power..."

"Let’s hope he hasn’t," Thomas said, the weight of their situation once more settling heavily on his shoulders.

"Just remember, you now carry something powerful of your own. Arthur chose you, Thomas. That is no small thing."

Thomas nodded, trying to take comfort in Lancelot's words. Yet as he stared out at the stars beyond the Wastes, he knew their greatest challenges still lay ahead. Despite that, Thomas remained steadfast, determined, and resolved, certain that they would find a way forward. Arthur's essence within him wasn't just enhanced strength or accelerated healing; it was hope in its purest form.

And hope, as Arthur had known all along, was the most powerful weapon of all.


CHAPTER 12


Turquine paced the confines of his personal quarters, each heavy footfall sending vibrations through the deck plating. His nanites churned just beneath his scales, their song a constant cacophony that echoed his own turmoil. The exhilaration of breaking ties with Morgana had given way to a more focused anticipation as he contemplated the power waiting to be unlocked from the crystalline spheres.

With that anticipation came more impatience. He had a burning desire to immediately claim that power rather than waiting for the methodical study that wisdom dictated.

Three bursts and a wormhole transit had placed them safely within the Annwyn Nebula, its swirling clouds of dust and radiation providing the perfect cover for their operations. Visceral now drifted in a relatively stable pocket within the nebula, its systems powered down to minimal levels to avoid detection by any long-range scans Morgana might direct their way. They were as safe as they could reasonably be, given the circumstances.

When they arrived, Halvy had requested more time to study the crystals, using the magical energy in the nebula to examine and test the spheres. Turquine didn’t know precisely what that entailed or how it worked. For as much as he had accepted the need to maintain magic in the galaxy, his Draconite heritage all but demanded he distrust it.

Except now, he could harness it to his own will. His own ends. He was smart enough to recognize the strategic value in a superior force of magical capability, especially against Morgana. Other than herself and her son, there weren’t many resources for her to draw upon.

Between Halvy and Klingsor, they would gain a distinct edge.

Two days was long enough, Turquine decided, to withstand the song echoing inside him. He activated the comm on his desk, its surface scarred from previous outbursts of nanite-enhanced rage. "Halvy," he called, his deep voice reverberating in the confined space. "Bring the crystals to my quarters. It's time we learned what secrets they hold."

"Yes, Master," came the immediate reply, the young Druid's voice carrying that same mechanical flatness that had characterized him since the enhancement.

While he waited, Turquine examined his reflection in the polished surface of a display panel. His transformation had accelerated in the days since their journey through the Wastes. The ritual scarification patterns he had carried for decades had evolved, the nanites restructuring them into more complex geometries that pulsed with subtle energy beneath his midnight scales. His eyes had changed as well, the vertical pupils now surrounded by a faint reddish glow that intensified when the nanites surged in response to strong emotion.

Was this what true evolution felt like? This constant state of becoming, of transcending limitations that had once felt immutable? If so, it was both exhilarating and terrifying—a journey without end, a transformation without final form.

A soft chime announced Halvy's arrival. “Enter,” Turquine growled. The door slid open, revealing the young Druid carrying both crystalline spheres, one cradled carefully in each arm. He moved with extreme caution, treating the artifacts with a reverence that bordered on worship.

"Set them on the desk," Turquine instructed.

Halvy complied, placing first the purple crystal, then the red one on the vacant slab of metal. In the subdued lighting of Turquine's quarters, the crystals glowing from within.

"Beautiful, aren't they?" Turquine mused, running one clawed finger along the surface of the purple crystal. "Such power contained in such elegant forms. Not unlike yourself, little wizard."

Halvy inclined his head slightly at the comparison, though his expression remained neutral. "Thank you, Master. The crystals are indeed remarkable. The artistry involved is extraordinary. A perfect fusion of magical theory and practical application.”

"What can you tell me about them?" Turquine asked, settling into his reinforced chair, which still creaked ominously beneath him. "Since our departure from the broken world, have you learned anything new about their nature or how we might access the beings contained within?"

Halvy stepped closer to the desk, his movements carrying an unnatural precision borne of his enhancements. "I've conducted several non-invasive examinations," he replied. "The crystals appear to be constructed from a unique form of magically infused quartz, grown rather than carved into their current shapes. The matrix of the crystal itself serves as both containment vessel and conduit for the magical energy that comprises the replicas."

"They're not merely preserved memories," he continued, gesturing at the purple crystal that contained Klingsor's replica. "Nor are they simple recordings of personality or knowledge, or limited copies like Merlin’s digital consciousness. These are complete magical duplicates, possessing all the abilities, memories, and personality traits of the originals at the moment of replication."

“Fascinating,” Turquine said. “Do you have any idea who might have created these devices in the first place?”

“No, Master. My belief is that the source grew these crystals within the castle, and drew the original beings to itself to create the replicas to better protect itself from harm.”

Turquine chuckled. “For all the good that did. Though it is an incredible thought that magic might have a mind of its own.”

“Not in the way we might understand it,” Halvy answered. “The source is chaos, ordered for the sake of producing more chaos. In that sense, it understands the need to defend itself. Since it exists in all places and times simultaneously, of course it saw the moment we entered the throne room. It knew we were coming. It knew we would prevail.”

“And it let that happen. Why?”

“Because to exert control would be to go against its chaotic nature. It knows all possible futures, but it must let the actual thread unwind.”

“You’re very young to be so wise, little wizard.”

“I learned much from Master Grenyth,” Halvy replied, unbothered by the way Turquine’s eyes narrowed in fury in response to the name. “The nanites have allowed me to merge fragments of understanding into a whole.”

“To my benefit. How do we release these magical duplicates?” Turquine asked, leaning forward in his chair. "How do we access the power they contain?"

Turquine didn’t miss Halvy’s hesitation, a brief flicker of something crossing his otherwise placid features. Was it uncertainty? Reluctance? He didn’t have the opportunity to consider it further as Halvy launched into answering his all-important question.

"That presents a more complex challenge, Master. The replicas we encountered in the throne room were free-standing spectral projections, tied to the golden sphere's energy field. These," he gestured at the crystals, "are contained and dormant."

“Does that mean there’s nothing we can do? That we took them but can’t utilize them?”

“No, Master. Certainly, Klingsor would have told you if you couldn’t unlock their power. He volunteered because he wanted to escape his fate, as did the Red Knight. Based on my explorations, there appear to be two possible approaches. We could attempt to establish a mental link with the beings, essentially communicating with them while they remain within their crystalline prisons. This would be the safer option, allowing us to access their knowledge without risking their physical manifestation."

"And the second approach?" Turquine asked, already suspecting he would prefer it regardless of the risks involved.

"Full manifestation," Halvy confirmed. "Creating the conditions necessary for the replicas to emerge from their crystals as semi-corporeal entities, similar to how they appeared in the throne room. This would grant access to not just their knowledge but potentially their magical abilities as well."

"But at greater risk," Turquine surmised.

"Yes, Master. Once manifested, the replicas would possess a degree of autonomy. While they were bound to Arthur's will in the castle—he was, after all, High King—there's no guarantee they would automatically recognize your authority. Klingsor, in particular, was notorious for his ambition and disregard for traditional power structures."

Turquine stared at the purple crystal, contemplating the dark wizard contained within. The nanites beneath his scales resonated with hungry anticipation, urging him toward the riskier path. After all, what use was evolution if one remained trapped by caution?

"We'll begin with Klingsor," he decided, tapping a claw against the purple crystal's surface. "His knowledge of necromancy will be invaluable to our plans. Such abilities would give us significant tactical advantages in the coming conflict against Morgana."

"And the method, Master?" Halvy asked.

Turquine smiled, the expression all teeth and predatory anticipation. "Full manifestation, of course. I didn't steal these crystals merely to have conversations with them. I want their power, their abilities, their full potential at my disposal."

"That will require significant magical energy," Halvy warned. “It will take time to prepare, and it will significantly drain my own magical reserves. And..." he hesitated again, that same flicker of uncertainty crossing his features, "there are risks beyond mere disobedience from the replica."

"Explain," Turquine commanded, his scales shifting slightly as the nanites responded to the potential threat.

"The magical energy required for manifestation is substantial," Halvy explained. "It must be precisely controlled throughout the process. With the aid of my nanites, I can achieve this. However, any disruption—a power fluctuation, an external attack, even a strong emotional surge from either of us—could destabilize the manifestation. In the best case, the replica would simply return to its crystal. In the worst case..."

"Yes?" Turquine prompted when the young Druid trailed off.

"In the worst case, the energy could be released in an uncontrolled fashion," Halvy finished. "The resulting explosion would likely destroy the ship, killing us all.”

Turquine’s nanites surged at the mention of danger, their song taking on a more aggressive harmonic that resonated through his massive frame. But rather than fear, they conveyed excitement—the hunter's thrill when facing worthy prey, the warrior's anticipation before glorious battle.

"The rewards outweigh the risks," he decided, pushing back from his desk. "Begin your preparations, little wizard. I want to meet Klingsor.”

Halvy nodded, his expression once again settling into that unnervingly calm mask. "As you command, Master. I'll need several hours to gather the energy required. In the meantime, it would be advisable to alert the crew that we cannot be disturbed for any reason.”

"I'll inform Norsp," Turquine agreed. "No one will disturb us until the manifestation is complete."

As Halvy turned to leave, presumably to collect whatever materials he needed for the ritual, Turquine called after him: "Little wizard."

The young Druid paused, looking back with those oddly flat eyes. "Yes, Master?"

"You did well in the throne room," Turquine said, studying him carefully for any reaction. "When the moment came to destroy Sir Dragon and his companions. I was watching you. There was a moment of hesitation, but you overcame it."

Halvy's expression remained carefully neutral, though something—a shadow so brief that even Turquine's enhanced senses nearly missed it—flickered deep in his eyes. "Thank you, Master. The nanites provide...clarity. They help me see what must be done."

"Indeed they do," Turquine agreed, though he made a mental note to watch the boy more carefully during the manifestation ritual. Something about that momentary hesitation—a loose thread in an otherwise perfect tapestry of control—nagged at him. "Go prepare what you need. I want to begin as soon as possible."

After Halvy departed, Turquine activated the ship's internal comm system. "Norsp, this is Turquine. I’m not to be disturbed until further notice. We'll be conducting sensitive experiments with the artifacts. Any interruption could have irreversible consequences."

"Understood, My Lord," came the prompt reply. "I'll ensure you are undisturbed.”

Turquine disconnected the comm. Alone again, he turned his attention back to the crystals sitting on his desk. He placed one massive hand on the purple sphere, feeling the subtle vibration of the power contained within. Klingsor, the dark wizard whose mastery of necromancy had made him such a terrible force to be reckoned with. What secrets lurked within that ancient mind? What forgotten spells and forbidden knowledge awaited discovery?

And more importantly, would the wizard's replica recognize Turquine's authority, or would he need to be broken like a wild animal before submitting?

His nanites surged at the thought, their harmonics shifting to a more predatory register. They relished the prospect of conflict, of domination. It was their nature—his nature—to subjugate, to conquer, to stand supreme above all others.

"Soon," he murmured to the crystal, claws scraping lightly across its faceted surface. "Soon you'll serve me, wizard. And through you, I'll unlock powers Morgana never dreamed existed."


CHAPTER 13


The hours passed slowly as Turquine waited for Halvy to complete his preparations. He reviewed tactical data on his personal terminal, studying the known patrol routes of Morgana's fleet and identifying potential strike points for when they were ready to emerge from hiding. The Annwyn Nebula provided excellent cover, but it couldn't be their permanent base of operations. Eventually, they would need to establish a more stable headquarters—somewhere defensible but accessible, somewhere they could begin building the power base that would eventually challenge Morgana's empire.

His musings were interrupted by Halvy’s return. The young Druid now wore an amulet containing what appeared to be a small shard of Arthur’s sphere, glowing with golden light.

“Where did you get that?” Turquine asked, motioning to the amulet.

“The shards are connected to the source,” Halvy replied. “I can draw pure magical energy through it. I will also require your soul stone.”

“You didn’t mention that earlier.”

“Master, I told you the procedure requires intensive amounts of magical energy.”

Turquine growled softly, retrieving the stone from its place near his den. He intended to have it set into a circlet before long. A temporary crown of sorts, until he claimed Morgana’s. He looked into the dark gem before handing it over to Halvy, movement like smoke behind its crystalline surface evoking memories of the faces in the Waste’s stellar gasses.

Halvy took the stone and closed his eyes, feeling the magical energy within it. “Now, place the purple crystal at my feet.”

Turquine bristled at the idea of the wizard giving him orders, but his nanites calmed him, more eager to see the outcome of this manifestation than upset by the display of insolence. He retrieved Klingsor’s crystal without comment, placing it at Halvy’s feet.

"I'm ready to begin, Master," the young wizard announced, opening his eyes. "With your permission?"

Turquine nodded, rising from his chair to observe more closely. "Proceed."

Halvy began chanting in a language—so much older than any modern tongue Turquine didn't recognize it—the words seeming to bend reality around them as they flowed from his lips. The amulet at his throat glowed brighter with each phrase, its golden light spreading outward to illuminate the entire ritual space.

As he continued chanting, Halvy's hands wove complex patterns in the air, leaving trails of golden light that hung suspended before gradually settling into a geometrically perfect circle on the deck around him. The circle expanded slowly, encompassing Halvy and the crystal.

The temperature in the room began to rise. The air grew thick with a mix of both pure and sullied magical energy that made Turquine's scales burn with pain. His nanites sang with increasing excitement as the lights dimmed, power seeming to drain from the ship's systems into the growing magical construct.

“Step back, Master," Halvy warned. "The energy will intensify dramatically. Stand at the edge of the circle—close enough to observe but not so close as to interfere with the patterns."

Turquine complied, moving to stand at the perimeter of the glowing circle. From this position, he could observe everything while maintaining a safer distance from whatever forces were about to be unleashed.

Halvy placed his hands on the purple crystal, his fingers splayed across its faceted surface. The chanting resumed, louder now, each syllable causing the golden light to pulse in rhythm. The crystal responded, its own purple glow intensifying until it threatened to overwhelm the golden illumination surrounding it.

The air within the circle distorted, reality stretching and twisting as the magical energies built to a crescendo. Turquine’s nanites reacted, not with their usual harmonious song but with confused, almost chaotic patterns that suggested they were encountering something outside their parameters of comprehension.

With a final calm word that shook the very structure of the ship, Halvy removed his hands from the crystal and threw them skyward. The purple sphere levitated, rising until it hovered at eye level in the center of the circle. Then, with a sound like breaking glass that paradoxically left the crystal intact, a column of purple energy erupted from it.

The energy coalesced, taking shape molecule-by-molecule, forming the outline of a human figure. Details—a dark robe blacker than the void, a gaunt face with cheekbones sharp as daggers and a mouth curved in perpetual disdain, eyes like burning embers that surveyed the room with calculated interest—emerged gradually. A silver circlet, tarnished and twisted with age, rested upon a brow half-hidden by strands of ashen hair.

Klingsor, the dark wizard. No longer a spectral form, but something more corporeal, he stood within the circle, examining his semi-translucent hands with detached curiosity before turning those burning eyes toward Turquine.

"Well," he said, his voice carrying centuries of sardonic amusement. "This is unexpected. I find myself freed from Arthur's tedious oversight only to be summoned by..." His gaze raked over Turquine's enhanced form, assessing and calculating. "A dragon? No, something more. Something...altered."

"I am Sir Turquine," he announced, stepping closer to the circle's edge. “We spoke in the castle. You wished to join me on my quest."

Klingsor's thin lips curved into a smile that held no warmth whatsoever. “Ah yes. Turquine. I do vaguely recall a conversation like that, but regarding your command of this venture," he said, his words dripping with amused condescension. "...an interesting assumption. Tell me, dragon-that-is-more-than-dragon, what makes you believe you command anything here?"

Turquine’s nanites surged with irritation at the wizard's dismissive tone. Did this spectral remnant not understand who he was addressing? "You exist because I⁠—”

"Ah, and you have a Druid as well. One touched by the same... enhancement that altered you. Fascinating. The boy's power is considerable, though crudely applied. Did he perform this manifestation spell? Impressive for one so young, if completely lacking in finesse. You could cast this spell with a tenth of the energy, given proper training. Under my authority, of course.”

Turquine felt the nanites surge with irritation at the wizard's dismissive tone. Did this spectral remnant not understand who he was addressing? "You exist because I chose to preserve your crystal rather than destroy it," he growled, scales shifting with barely controlled anger. "You will show proper respect, or I will return you to oblivion."

Klingsor's expression didn't change, but the purple energy surrounding him flared slightly. "Respect is earned, not demanded," he replied coolly. "And destruction? Please. You have no idea how to permanently destroy me. Breaking the crystal would merely release my magical composition to seek another vessel."

"I crushed Arthur’s crystal beneath my foot," Turquine countered. "His specter vanished instantly."

"You destroyed the projection you encountered in the throne room. But Arthur’s essence?” Klingsor acknowledged with a slight incline of his head. "That's another matter entirely. Magic of this complexity doesn't simply cease to exist; it transforms. It adapts, finding a new path of…shall we say…expression." With a smug turn of his mouth, the wizard stepped toward the edge of the circle. When the golden light flared in front of him, preventing his further advancement, he raised an eyebrow before continuing, his tone now more pragmatic. "You clearly manifested me for a purpose, Turquine. What is it you want? Knowledge? Power? Revenge? All motives I understand intimately."

Turquine studied the wizard carefully, trying to determine whether this apparent turn of motive was genuine or merely a ploy. His nanites sang their distrust, urging caution when dealing with a being whose mastery of deception spanned centuries. "All of those things," he finally admitted. "Knowledge of the dark arts you mastered, power to wield against my enemies, revenge against those who would prevent my ascension."

"Ascension then?" Klingsor's eyes gleamed with renewed interest. "Now that is a motivation worthy of discussion. Tell me of this ascension you seek. What throne do you covet? What crown would you place upon your scarified brow?"

"Avalon itself," Turquine replied without hesitation. "Morgana has ruled for a century since Arthur's disappearance, but her vision is flawed. Limited. She doesn’t understand what the Draconite can become. The ways in which my nanites will allow us to evolve.”

“It’s good to see that after so many centuries trapped in the Wastes, so little has changed. The hunger for power has never diminished.” The wizard glanced at Halvy, who remained kneeling before the floating crystal, his expression betraying nothing of his thoughts as he maintained the manifestation. "And what would be my role in this grand design? Advisor? Court wizard? Or merely a repository of knowledge to be drained and discarded once I've served my purpose?"

The question cut directly to the heart of Turquine's intentions, forcing him to confront his own plans for the wizard. The nanites urged domination, complete subjugation of this potential asset. But strategic thinking suggested a different approach. Klingsor had been one of the most powerful wizards in Avalon's history—a force to be reckoned with even before his preservation in the crystal. Such an ally, if properly motivated, would be far more valuable than a slave.

"Advisor," Turquine decided, the nanites protesting but acquiescing to his reasoning. "I need your knowledge of magic, your understanding of the dark arts. In return, you would become the leader of my arcane cabal. With certain boundaries of course.”

"Of course," Klingsor echoed, a hint of sardonic amusement returning to his voice. "There are always boundaries. Always limits. The question is whether they are reasonable ones."

“Only one,” Turquine replied. “You are forbidden from taking any action to overthrow or replace me. You are to remain a loyal subject.”

“Yes, betrayal is always a concern among betrayers, is it not?” Klingsor paced within the confines of the magical circle, the purple energy surrounding him rippling with each step. "I am willing to entertain this arrangement, Turquine. Not out of fear or compulsion, but out of pragmatic self-interest. The alternative—remaining trapped in the crystal indefinitely—holds little appeal."

The wizard stopped his pacing, turning to face Turquine directly. "However, before I commit to anything, I require certain assurances. First, we must work together to determine a means to permanent manifestation. Second, I may be your subject, but I am not your servant. You will treat me as an equal. To me, you will simply be Turquine, and to you I will merely be Klingsor.” His burning gaze intensified, “Third, as leader of your cabal, I will require pupils…” His attention turned to Haley. “…starting with this one.”

Turquine considered these demands as his nanites surged with caution, warning of the dangers inherent in granting too much freedom to a being known for his ambition and lack of moral restraint. Ultimately, the prospect of adding Klingsor's centuries of knowledge to his own growing power was too tempting to dismiss.

"Your demands are reasonable," he replied after a moment. “Though I have another boundary to set. Your use of dark magic is subject to my approval. For instance, I won't have you raising armies of the dead without my explicit permission."

Klingsor's thin lips curved in another cold smile. "Prudent. I would think less of you if you agreed too readily to such terms. Very well, Turquine. I accept your counteroffer." His burning gaze once more shifted to Halvy. "The boy maintains the manifestation quite skillfully. Where did you find him?"

"On Avalyeth," Turquine answered, seeing no reason to hide this basic information. "He was a student of a powerful Druid named Grenyth. When we captured his mentor, Halvy proved a more suitable candidate for enhancement. His combination of youth and natural magical talent made him ideal for our purposes."

"For enhancement, you mean." Klingsor studied the young Druid with renewed interest. "The process that has altered you both, I should like to learn more about it.”

“Halvy can explain it to you, the next time you’re manifested. In the meantime, I have questions.”

“Of course you do. Go on.”

"What of other necromantic arts?" he asked. "Can you animate the dead without the power of the source? Create servants or warriors that would obey my commands?"

Klingsor's burning eyes gleamed with renewed interest. "Yes, there are many forms of necromancy that do not require a unique connection to the source. Binding magical energy to the formerly living is among the simpler applications, though creating servants with any meaningful intelligence requires more sophisticated techniques."

The wizard gestured at his semi-corporeal form. "In my current state, my abilities are somewhat limited. I can direct and advise, but the actual implementation of more complex magic would require permanent manifestation, physical components for enchantment, ritual spaces, and considerable magical energy.”

"That can be arranged," Turquine assured him. "Once we've established a more permanent base of operations, you'll have whatever resources you require to practice your arts effectively. For now, your knowledge alone is valuable.” His expression shifted, turning more curious. “Tell me of these techniques. How quickly could we create a force of reanimated warriors if the necessary components were provided?"

Klingsor's expression took on an instructional quality, the wizard clearly enjoying the opportunity to demonstrate his knowledge. "That depends on several factors. The quality of the physical vessels—fresher bodies are more effective than ancient ones. Pure magical energy is the best power source to use to animate them, but substitutes can be employed. Mindless drones require minimal investment, while independent fighters capable of complex tactics demand significantly more control. And of course, keeping them active requires more involved procedures.” He paced within the circle as he continued his explanation. "Under optimal conditions, with all necessary components prepared in advance, I could animate perhaps twenty basic warriors in a single night. More sophisticated creations would require more time—perhaps one per night. An army of thousands would take months, not days."

"And their capabilities?" Turquine pressed. "How would they compare to living soldiers?"

"In some ways superior, in others inferior," Klingsor replied candidly. "They feel no pain, no fear, no hesitation. They require no food, no rest, no motivation to fight. They will follow orders exactly as given, without question or deviation.

"Their limitations are equally significant, however. They lack creativity and adaptability. They cannot adjust to changing battlefield conditions without specific direction. And they are vulnerable to certain magical countermeasures that would have no effect on living warriors." The wizard smiled thinly. "There are always trade-offs, Turquine. Always."

Turquine nodded, already envisioning how such forces might be employed. The nanites sang with approval at the prospect of combining their enhanced living warriors with undead legions—a two-pronged approach that would overwhelm Morgana's conventional forces.

"And the Red Knight?" he asked, gesturing toward the desk where the crimson crystal still rested. "How would his expertise complement yours?"

"Ironside," Klingsor supplied, his tone suggesting a complex history with the other replica. "He was a brilliant tactician in life—brutal, efficient, relentless. If your ambitions include military conquest, his strategic knowledge would be invaluable, particularly when passed on to your reanimated armies.” The wizard's burning eyes narrowed slightly. "I would caution, however, that his manifestation should be approached differently than mine. Ironside was a warrior first and foremost. He understands strength, dominance, and the establishment of clear hierarchy. Where I might be reasoned with, he will respect only that which he cannot overcome by force."

"You're suggesting I should subjugate him rather than negotiate," Turquine surmised.

"I'm suggesting that different beings respond to different approaches," Klingsor clarified. "Ironside will expect a display of strength. Provide it, and he may become your most loyal general. Fail to do so, and he will test your authority at every opportunity."

The advice aligned with Turquine's instincts. His nanites surged with anticipation at the prospect of establishing dominance over the legendary Red Knight. It would be a worthy challenge, one that would demonstrate his fitness to rule, not just Ironside but his own Flayers as well.

“Master,” Halvy said. “I can’t sustain this for much longer.”

Turquine looked over at his little wizard. His face had gone pale, his forehead drenched with sweat. “We shall conclude for now," Turquine decided, turning back to Klingsor. "Are you willing to accept my terms?"

The dark wizard considered for a moment, his burning gaze moving from Turquine to Halvy and back again. "I am," he said finally. "I find myself curious to see how far your evolution might lead. It's been a very long time since I encountered anything truly new."

"Then we have an agreement," Turquine stated, satisfaction rumbling through his massive chest. "When next you're manifested, we'll begin more detailed discussions of the necromantic forces we can bring to bear against Morgana's empire. And, once we’ve established a permanent manifestation, I expect a more formal and unbreakable binding to our agreement.”

“Anything less would be unwise,” Klingsor agreed, offering a slight bow that somehow managed to convey amusement rather than submission. "Until then, Turquine."

The dark wizard's form began to dissolve, purple energy unwinding molecule-by-molecule until nothing remained but streams of power flowing back into the crystalline sphere. The crystal's glow intensified briefly, then settled into a steady pulsation as Halvy lowered his hands, breaking the final connection of the ritual.

The young Druid slumped forward, clearly exhausted by the prolonged magical exertion. The golden circle faded from the deck plating, the ambient temperature returning to normal as the ship's systems reasserted their control over the environment.

"Well done, little wizard," Turquine praised, moving to retrieve the purple crystal from its position in the circle's center. "Rest and recover your strength. We need to discover a means to release Klingsor permanently from his crystal. Then he can help you summon Ironside.”

Halvy nodded weakly. "As you command, Master."

Once Halvy had departed, Turquine returned to his desk, carefully placing the purple crystal beside the red one. The conversation with Clings had been illuminating in ways he hadn't anticipated. The dark wizard's insights into Halvy's unique condition, the potential applications of necromancy, the strategic considerations for dealing with Ironside were all valuable pieces in the complex puzzle of his ascension to power.

The nanites hummed beneath his scales in response to his thoughts, eager to advance their goals and for blood to spill. Turquine smiled, running one massive hand along his scarified arm, feeling the subtle resonance of their presence beneath the surface.

"We are evolving together," he murmured to them, "each step bringing us closer to our ultimate form. Our ultimate destiny."

The song shifted, harmonizing with his words, conveying approval and anticipation in equal measure. They understood. They were with him on this journey, partners in the transformation that would eventually place him on Avalon's throne.

Turning back to his tactical displays, Turquine began planning their next moves. The Annwyn Nebula provided excellent temporary cover, but they would soon need a more permanent base. Somewhere they could establish the ritual spaces Klingsor required. Somewhere they could begin building the army that would eventually challenge Morgana's empire. And somewhere they could safely manifest Ironside, the legendary Red Knight whose military genius would turn Turquine's growing power into an unstoppable force.

He was just getting started, but already the endgame was gaining focus in his mind.


CHAPTER 14


Gareth exhaled, fighting to release the nervous tension constantly building within him. Today, his life might change forever. Today, a new hope might rise in Avalon.

Three days had passed since Exalibur’s return from the Wastes. Three days of mourning, planning, and preparation. Three days of telling and retelling the story of what had happened at the shattered planet, each recounting more painful than the last. The news of Thomas's death—along with most of their crew—had spread throughout the resistance base with devastating speed. Some wept openly, while others retreated into a grim, determined silence.

Beneath the grief, Gareth had sensed something else—resilience. The resistance fighters mourned their fallen heroes, but they didn’t surrender to despair. Instead, they worked with renewed purpose, desperate to prove that the cause would continue even without the Daeardrayke to lead them.

Behind him, he heard the soft sounds of Anise moving about their quarters, preparing for the day ahead. Blissfully unaware of the weight that rested on his father's shoulders, their son made happy gurgling noises in the crib Gareth had taken out of general storage the day before and put together.

He watched his son. Little Gareth had grown so much in the time he'd been away. His eyes tracked movement now, and he reached out with chubby hands when he saw his father approach.

"Hello, little warrior," Gareth murmured, lifting the baby into his arms. The child immediately grabbed at his beard, a habit that never failed to make Gareth smile despite the circumstances. "He's gotten so much stronger," he remarked to Anise, who watched them from across the room where she was cleaning up after breakfast.

"He has," she confirmed, moving to join them. "He's rolling over on his own now. The medical staff say he's developing faster than normal."

"I saw that last night. He’s smart, too. Just like his mother," Gareth said, a ghost of a smile touching his lips.

Anise went to them, resting her head against his shoulder, her arms encircling both Gareth and their child. "Are you ready for this?" she asked softly.

The simple question carried so much weight. Was he ready to attempt to take Thomas's place? Ready to face the possibility of rejection? Ready to lead if accepted? "I have to be," he replied, the same answer he'd given three days ago.

Anise pulled back slightly, studying his face with the intensity that had first drawn him to her years ago. Her dark eyes missed nothing—not the tension in his jaw, not the slight tremor in his hands as he held their son.

"You're not just doing this for the resistance," she said. It wasn't a question.

Gareth sighed. "No," he admitted. "I'm doing it for Thomas, too. For all of them. They deserved better than to die in that place, alone and forgotten."

"They won't be forgotten," Anise said fiercely. "Not as long as we remember. Not as long as we continue their fight."

"And if Excalibur rejects me?" The question that had kept him awake for most of the last three nights escaped his lips one final time.

Anise didn't flinch from the possibility. "There's always another path, Gareth. It might not be the one we want, but it exists."

He leaned down to rest his forehead against hers, drawing strength from her unwavering support. Their son squirmed between them, demanding attention with insistent babbling and then reaching for his mother to take him.

Anise took the baby from his arms as a soft chime sounded at the door.. "That will be Merlin," she said. "Go. Do what you must. We'll be here when you return."

Gareth nodded, leaning down to kiss her before squaring his shoulders and moving to answer the door. It slid open to reveal Merlin's humanoid GOLEM, its blue eyes glowing with subdued intensity.

"It’s time, Gareth," Merlin said, his synthesized voice carrying a note of solemnity appropriate to the occasion.

"I know. I’m ready," Gareth replied. He turned back to Anise, who stood with their son on her hip, her free hand pressed against her heart in a gesture of solidarity.

"May the stars favor you, my husband," she said, the traditional Ursan blessing falling from her lips as naturally as breathing.

Gareth smiled at her and nodded, then stepped through the doorway to join Merlin. The door closed behind him with a soft hiss of finality. They walked through the corridors of Gryphon's Roost in silence, passing resistance members who offered respectful nods. Some murmured words of encouragement. News of what Gareth intended to attempt had spread throughout the base, and everyone understood the significance of this day.

"I hear the preparations for our next mission are complete," Merlin asked as they approached the main hub that connected the asteroid's various sections.

"As complete as they can be," Gareth confirmed. "Lestain has coordinated the integration of the captured vessels into our fleet. We've made significant progress transforming the Draconite ships."

“I heard some murmurings of problems,” Merlin prompted, his mechanical stride matching Gareth's pace perfectly.

"The primary challenges were the control systems," Gareth explained, grateful for the distraction of technical talk. "Draconite interfaces are designed for their physiology—three-fingered hands, different visual range, greater physical strength, not to mention their size. We've modified most of the key systems to accommodate Ursan and other humanoid users."

"And the weapons systems?"

"Fully operational and controllable on twelve of the nineteen vessels. The remaining should be ready within the week. We've also managed to translate about eighty percent of the tactical software into common Avalonian. It's not perfect, but it's usable."

"Most impressive," Merlin said. "I didn’t expect such rapid progress."

"The freed Ursan crews from the Draconite ships have been invaluable," Gareth explained.

They passed through an intersection, nearly colliding with a trio of resistance fighters. The two men and a woman froze and came to attention as they recognized Merlin and Gareth. The young woman, who couldn't have been more than eighteen, stepped forward hesitantly. "Sir Gareth," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Is it true? Are you going to be the new captain of Excalibur?"

The innocent question caught Gareth off guard. He saw the hope in her eyes, the desperate need to believe that Thomas' legacy would continue.

"I'm going to try," he answered honestly. "That's all I can promise. The decision will be up to Excalibur."

She nodded, apparently satisfied with his response. "Good luck, sir. We're all pulling for you."

"Thank you," Gareth said, surprised by how much the simple encouragement steadied him.

They continued through the checkpoint, Merlin waiting until they were out of earshot before speaking again.

"You handled that well," the GOLEM observed. "The resistance needs hope now more than ever."

"Hope is a dangerous commodity," Gareth replied, his voice lowering. "Too much leads to recklessness. Too little leads to surrender."

"A balanced perspective," Merlin acknowledged. "Thomas would approve."

The mention of Thomas sent a pang through Gareth's chest. "Would he?" he wondered aloud. "I've been asking myself that question since we left him behind."

"You did not abandon him," Merlin responded firmly. "You followed his explicit instructions. Thomas understood the risks when he entered that castle. He accepted the possibility that he might not return. That was his choice, Gareth. His sacrifice."

"A sacrifice that might have been for nothing," Gareth countered bitterly. "Turquine escaped with the artifacts. We don't even know what they do."

"We may yet discover their purpose," Merlin said. "And Thomas's sacrifice was far from meaningless. He showed Avalon that resistance is possible. That hope can survive even in the darkest of times. That legacy endures, regardless of what happened on that shattered world."

Gareth wanted to believe that. Needed to believe it. But the guilt that had taken root in his heart over the past three days wouldn't be so easily dislodged.

They reached the docking arm that connected Gryphon's Roost to Excalibur. The ship waited, silver and silent, its sleek form contrasting sharply with the rough-hewn rock of the asteroid.

"She looks different somehow," Gareth murmured, studying the vessel that had become the resistance's most powerful symbol. "Darker."

"She mourns," Merlin said simply. "As do we all."

They passed through the docking portal, stepping into Excalibur's familiar corridors. The ship was unnaturally quiet—no footsteps echoing from adjacent passageways, no voices calling out in greeting or farewell. Only the barely-audible hum of systems operating at minimal capacity.

"Tryvane and Brennan should already be on the flight deck," Merlin said as they approached the teleportal that would take them directly there. “They insisted on being present.”

Gareth nodded, unsurprised. The three of them had formed a bond during the desperate journey home from the Wastes—not the same bond as the deep neural connection that came with a full crew merge, but something meaningful nonetheless. They had shared Thomas's final mission, and had made the heart-wrenching decision to leave him behind. That shared experience had forged a connection that went beyond ordinary camaraderie.

Tryvane and Brennan turned as Gareth and Merlin walked onto the flight deck, their expressions a mixture of hope and anxiety.

“You’re here at last,” Tryvane said, stepping forward to grip Gareth's forearm in the traditional Sidhe greeting.

"Did you think I wouldn't show?” Gareth asked, surprised by the relief in Tryvane's voice.

"We weren't sure," Brennan admitted, moving to join them. “After everything that’s happened, we thought you might reconsider."

Gareth shook his head firmly. "I won't turn away from this, no matter how difficult it might be."

Brennan nodded, a flash of guilt crossing his features. The young pilot had been particularly affected by Thomas' loss, perhaps because he had betrayed the resistance before finding redemption in service to it, thanks to Thomas standing up for him.

"I should inform you," Merlin interjected, "that for this attempt, only the command pod should be occupied. The neural interface is calibrated differently for testing the commanding officer. If the ship accepts you, Gareth, we can then attempt a full merge with all three of you."

“Understood,” Gareth replied. He turned to face the command pod. It looked exactly as it had three days ago, the canopy raised in silent invitation, the neural gel within glowing with a subtle blue light. But it felt different. There was a weight to the moment, a sense of standing on the precipice of something profound and irreversible. Once he entered that pod, once he attempted to claim command of Excalibur, there would be no going back. Success or failure, his life would be forever changed by what happened in the next few minutes.

"Are you ready?" Merlin asked quietly, as if sensing his hesitation.

Was he? The question echoed through Gareth's mind. Was anyone ever truly ready for such a monumental moment? Thomas certainly hadn't been. From another galaxy, another culture entirely, he’d been thrust into command of a legendary vessel, forced to adapt to a neural interface technology he'd never encountered before, and expected to lead a resistance movement against overwhelming odds. Yet Thomas had risen to the challenge, had become the Daeardrayke not because he was naturally suited to the role, but because he refused to surrender to doubt or fear. He’d had the courage to try, even when success seemed impossible.

"I'm ready," Gareth said, the words steadier than he felt.

He approached the command pod, acutely aware of the others watching him. Tryvane and Brennan stood a respectful distance away, their faces tense with anticipation. Merlin remained closer, prepared to intervene if necessary.

Gareth paused at the edge of the pod, his gaze falling on the neural gel that would facilitate the merge. For a moment, doubt threatened to overwhelm him. Was he worthy to replace Thomas? Did he possess the qualities that had made the Earth-born warrior so effective as Excalibur's commander?

He knew the answer was no. No one could truly replace Thomas. Sir Dragon, the Daeardrayke had been unique—a perfect blend of courage, compassion, unwavering determination, humility, and imperfection. Gareth might emulate those qualities, might strive to embody the same principles, but he would never be Thomas Drake.

Yet, he had to try to fill his shoes. He had to step into the void left by Thomas' death, hoping to ensure that Excalibur remained a beacon of hope for the resistance.

With that thought driving him forward, Gareth stepped into the command pod. The neural gel embraced him immediately, cool and viscous against his skin as he settled into position. The canopy began to lower automatically, sealing him inside with a soft hiss.

He closed his eyes, preparing himself for the merge. From his experiences in the regular pods, he knew what to expect as the initial disorientation as his consciousness expanded beyond the confines of his physical form. Next was the bewildering flood of sensory data as Excalibur's systems became extensions of his own awareness.

The neural gel shifted around him, seeming to respond to his presence. He felt the first tentative connection forming, a subtle brushing of awareness against the edges of his mind.

For a moment, elation surged through him. It was working! The ship was accepting him!

Then everything changed.

What had been a gentle exploration became an aggressive probe, the ship's awareness pushing against his mental barriers with unexpected force. Gareth gasped as pain lanced through his head, a pressure building behind his eyes that threatened to burst his skull from within.

He tried to focus, to maintain the connection despite the discomfort. This was normal, he told himself. The command pod was different from the regular neural interface. Thomas had described the intensity of his first merge, the overwhelming nature of connecting directly to Excalibur's core systems.

But the pain continued to increase, moving beyond discomfort into genuine agony. His muscles spasmed involuntarily, his back arching as the neural gel reacted to his distress. Through the haze of pain, he realized what was happening.

The ship was rejecting him.

Not with the passive indifference of an inanimate object, but with the deliberate force of an entity defending itself against an intruder. Excalibur wasn't merely failing to connect with him—it was actively pushing him out.

He wanted to scream, but his muscles had locked, his jaw clenched so tightly he feared his teeth might shatter. The pressure in his head built to an unbearable crescendo, darkness creeping in from the edges of his vision as consciousness began to slip away.

Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the pressure vanished. The canopy was rising, cool air rushing in to replace the suffocating confinement of the pod. Gareth felt hands on his shoulders, pulling him upright and out of the neural gel.

"Gareth! Can you hear me?"

Merlin's voice sounded distorted, as if reaching him through water. Gareth tried to respond, but his tongue felt swollen in his mouth, useless for forming words.

His vision cleared gradually, the flight deck coming back into focus around him. He sat on the floor, his back to the command pod, Merlin's GOLEM crouched beside him. Tryvane and Brennan hovered just steps away, their faces tight with concern.

"What...happened?" Gareth managed, each word a struggle to articulate.

"The ship rejected you," Merlin said, his synthesized voice softened with something that might have been sympathy. "I was monitoring your vital signs and neural patterns. When they began to destabilize, I intervened."

"Rejected," Gareth echoed, the word landing like a physical blow. He slumped forward, his hands cradling his head. Despite having prepared himself for this possibility, the reality was devastating. He had failed. Failed Thomas, failed the resistance, failed himself.

"I'm sorry," Merlin continued. "I had hoped⁠—"

"That I might be worthy," Gareth finished for him, a bitter laugh escaping his lips. "That I might somehow be enough to replace him."

"Gareth…" Tryvane began, stepping forward.

But Gareth wasn't listening anymore. The dam inside him had broken, releasing all the grief and guilt and rage he had suppressed since leaving Thomas behind. His shoulders shook with silent sobs, tears tracking down his face as he mourned—not just for Thomas and the others, but for the hope that had died with them.

"I'm sorry," he whispered, though whether to Thomas' memory or to the others present, he couldn't have said. "I'm so sorry."


CHAPTER 15


Merlin's GOLEM hand rested on Gareth’s shoulder, the gesture surprisingly gentle for a being made of metal and circuitry.

"Few are capable, Gareth," the GOLEM said quietly. "Do not measure your worth by this test alone. The neural interface with the command pod requires a very specific compatibility—one that Thomas possessed. Whether by chance or fate, I know not.”

Gareth scrubbed at his face, embarrassed by his loss of control. He was a resistance commander, the grandson of an Avalonian Knight. He should be stronger than this.

"I suggest we allow Tryvane to attempt the merge as well," Merlin added.

Gareth nodded, struggling to his feet with Merlin's assistance. His head still pounded from the neural backlash, but the pain was already beginning to recede.

"Are you alright?" Brennan asked, genuine concern on his young face as he moved close, his hand cupping Gareth’s elbow.

"I will be," Gareth assured him, though the words rang hollow even to his own ears. He turned to Tryvane. "Are you willing to try?"

The Sidhe commander nodded without hesitation. "Of course. Though after seeing your experience, I admit my expectations are tempered."

“If you aren’t chosen, maybe I will be,” Brennan offered. “We still have two more chances.”

“No,” Merlin countered. His GOLEM’s glowing eyes fixed on Brennan. "You aren’t compatible with the command pod."

The young pilot blinked in surprise. "Me? But why? I've proven myself loyal to the resistance. I've fought alongside⁠—"

"It is not about your current loyalty," Merlin explained, his tone gentle but firm. "You betrayed the resistance, Brennan. You may be remorseful now, you may serve with complete dedication, but the capacity for betrayal remains within you."

“I…I don’t understand. Thomas murdered someone.”

“He did,” Merlin agreed. “But not for wealth or property or standing. He did it out of misguided loneliness and despair. Can you say the same?”

Brennan's face flushed with shame, then paled with understanding. “No, I can’t,” he admitted quietly. "You're right. Of course, you're right."

“You may not be fit to command Excalibur,” Merlin continued, perhaps sensing the young man's distress. “But you still hold an incredibly valuable seat as part of the flight crew.”

Brennan nodded, accepting the explanation with grace.

"Tryvane, on the other hand," Merlin said, turning to the Sidhe commander, “has no obvious barriers to compatibility. Whether that will be sufficient...we can only discover through an attempt."

Tryvane stepped forward, his expression resolute. "I'm ready," he said simply.

Gareth moved aside, creating space for Tryvane to approach the command pod, the neural gel already reset to its default state. It showed no sign of the violent rejection it had inflicted upon Gareth minutes ago.

"The process is the same as with the regular neural interface," Merlin instructed as Tryvane positioned himself at the edge of the pod. "Allow your consciousness to expand gradually. Do not force the connection."

Tryvane nodded, then stepped into the pod with the fluid grace that characterized all his movements. The neural gel embraced him as the canopy began to lower, sealing him inside just as it had done with Gareth.

For several long moments, nothing happened. Tryvane remained still within the pod, his features relaxed in concentration. Gareth found himself holding his breath, hope warring with doubt as he watched.

Then Tryvane's expression changed. His brow furrowed, lips parting in what might have been surprise or pain. His hands, previously relaxed at his sides, suddenly clenched into tight fists.

"It's happening again," Brennan murmured, stepping closer to the pod.

Gareth nodded grimly. "Merlin⁠—"

"I'm monitoring," the GOLEM confirmed, already moving to the pod's control panel. "His neural patterns are destabilizing, but not as severely as yours did. This rejection is...different."

Different how, Gareth wanted to ask, but there was no time. Tryvane's body had gone rigid within the pod, his face contorted in an expression that wasn't quite pain but something more complex—shock, perhaps, or profound disorientation.

Merlin activated the emergency release, the canopy rising immediately. He reached into the pod, grasping Tryvane's shoulders to pull him upright and clear of the neural gel.

Unlike Gareth, Tryvane remained on his feet, though his eyes had a distant, unfocused quality as Merlin helped him from the pod.

"What was it like for you?” Gareth asked.

Tryvane blinked several times, as if returning from somewhere very far away. "I...I'm not sure," he said, his voice uncharacteristically uncertain. "There was a presence. Not hostile, exactly, but...unyielding. It examined me, judged me, and found me...insufficient."

"The ship rejected you, too," Brennan said, stating the obvious with a bluntness that made Gareth wince.

"Yes," Tryvane confirmed. "But it wasn't violent. More like...a door closing. A possibility denied." He looked up at Merlin, confusion evident in his features. "Is that normal?"

"Each rejection manifests differently," Merlin explained. "The command neural interface responds uniquely to each candidate based on their specific mental patterns and characteristics."

"So I was violently rejected," Gareth said, a hint of bitterness creeping into his voice, "while Tryvane was merely dismissed."

"In essence, yes," Merlin confirmed. "Though the end result is the same. Neither of you is worthy to command Excalibur.”

The finality of that statement settled over them like a physical weight. They had exhausted their options. No one present could replace Thomas as Excalibur's commander.

"What do we do now?" Brennan asked, voicing the question they all shared. "Without someone who can fully merge with Excalibur, we lose our greatest advantage against the Draconite."

Merlin's mechanical shoulders slumped slightly, a remarkably human gesture of defeat. "I do not know," he admitted. "So much of our hope rested with the Daeardrayke—with Thomas.”

The admission was startling. Merlin—the digital consciousness who had served alongside Arthur himself, who had guided Thomas from his first moments as Excalibur's commander—was at a loss. The realization sent a chill through Gareth's heart. If even Merlin couldn't see a path forward, what hope did they have?

"Perhaps there's someone else we could try," Tryvane suggested, his voice stronger now as he recovered from the neural rejection. "Lestain, maybe, or one of the other resistance commanders. Surely someone must be compatible."

"We can try," Merlin agreed, though his tone lacked conviction. "But you must understand—the command interface requires a specific and rare combination of traits. Thomas possessed these through sheer chance. Finding another individual with the same compatibility…if the two of you aren’t worthy, I don’t see how anyone on this base might be.”

"But it’s not impossible," Gareth insisted, refusing to surrender to despair. "We have to try. We can't simply give up."

"And if we don't find anyone?" Brennan asked quietly. "What then?"

The question hung in the air, unanswered. Gareth had no response to offer—no strategic alternative, no brilliant insight that might salvage their situation. For the first time since they had returned from the Wastes, he found himself truly confronting the possibility that Thomas' death might have doomed the resistance entirely.

Without Excalibur, their newly captured fleet would be at a significant disadvantage against Morgana's forces. They might win individual battles through superior tactics or sheer determination, but the war? That seemed increasingly out of reach.

"We should inform Lestain," Gareth said finally, falling back on practical considerations in the absence of any better solution. "He needs to know that we'll have to adjust our strategy."

Tryvane nodded, a slight wobble in his first steps all that spoke of his recent ordeal. "I agree. And we should begin identifying potential candidates for further testing."

“Gareth, you assisted Thomas and Amren in selecting candidates for the pods,” Merlin said. “None of them worked out.”

“Damn it, Merlin!” Gareth shouted, losing his composure. “Don’t you think we know that? What harm can it do to put more people in the pod, to give them the chance to be the next Thomas?”

“You were knocked off your feet, and you’re already attuned to the interface,” Merlin answered, remaining calm. “What do you think might happen to someone else?”

Gareth’s heat faded instantly, that someone might die in the command pod a sobering thought. “We should have stayed,” he said. “We should have gone into the castle to find Thomas. We made a mistake, and it’s going to cost us everything.”

“No,” Tryvane countered. “We can’t just give up. You can’t just give up. Excalibur may be a symbol of hope, but it’s still only one ship. We can do this. We have to do this. I won’t have Llaryn or Tristan die for nothing. I won’t have Thomas and the others die for nothing.”

Gareth closed his eyes, taking a moment to center himself. The aftereffects of his failure had left him raw and outwardly emotional.

"Let's go," he said. "Lestain is waiting for our report."


CHAPTER 16


Thomas stared at the small viewscreen hanging from the bulkhead in Vanguard's officer berthing. There wasn’t much to look at, just the usual cone of light up front and the darkness of burst space all around the ship, but the display served its purpose of helping the crew avoid claustrophobia.

Twenty-four hours had passed since they'd escaped the shattered Camelot construct. Twenty-four hours since he'd been infused with the essence of Arthur’s magical replica through the mysterious Grail. Twenty-four hours to mourn the loss of Sir Orvix and Cartigan and come to grips with the fallout of their failure against Turquine.

His muscles still ached a little, the only lingering effect of the damage he had taken at the massive Flayer’s hands. The medical personnel aboard Vanguard had been astonished when they'd examined him. Despite having faced Turquine's devastating assault, his body was totally healed. He'd tried to explain about Arthur's Grail, but their skeptical looks told him they attributed his recovery more to Lancelot's soul stone than to any mystical transformation.

That skepticism was almost enough for him to wonder if his mind had conjured the whole experience to deal with the trauma and blood loss. Yet, whenever he closed his eyes, he could still feel something different—a warm current of energy that hadn't been there before, flowing alongside his own life force like a companion stream merging with a river—within him.

"You keep staring at that screen like you're expecting to see something other than burst-space," a gruff voice said from behind him. “A girl you’re sweet on, maybe?”

Thomas turned to see a broad-shouldered man with short-cropped dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard. “I don’t have a girlfriend. Haven’t had the time or opportunity,” he replied, smiling slightly at the mercenary.

Percival wasn’t the first to welcome him and his crew aboard Vanguard, but he had been the first to treat him like a regular person, instead of something special. Because of that, in part at least, they had become fast friends. After all, Thomas didn’t really want admiration and accolades. He wanted to win.

"Just thinking," he added.

"Thinking is a dangerous pastime," Percival said with a grin, dropping onto the bench beside him. "Especially after what you've been through. The docs say your crew's doing better than expected. Most of them are already up and moving around."

"They're resilient."

"They'd have to be, to survive what you all went through." Percival stretched his legs out, boots scraping against the metal deck. "Most of the unit’s talking about you, you know. Not every day we pick up the Daeardrayke and his crew from a broken planet in the middle of the Wastes."

"Just call me Thomas."

"That's what I told them you'd say." Percival laughed. "That's how real heroes should be—uncomfortable with their own importance."

"I'm not a hero.”

"Tell that to the rest of the Swords.”

Thomas shook his head but didn't argue further. The berthing section was beginning to fill as the Vigilant Swords changed shifts. Several crewmen nodded respectfully as they passed, while others did their best to act like they didn’t notice him at all. It was better than the open staring he'd endured when he first came onboard.

"How's your big friend?" Percival asked. "The one who took the worst of it after you."

"Burl? He's stable, but still in critical care. Doctor Medhris says he'll live, but complete recovery is another matter.”

"Tough break," Percival said. "But he's lucky. Wounds like that…I’ve seen them kill a man more than once. From what the twins tell me, none of you should have survived.”

"We almost didn't," Thomas admitted. The memories flashed before his mind’s eye—Turquine's massive form looming above him, his claws dripping with Lancelot's blood as he tore the soul stone from Arthur's shield. The helplessness he'd felt as darkness closed in.

"Yet here you are," Percival said. "And that counts for something."

Thomas nodded absently, then changed the subject. "How long have you been with the Vigilant Swords?"

"Going on eight years now," Percival replied. "Signed on when my boy was just a baby. Best decision I ever made, even if it means I don't see him and my wife as often as I'd like."

"Your son's name is Percival too, right? I think you mentioned him yesterday.”

Percival's face lit up with a father's pride. "Yeah, it's a family tradition. My grandfather fought for Arthur at Camlan. He always had so much respect for the king and his knights. So he named my father after the legendary Sir Percival, and the name's been passed down ever since. I imagine my boy will name his first son Percival as well.”

"That's quite a legacy."

"It is," Percival agreed. "Though sometimes I wonder if I'm living up to it, fighting as a mercenary instead of a proper knight."

The berthing area had filled considerably now. Several other Vigilant Swords settled nearby, some preparing to sleep after their shifts, others just beginning their day. Despite the cramped quarters, there was an easy camaraderie among them that reminded Thomas of the street gangs he'd known in his youth. Not the violence or criminality, but the sense of found family, of people who relied on each other when no one else would.

"How'd you end up joining a mercenary outfit anyway?" Thomas asked. “It seems like with your family history, you might have gone directly into the resistance.”

Several of the nearby mercenaries snorted or chuckled at this. One woman, in the middle of taking down her bunk, looked up with amusement. "You clearly don't understand how things work in Avalon," she said.

“Meska's right," Percival said. "It's not as simple as joining a resistance somewhere. For starters, in most places there’s no resistance to join. The Draconite maintain control over all of the planets, and they have plenty of beings willing to out anyone who tries to organize or join a group.”

Thomas’ thought turned to Brennan, who betrayed Gareth’s resistance for his own gain, at least at first. “Some people are desperate,” he said. “They’ll do anything to get out of the place and circumstances they’re in. I know what that’s like.”

“I’m not saying I don’t understand it. I’m just giving you the lay of the land, so to speak. In any case, the Draconite originally hail from one planet, and there are hundreds in Avalon they need to watch. There just aren’t enough of them to be everywhere at once."

"So they recruit locals?” Thomas guessed.

"Exactly," Percival confirmed. “They keep a small garrison. Maybe ten to a hundred of them running the show. But the muscle is sourced locally. Ursan, Sidhe, Fae—anyone willing to enforce their rules in exchange for better treatment. When I was old enough, I joined the Ursan Guard on Lewallyn, where I was born.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow. "You worked for the Draconite?"

"Lots of us did," called another mercenary, a burly man with a scar running through his left eyebrow. "Not much choice when you're born into nothing.”

"I joined because I didn't have many options," Percival explained, his expression somber. "My father died when I was fifteen—industrial accident at the processing plant. My mother couldn't support us on her own. The Guard offered three meals a day, a meager but better than zero wage, a place to sleep, and combat training. I saw it as an opportunity to learn how to fight."

"That's where a lot of mercs come from," Meska added, undressing to her underwear as she prepared to sleep. "The various guard units. We get the training, serve our six years, and then get the hell out.”

“We don’t all serve our six years,” Percival replied.

Meska laughed. “That’s right. I forgot you’re still wanted for desertion.”

"What happened?” Thomas asked Percival.

Percival's eyes darkened. “I already knew how the Draconite treat anyone who isn't Draconite. But seeing it firsthand, almost every day…the casual cruelty, the indifference to suffering, the assumption of superiority. I watched a Draconite officer beat an elderly Ursan woman to death for not moving out of his way fast enough. When I objected, my commanding officer told me to remember my place. And that’s just one example.”

He fell silent for a moment, lost in the memory. “So one night, I decided I’d had enough. I packed my gear and deserted. Found my way to the Vigilant Swords through a buddy who'd left the year before. Never looked back."

"Most mercenary outfits don't care who pays them," said the scarred man, who had moved closer during Percival's story. "Draconite gold spends the same as anyone else's."

"Aldrich cares,” Percival said firmly. "He's turned down lucrative contracts because they involved hurting our own. We mostly work running salvage operations or doing guard work that doesn't involve oppressing the population. We aren’t the richest unit in the galaxy, but at least we all have a clean conscience.”

"The other merc crews give us plenty of crap for it,” Meska said with a harsh laugh from under the cover of her bunk. “They think we’re weak.”

"Yeah, but Aldrich doesn't care," Percival continued. "His conviction is unshakeable. Says his conscience is worth more than any payday."

Thomas nodded thoughtfully. “You’re so weak, you’re the only mercenaries we came across so deep in the Wastes.”

“Yup,” the scarred man confirmed. “We’re just raw meat for the Draconite to devour.” He laughed heartily. “Anyone who thinks morality equates to weakness is stupid. Name's Torval, by the way." He extended a hand, which Thomas shook firmly.

"Aldrich figured whatever Morgana wanted so badly, we should try to find it first," Meska said. "Either to keep it from her or use it against her. Either way, a win-win."

Thomas was about to ask more when the ship's intercom crackled to life. "Attention all hands," announced a crisp male voice. "Burst exit in thirty minutes. All personnel to duty stations. Repeat, burst exit in thirty minutes."

The berthing area immediately filled with fresh activity. "That's my cue," Torval said. "I'm on tactical this rotation." He gave Thomas a quick nod before heading toward the exit.

Thomas and Percival were alone in their corner of the berthing section in no time. Several other mercenaries had also departed, while those coming off shift had settled into their bunks.

"I should go check on Burl," Thomas said, pushing himself to his feet. “See you around.”

“Yeah,” Percival replied. “I should get some shut-eye before my shift. Try not to cause any trouble, my friend.”

“I’ll do my best,” Thomas replied with a grin.


CHAPTER 17


Thomas made his way through Vanguard's corridors, navigating around the crew rushing to their stations. There was something about the Vigilant Swords that resonated with him. The mercenaries—in no small part because of their grizzled captain—were rough around the edges, practical, and unpretentious, but beneath their gruff exteriors, he sensed a genuine and unwavering commitment to doing what they believed was right, regardless of cost or consequence. He smiled as he made the connection between Aldrich and Vin, the mercenaries and himself.

The medical bay doors slid open with a soft hiss. Inside, the space was divided into several treatment areas separated by privacy screens. He made his way to the critical care section at the back, where Burl lay on a treatment bed surrounded by monitoring equipment. His chest rose and fell with steady rhythm, but his normally vibrant complexion still had a grayish cast that spoke of his body's ongoing struggle to heal.

"You're back," said a quiet voice.

Thomas turned as Doctor Wylden, Vanguard's chief medical officer, emerged from behind an adjacent screen. She was a petite Ursan woman with short blonde hair and alert blue eyes that missed nothing.

"Just checking in,” Thomas replied. “How is he?”

Medhris nodded, moving to check the readings on Burl's monitors. "Honestly, better than I expected. His vitals have improved consistently over the past six hours."

"That's good news."

"It is," she agreed. “The fact that he survived at all is remarkable."

Thomas moved closer to the bed, studying his friend's face. Despite the medical stasis, Burl's features retained a hint of their usual stubborn determination. "He's tough," Thomas said.

"He'll need to be," Medhris replied frankly. "Even with our treatment, complete recovery is uncertain. The severe damage to his lung tissue, in particular, may result in permanent reduction of capacity."

Thomas frowned. "What does that mean for his future?"

“It’s hard to say with certainty. Decreased stamina, at a minimum.” She made a note on her datapad. "With proper rehabilitation, he could regain perhaps eighty percent of his former capability. If he were a member of the Vigilant Swords, I’d recommend to Captain Aldrich that he give him his early retirement stipend and drop him at the next port.”

“That sounds harsh,” Thomas said.

“Is it? We aren’t a charity, Sir Dragon. This is still a business.”

“I guess you’re right,” Thomas replied. “The good news for me and him is that we just need to get back to Excalibur. We have a regeneration pod on board that can heal him up, good as new.”

Wylden’s eyebrows went up. “Is that right? How does it work?”

“Nanites,” Thomas answered. “Programmed to repair organic damage and deficiency all the way down to the DNA.”

“That’s…I’ve never heard of anything like that, and I’ve served on Vanguard for almost twenty years.”

“Nowadays, the Draconite keep the nanites to themselves,” Thomas answered, “but Excalibur had them well before they did.”

“Of course.” She tapped her lip with a finger, considering. “I’m not sure I’d want nanites doing anything to my body. It still feels…I don’t know…too Draconite to me.”

Thomas shrugged. “Just because the enemy uses it, that doesn’t automatically make it bad. The pod saved Tivan’s life already.”

“Yes, of course,” Medhris hesitantly agreed.

As if hearing their conversation, Burl stirred slightly, his eyelids fluttering. Medhris immediately checked the display again.

"He's cycling up toward consciousness," she explained. "I've been keeping him in a light sedation to manage the pain while allowing periods of awareness to prevent cognitive complications from prolonged sedation."

She made a small adjustment to one of the IV feeds. "I'll give you a few minutes with him. He should be lucid enough to understand you, though don't expect much in the way of a response."

She stepped away, moving to check on another patient behind a different screen. Thomas moved closer to Burl's bedside, putting a light hand on his shoulder.

"Hey, big guy," Thomas said softly.

Burl's eyes opened slowly, unfocused at first, then gradually sharpening as they fixed on Thomas's face. A hint of recognition flickered across his features.

"Thomas?" His voice was barely audible, raspy from disuse and the tubes that had been down his throat during surgery.

"Yeah, it's me. I don’t know if you remember. You're on Vanguard—Captain Aldrich's ship. We made it out."

Burl's brow furrowed with the effort of processing this information. "Others?"

"Lancelot, the twins, Kaelithan, Taliesin—they're all recovering. You took the worst of it…” He hesitated. In truth, Thomas himself had taken the worst of it, but Lancelot had used most of his soul stone’s power to save himself and then Thomas. Arthur’s essence had finished the job. “The good news is you're going to pull through, too."

Relief softened Burl's expression. "Good." He drew a shallow breath, wincing slightly at the pain it caused. "Turquine?"

"Got away with two of the crystals," Thomas reminded him. "But we're alive, which is more than he intended."

Burl managed a weak smile that quickly transformed into a grimace of pain. "Feels like...someone dropped a mountain on me."

"Not far off. One of the Flayers ran you through.”

"Remember now.” Burl's eyes drifted closed momentarily before he forced them open again. “Doc said…can't fight anymore. Lung damaged."

Thomas gently squeezed Burl’s shoulder. "Don't worry about that now. We're going to get you to the regeneration pod as soon as we get back to Excalibur. It'll heal you properly."

"Excalibur?" Confusion clouded Burl's face.

"Gareth would have taken her back to Gryphon's Roost after we didn't return," Thomas explained. "That's where we're heading once we clear the Wastes. Three more days, maybe four. You just need to hang in there and keep getting better.”

Burl studied Thomas's face with unexpected intensity for someone in his condition. "You're different," he said finally. "Something’s…changed."

"I'll explain when you're stronger," he promised. "But yes, something did change. Something that might help us against Turquine when the time comes."

Burl appeared satisfied with this answer. His eyelids were growing heavy again as the medication pulled him back toward sleep.

"Rest now," Thomas said, squeezing his friend's arm. "Save your strength for recovery."

"Tell the twins..." Burl mumbled, fighting to stay conscious for one more moment. "Tell them I expect a rematch...when I'm better."

Thomas smiled, though he wasn’t sure what the statement meant. "I'll tell them. Though I think they'd rather face Turquine again than go another round against you."

A soft chuckle escaped Burl's lips before his eyes closed completely, his breathing settling into the steady rhythm of medicated sleep. Thomas remained at his side for a moment longer, watching the rise and fall of his chest.

"He's stronger than most," Wylden, returning to check on her patient. "His will to recover is extraordinary."

"That's Burl for you," Thomas agreed. "Too stubborn to die and too proud to give up.” He lifted his hand from Burl’s shoulder. “I should head to the bridge. Thank you, Doctor. For everything."

“I’m just doing my job,” she replied. “I certainly don’t want to be responsible for killing one of Excalibur’s knights.” She smiled warmly. “But you’re welcome.”

Thomas left medical and made his way toward the bridge, navigating through the organized chaos of the shift change. The ship's intercom announced "fifteen minutes to burst exit" as he reached the main corridor leading to the bridge.

When the blast doors opened, Thomas found Captain Aldrich standing at the central tactical display, reviewing sensor data with his executive officer. The captain looked up as Thomas entered, a flicker of surprise crossing his grizzled features. “Sir Dragon,” he greeted before gesturing him over. "How's your man doing?"

"He’s stable," Thomas replied. "But he'll need Excalibur's regeneration pod for a complete recovery."

Aldrich nodded thoughtfully. "We'll get him there. Once we're clear of the Wastes, we can establish contact with your resistance base and coordinate a rendezvous."

Thomas moved closer to the tactical display, studying the projected exit coordinates. "How much longer until we reach the edge of the Wastes?"

"That's what I wanted to discuss with you," Aldrich said, gesturing to the navigational data. "According to our calculations and assuming we don't encounter any more anomalies or hostile entities, we need approximately three more days to reach the outer boundary.”

"At least the Hunt seems to be leaving us alone," Thomas observed.

"For now," Aldrich agreed. "But the Wastes are unpredictable, and there's always the possibility of running into Draconite patrols searching for the artifact." He motioned to the executive officer. “Lieutenant Oshan, have you met the Daeardrayke?”

The executive officer looked up from the display. “Not yet. It’s an honor to meet you, Daeardrayke.” He extended a hand, which Thomas accepted.

“Please, just Thomas. Sir Dragon if you must.”

Oshan grinned. “Sir Dragon. It has a nice ring to it.” He tapped a section of the display. "We’re following the same route out as we did coming in, but our passage through these sectors is several weeks old. We can’t guarantee they’ll remain clear.”

"And if we do encounter Draconite vessels?" Thomas asked Aldrich.

The captain's expression hardened slightly. "Vanguard is well-armed, but we're also pretty beat up. Our priority would be evasion rather than confrontation."

”The shields are operating at approximately seventy percent capacity,” Oshan added, “and two of our secondary weapon arrays are offline for repairs."

Thomas frowned. "I didn't realize it was that bad.”

“It’s not that bad,” Aldrich corrected. "Just not ideal for picking fights with Draconite military vessels. We can hold our own if necessary, but I'd prefer to avoid testing that theory."

Torval called out from the tactical station. "Ten minutes to burst exit, Captain. All duty stations report ready."

"Acknowledged," Aldrich replied before moving to the captain's chair at the center of the bridge. Thomas took a position near Torval, where he could observe without interfering with the crew's operations.

The minutes ticked down as Vanguard prepared to return to normal space. While the bridge crew performed final system checks, weapons were brought to standby status and shields were reinforced. Despite the tension, there was a smooth efficiency to their movements that spoke of long experience working together.

"Two minutes to burst exit," announced the navigation officer.

"Sensors primed for immediate sweep upon exit," Torval reported. "Weapons at standby. Shields online.”

"Communications?"

"All channels clear, Captain," reported a young woman at the comms station. "Ready to monitor for any transmissions."

"Very good." Aldrich settled back in his chair, his posture relaxed but alert. "All hands, prepare for burst exit in sixty seconds."

Thomas felt a subtle change in the ship's vibration as the burst engines slowly shifted toward reverse, preparing to bring the ship to a relatively quick deceleration. The end of every burst was a tense affair, with no way of knowing what they might encounter in normal space until they had encountered it.

"Exit in five... four... three... two... one..."

Reality snapped back into focus with jarring suddenness. Space expanded on the main viewscreen, revealing the star-speckled and stellar gas filled void of the Wastes. For a moment, there was a collective sigh of relief as the crew verified their position.

"Contact!" Torval suddenly shouted. "Draconite vessel off the starboard bow, range two hundred twenty thousand kilometers and closing fast!"


CHAPTER 18


Thomas leaned in closer to view the tactical display as a Draconite corvette appeared on the screen. It bore down on them, its distinctive silhouette unmistakable even at such a long distance.

"Their weapons systems are powering up, Captain,” Torval reported.

"Shields to maximum," Aldrich ordered. "Bring weapons online."

The bridge crew moved with practiced efficiency, each station focusing on their assigned tasks without panic or hesitation. Thomas was impressed by their discipline, especially given the unexpected encounter.

"They're hailing us, Captain," the communications officer announced.

"Put them through,” Aldrich replied without hesitation.

The main viewscreen shifted, the star field replaced by the intimidating visage of a Draconite commander. His scales were a deep copper hue, weathered by age and adorned with the ritual scarification that marked his rank.

"Mercenary vessel," he began without preamble. "I am Commander Varkash of the warship Rampage. You will transmit your search and burst data immediately."

“And what makes you think we have any search data to share?" Aldrich replied, his disdain for the Draconite evident in his tone.

Varkash’s vertical pupils contracted in irritation. “Do not play games, mercenary. We know you've been exploring the Wastes. Queen Morgana has commissioned every available vessel to search for the artifact. Your data will allow us to eliminate sectors from our search pattern. You will transmit it now.”

Thomas exchanged a quick glance with Aldrich. Of course, Varkash had no way to know they had already found what Morgana sought and that Turquine had already claimed the crystal replicas. This commander was still hunting blindly, unaware that his mission had already failed.

Aldrich crossed his arms, his stance deliberately casual despite the threat facing them. "I'd rather die," he stated flatly.

The commander's response was immediate and chilling. "That is the other option.”

Thomas studied the tactical display. The vessel had closed half the distance already, entering firing range.

"They have weapons lock," Torval announced, his voice tight but controlled.

Aldrich laughed, a sound so unexpected in the tense atmosphere that several crew members turned to stare at him.

"Something funny, mercenary?" Varkash growled.

“I’m always so amazed by how stupid you Draconite are,” Aldrich replied. “I mean, you say you’re so superior, but you don’t seem to understand that if you destroy us, we’ll be dead, but you still won’t have the data you want.” He paused, eyes narrowing, voice turning so cold it sent a chill through Thomas. “That’s assuming you can take us in a fight. Which I doubt.”

The commander's scales darkened with anger, and then the comms disconnected.

“Captain, are you sure mocking him was a good idea?” Thomas asked.

“I’ve dealt with these bastards for more years than you’ve been alive, Sir Dragon,” he replied. “He isn’t here because he chooses to be. He has an area to search. He wants to finish his assignment and get the hells out of the Wastes."

"They're firing!" Torval shouted.

“On screen,” Aldrich said, remaining composed under fire. The view on the main screen shifted, focusing on the Draconite corvette and the energy beams lancing out at Vanguard, absorbed by the shields.

“Their aim isn’t very good,” Thomas said, noting the dispersion of the beams across Vanguard’s hull.

“They’re not trying to damage us,” Aldrich replied. “It’s cover fire for the breaching ships they’re about to launch. Varkash wants the data intact like I guessed, which means they need to board." He activated the ship-wide communication system. “Red alert. Red alert. All hands, prepare for hostile boarding action! This is not a drill. Security teams to designated defensive positions. Lock down all essential systems and compartments and prepare to kill some Draconite.”

The bridge erupted into controlled chaos as crew members secured their stations and prepared for the imminent invasion. Thomas could imagine the same scene occurring across the ship.

"Where do you want me, Captain?" he asked.

"The Draconite boarding vessels will create a seal and blow through the hull. Their typical approach is to breach at multiple points simultaneously to divide defenders." He checked the tactical display again. "Position yourself amidships, port side with your crew. Even if none of the breaching vessels hit us there, it’ll put you in a good position to provide reinforcements to other sections.”

Thomas nodded. “Can you have my crew meet me there?”

"Consider it done," Aldrich agreed, turning to his communications officer. "Alert Sir Dragon's crew to meet him at the port side amidships, Deck six, Section Fourteen—armed and ready."

“Aye, Captain," she acknowledged, immediately relaying the order.

Thomas exited the bridge at a run. He needed to get to the crew berthing to retrieve his sword before moving into position, and he knew he didn’t have a lot of time. Dodging the hive of disciplined crew members rushing in both directions to their defensive positions, Thomas rounded a corner at a dead run and slammed straight into Lancelot.

"Thomas!" The ancient knight, his repaired chainmail gleaming red under the emergency lighting, grabbed for him and missed. Thomas stumbled backward and landed on his butt.

Lancelot chuckled, “You’re going the wrong way,” he said, offering Thomas a hand up. “Aldrich asked us to converge amidships.”

Thomas’ eyes drifted upward over the sword at the knight’s hip, his soul stone once again mounted to the pommel before reaching his craggy face. "I know. I need to get my sword,” Thomas grasped his gauntleted hand, allowing the big man to pull him back up. “Can you take command until I get there?"

“Of course,” Lancelot said. "The twins and Kaelithan are already moving in that direction. Be quick. Those boarding craft will breach within minutes."

"I'll be right behind you," Thomas promised.

They parted ways, Lancelot continuing toward their designated position while Thomas sprinted the remaining distance to berthing. He found the area already empty of off-duty crew having already responded to the alarm. His belongings were stowed in a small locker beside his temporary bunk. He wrenched it open and retrieved his fayrilite blade, feeling an immediate sense of reassurance as his fingers closed around the familiar hilt.

His armor so damaged it had been beyond repair, he looked down at the simple crewman coveralls the Swords had provided him, feeling woefully exposed, but as he secured the blade to his hip, a warm current of energy flowed through him. Arthur's essence responding to his preparation for battle spread through his limbs, heightening his senses and infusing his muscles with added vigor. The sensation wasn't overwhelming. It was more like having a trusted ally standing beside him, lending strength and support without taking control.

“You don’t need armor if you avoid the sword,” Thomas told himself as he hurried back into the corridor, moving with purposeful strides toward Section Fourteen. He could already feel subtle vibrations through the deck plating, the boarding vessels making contact with Vanguard's hull. Time was running out.

He reached the designated section to find his crew and a squad of Vigilant Swords already in position. Lancelot stood at the forefront, directing the defensive preparations with the authority of a man who had commanded warriors for many years.

"The twins are keeping watch a little further back,” Lancelot reported as Thomas joined him.

"Good thinking," Thomas agreed. He found Kaelithan standing slightly apart from the others, staff raised as he gathered magical energy.

"His powers are still diminished from our battle at Camelot,” Lancelot said, “but he's determined to contribute."

"And Taliesin?"

“I have word he diverted to sickbay. His leg isn't fully healed, but he insisted on helping protect Burl in case the Draconite make it that far."

Thomas nodded, scanning their defensive position. The Vigilant Swords had arranged themselves with experienced efficiency, creating overlapping fields of fire covering all potential breach points in the section. Some carried energy weapons, while others had readied traditional blades similar to his own. All wore determined expressions beneath their fear. These were professionals who understood the risks they faced, and had seen combat plenty of times before.

"We'll need to react quickly when they breach," Lancelot advised. "The first moments after they enter will be crucial. If we can eliminate their vanguard before they establish a foothold, we stand a much better chance of repelling the entire assault."

“Right,” Thomas agreed, heart pounding as adrenaline coursed through him, helping to quell his rising fear. The warmth of Arthur’s essence joined it, sharpening his focus. “I’m glad you’re back with us.”

“As am I,” Lancelot replied.

Aldrich's voice came through the ship-wide comms, providing updates. “We’ve lowered the shields. Boarding vessels are approaching sections eight, fourteen, nineteen, and twenty-three. Breaching imminent. All defense teams, stand ready."

The deck beneath them shuddered as the boarding vessels secured themselves to Vanguard's hull. Within moments, the vibrations intensified.

“Shaped charges just blew open the hull,” Lancelot calmly explained. “They’re not that close to us just yet.”

"They're through the first layer in Section Eight,” Aldrich announced. "Section Twenty-three reports penetration as well."

Thomas drew his sword. Around him, the Vigilant Swords readied their weapons, muscles tensing in anticipation.

A muffled explosion—another section being breached—came from somewhere a little closer. Then another, the sound reverberating through Vanguard's structure. Their section remained intact, the Draconite apparently focusing their initial assault elsewhere.

"Boarders in Section Eight!” Aldrich's voice announced. "Heavy fighting reported. Section Twenty-three breached, security team engaging!"

Seconds stretched into minutes as they waited. The distant sounds of combat—energy weapons discharging, shouts and orders, the unmistakable clash of blade against blade—filtered through the ship.

Aldrich's voice cut through their tense waiting. "All forces in Section Fourteen to Deck Nine, Section Seventeen! They've broken through the maintenance shaft between sections and are flanking our position!"

"That's three decks up," Thomas said, already moving toward the nearest stairwell. "Let's go!"

Their group moved quickly, abandoning their position to respond to the new threat. Lancelot took point, with Thomas close behind him. The Vigilant Swords followed in tight formation, weapons ready. Kaelithan brought up the rear, the collector on the end of his staff glowing faintly with magical energy.

They reached the stairwell and climbed, the sound of combat growing louder as they rapidly ascended. By the time they reached Deck Nine, the clash of battle was unmistakable.

"Ready?" Thomas asked Lancelot as they paused at the doorway leading into Section Seventeen.

The ancient knight nodded grimly. "Always."

Thomas opened the stairwell hatch, sword raised, and found himself face-to-face with a large squad of Draconite warriors engaged with a much smaller group of Vigilant Swords. Immediately, Arthur's essence surged within him, sending waves of heightened awareness and enhanced reflexes coursing through his body. Time slowed, each moment stretching out like warm taffy as his perception accelerated beyond normal human limits.

The Draconite warriors turned toward the new threat, their vertical pupils contracting in surprise. They clearly hadn’t expected to encounter reinforcements so quickly. But it wasn't Thomas that drew their most startled reactions—it was Lancelot. The ancient knight's distinctive armor and bearing were apparently well-known, even to these common Draconite soldiers. The sight of him charging toward them triggered their visible alarm.

Thomas launched himself forward, capitalizing on their moment of shock. The first Draconite in his path swung a heavy blade at him. He ducked beneath the swing, pivoting inside the enemy’s guard and driving his blade upward. The tip punctured the gap beneath the Draconite's armored breastplates, piercing his heart.

He wrenched his blade free as the soldier collapsed, turning to find two Draconite rushing straight for him. Their coordinated attack forced Thomas to give ground. He blocked the first soldier’s thrust with the flat of his sword, the loud clang of steel ringing throughout the corridor. As the second Draconite’s sword arced through the air, aimed to lop off his head, Thomas dropped to one knee and ducked his head. The blade still whistled by so close overhead, he felt the stir of air ruffle his hair.

From his knee, Thomas swept his other leg in a wide arc, sweeping his attacker’s leg out from under him and sending him crashing to the deck. Without pausing, he rolled sideways, avoiding an energy bolt sizzled toward him from all the way down the corridor. Springing upward with preternatural speed, he found the gap between helmet and collar of another Draconite, his fayrilite blade slicing cleanly through scales and flesh.

The Draconite he’d toppled to the deck attempted to rise. Thomas reversed his grip on the black blade and savagely thrust it through the soldier’s armor and flesh, pinning him to the deck. The fayrilite made a wet, sucking sound as Thomas yanked it free.

With a roar, another Draconite soldier charged Lancelot, the ancient knight's experience evident as he let the attack pass harmlessly to his right before delivering a killing blow that severed the tendons behind the Draconite's knee. The soldier crumpled, allowing Lancelot to finish him off with a quick thrust to where his helmet met armor at the base of the skull.

Thomas moved like an acrobat, each step precisely placed, each cut and thrust flowing seamlessly into the next while Lancelot dealt swift death of his own. Together, they carved through the Draconite formation with brutal efficiency. until only one Draconite remained.

Thomas closed the distance in three rapid strides. Blocking a series of attempted blows, he turned the Draconite’s sword aside. His fayrilite blade passed through scaled flesh with minimal resistance, nearly decapitating the soldier in a single stroke. The Draconite collapsed in a heap of armored limbs, his blood an expanding pool on the deck.

"Clear!" Lancelot called.

The mercenaries behind him spread out, securing the corridor while checking for survivors, only to be interrupted by a trio of Vigilant Swords rounding the corner ahead. "Sir Dragon! Captain says we've got breaches in two more areas. They need reinforcements in sections twelve and twenty.”

Thomas caught Lancelot's eye across the corridor. "Split up?"

The knight nodded. "I'll take Section Twelve with Garant."

"I'll take Kaelithan and Tivan to Section Twenty.” Thomas turned to the Vigilant Swords. "Half of you with me, half with Lancelot! Let’s move!”


CHAPTER 19


Thomas led his team at a run, guided by the ship's directional markings and the building sounds of combat coming from Section Twenty. Kaelithan and Tivan flanked him, with five Vigilant Swords close behind.

They rounded a corner to find a Draconite boarding vessel had breached the hull, disgorging troops directly into the far end of the corridor. From behind makeshift barricades, a dozen Vigilant Swords were taking significant fire from the larger group of Draconite. Thomas recognized Percival among the defenders, the big mercenary firing methodically over the barricade.

"About time you showed up!" Percival called when Thomas slid into position beside him. "They've got us pinned down from behind energy shields. We can’t get to them."

Thomas quickly assessed the situation. The Draconite had indeed established a strong defensive position, portable energy shields creating a nearly impenetrable barrier. Behind the defenses, their superior numbers gave them a significant advantage.

"Kaelithan," Thomas said, “a little help?”

The wizard nodded, his eyes gleaming with fierce determination. “Cover me.”

The mercenaries popped up at the barricade to lay down a barrage of withering fire as Kaelithan stepped forward, raising his staff, his free hand dancing in the air. Blue flames spread from his fingers, growing brighter until painful to look at. Finally, he thrust both his free hand and staff forward, releasing a torrent of blue-white fire. The flames surged down the corridor, twisting and coiling like a massive serpent, its jaws in a silent roar. The Draconite energy shields, designed to repel physical attacks and energy weapons, offered no protection against the magical onslaught.

The fire serpent crashed into the Draconite position, engulfing soldiers in its raging inferno. Their screams echoed through the corridor as they staggered out from behind their shields, desperately trying to extinguish the fire clinging to them, burning easily through armor and flesh.

"Now!" Thomas shouted, leaping over the barricade. The mercenaries followed, firing at the disorganized Draconite troops. Thomas reached the enemy position first, his blade a blur as he cut down two burning soldiers too engulfed in flames to defend themselves. A third Draconite had somehow escaped the worst of Kael’s magic, but from his blood-curdling screams, Thomas knew his smoldering armor had to be scalding his scales. Yet, he still managed to swing a heavy blade at Thomas's head.

Thomas ducked beneath the wild swing and then drove his fayrilite blade upward through the underside of the Draconite's jaw. The blade punched through the smoking armor, scales, bone, and brain matter, emerging from the top of the soldier's helmet in a wash of dark blood.

Thomas wrenched his weapon free. A massive Draconite charged him from his right, moving with surprising speed for its bulk. The officer's shoulder slammed into Thomas's chest as he turned toward him, driving the air from his lungs and sending him crashing into a bulkhead. Before Thomas could recover, the Draconite was on him, a clawed hand closing around his throat with crushing force.

Thomas struck blindly with his sword, the angle wrong for a killing blow. The blade scraped against the officer's armored shoulder and then drew nothing more than a thin line of blood down his scaled arm.The Draconite's grip tightened relentlessly, spots dancing before Thomas's eyes as oxygen deprivation set in.

The pressure suddenly disappeared as Tivan buried both of his daggers to the hilts in the back of the Draconite's armor. With a savage twist, the Sidhe pulled his blades free, dark blood gushing from the wounds. Thomas’ fayrilite blade added to the holes in the officer's body, the blade punching through the officer’s armor, organs and spine with equal ease. The soldier’s dead weight collapsed on top of Thomas, pushing the air out of his lungs. The body twitched spasmodically and then went still. With the twins’ help, Thomas shoved the massive body off his chest.. "Thanks," Thomas gasped, still drawing in deep draughts of air. Tivan nodded grimly, already turning to engage another opponent.

Across the corridor, Percival crashed through the remains of the Draconite formation like a battering ram. The big mercenary fought with brutal force, each blow of the large mace he carried crushing through armor and scales. A Draconite soldier tried to flank him, blade raised for a killing stroke. Percival pivoted with surprising speed for his size, catching the descending blade on his mace haft before driving one of the weapon's spikes through the soldier's faceplate. The visor shattered and blood sprayed.

"Percy, behind you!" Thomas shouted, spotting a Draconite aiming his rifle at Percival from down the passageway. The mercenary dropped and rolled as energy bolts chewed into the deck behind him. Without a second thought, Thomas charged down the corridor, zigzagging to avoid presenting an easy target. The Draconite soldier fired twice more, each shot missing Thomas by increasingly narrow margins. The third bolt grazed his shoulder, the energy weapon burning through cloth and skin in a line of searing pain.

Thomas didn't slow. He executed a combat shoulder roll, two more shots passing overhead before he shot to his feet inside the enemy’s guard. Before the Draconite could bring his weapon up to slam the butt into Thomas’ chin, he drove his fayrilite blade upward through the soldier’s helmet opening. The black blade pierced the Draconite’s chin, slicing up through soft tissue, bone and brain matter in a single deadly thrust.

As the Draconite crumpled, Thomas sensed movement to his left. He spun, whipping his blade around, only to find a Draconite soldier already falling, his chest a charred ruin from Kaelithan's magical attack. The wizard stood behind Thomas at the center of the corridor, his hand still wreathed in blue flames, his expression a mask of cold fury as, one after another, he systematically targeted the Draconites still standing.

Within moments, the last Draconite soldier went down. Thomas stood among the fallen. Bodies littered the corridor, the deck slick with their blood. The sting of his shoulder wound was already fading in the golden warmth of Arthur’s healing essence. The healing power of the essence wasn’t a one-time boon.

Breathing heavily, Thomas leaned against a bulkhead, suddenly aware of the fatigue in his muscles. Even bolstered by magical energy, his body had limits.

Aldrich's voice once more came through the communication system. "Breach in Section Twelve contained. Section Eight secure. Section Twenty-three reporting all invaders neutralized."

Percival activated his comms. "Section Twenty secure, Captain."

"Excellent work," Aldrich replied. "All defense teams, maintain positions. We don't know if they'll attempt another wave.”

Tivan approached Thomas, sweat beaded across his brow. "That was impressive," he said, nodding toward Percival. "I haven't seen many fight Draconite with that level of skill."

"He reminds me of Amren," Thomas agreed, the comparison bittersweet, more sweet than painful now that time had healed some of the loss.

Percival overheard their conversation and approached with a tired grin. "High praise,” he said, grinning. “I've just had plenty of practice."

"You did more than hold your own," Thomas told him sincerely. "Your unit was outnumbered at least two to one when we arrived."

The mercenary shrugged modestly. "We were in trouble before you showed up. Your arrival couldn’t have been better timed.”

Kaelithan joined them, his face pale from magical exertion but his eyes alert. “Is it over?”

In answer to his question, Aldrich's voice again came through the comm system. "All hands, the Draconite corvette is bursting away. Looks like we won.”

A ragged cheer went up from the Vigilant Swords, quickly tempered by the reality of their losses. Thomas noticed several of them on the deck who wouldn't be getting back up.

"How many?" he asked Percival quietly.

“Three of mine,” the mercenary replied, his expression grim. “Another two wounded. I’m sure it’s similar ship-wide. Sickbay’s going to be overflowing.”

Thomas nodded solemnly. As always, victory came at a cost.

"It was an honor to fight alongside the Daeardrayke and his knights,” Percival added.

"The honor was ours," Thomas replied. "Your skill with that mace is remarkable."

Percival smiled, though the expression didn't quite reach his tired eyes. "My father named me after one of Arthur's greatest knights," he said. "I'm just trying to live up to it."

The words resonated with Thomas more deeply than Percival could know. Wasn't that what he himself was doing? Trying to live up to the legacy of Arthur, a burden made all the more tangible by the essence now flowing through his veins?

"Attention all hands," Aldrich's voice announced. "Stand down from battle stations. Unit leaders, report casualties and damage assessment to the bridge immediately."

Percival straightened, his momentary weariness giving way to professional discipline. "That's my cue," he said. "I need to get a full accounting of my unit's status to the captain."

Thomas nodded, watching as the mercenary strode down the passageway, checking in with his unit.

“I have a good feeling about him,” Tivan said. “He might fight like Amren, but his manner reminds me of you.”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Thomas replied. “I’ve got a good feeling about him, too.”

Tivan pointed to the tear in the shoulder of Thomas’ coveralls. “Were you hit?”

Thomas put a finger to the flesh beneath the hole. It wasn’t even sore to the touch anymore. “I was. It’s already healed.”

Tivan grinned. “Lancelot’s going to be jealous.”

Thomas laughed, releasing some of the lingering tension and adrenaline from the fight. “I seriously doubt that.” Beneath his feet, a slight shift signaled Vanguard’s acceleration to burst speed.

One step closer to getting out of the Wastes. One step closer to reuniting with Excalibur.

And one step closer to getting back in the fight.


CHAPTER 20


The Annwyn Nebula swirled outside Visceral's viewports, its vibrant purples and blues creating an almost hypnotic dance across the flight deck’s forward screens. Sir Turquine's scaled fingers drummed against the command console, each impact an expression of his utter boredom.

Three days had passed since he’d last spoken to Klingsor’s magical replica. Three days of waiting for the little wizard to recover his strength. Three days of inaction that set the nanites beneath Turquine's scales roiling with impatience.

"The situation remains unchanged," Sir Norsp reported from his station, interrupting Turquine's brooding. "No pursuit detected. Our position within the nebula continues to mask us effectively."

Turquine acknowledged with a grunt, his vertical pupils narrowing as he studied the tactical display. Around him, the surviving Flayers maintained their stations with the silent efficiency their enhancements demanded. They needed no sleep, required minimal sustenance, and remained constantly alert—improvements that set them apart from the Draconite Turquine had once commanded. Perfect soldiers for the war that lay ahead.

If only they had somewhere from which to wage it.

"We need to locate a permanent base of operations," Turquine announced. "Staying mobile has advantages, but we require facilities beyond what Visceral can provide. I’ve been considering a suitable location, but I demand your thoughts on the matter.”

Unlike his prior warriors, these Flayers didn’t react with overwhelming fear and subjugation. They remained silent at first, considering the problem, the link between his nanites and theirs making them more of an extension of his will than beings with wills of their own.

"We could seize a Draconite outpost," Mogris spoke up first from the helm. His copper-streaked scales caught the light as he turned. "The facility on Taruk VII is relatively isolated, with minimal defenses."

Vorlok shook his head from the engineering station. "Morgana will have alerted every Draconite installation of our superiority by now. They'll be expecting us."

"And they’ll have increased security accordingly," Norsp added. His claws moved across the tactical console, bringing up a display of known Draconite facilities. “Even if they don’t, the moment we take the facility, she will know and will send an armada large enough to vaporize the location. Our superior strength is useless against capital ships.”

The nanites beneath Turquine's scales shifted restlessly, responding to his frustration by heating his blood. The sensation—a constant background pressure urging action, movement, conquest—had become familiar over the past weeks. In his evolution, he embraced it, channeling the energy into focused thought rather than blind rage.

"What of abandoned facilities?" Vorlok asked, scanning the display. "Places Morgana deemed unworthy to maintain?"

"Most were abandoned for good reason," Norsp replied, bringing up another map. "Resource depletion, environmental degradation, strategic insignificance. None would serve our needs without extensive reconstruction, and would be tactically inferior.”

Turquine growled softly, the sound rumbling through his massive chest. “The same conclusions I had already come to,” he said. “I had hoped one of you wouldn’t disappoint me.”

The Flayers didn’t answer the comment right away. Finally, Norsp spoke. “I have one other idea, My Lord. But the risk is great.”

“Say it,” Turquine demanded.

"The resistance asteroid," he offered.

Turquine’s features parted in a twisted grin. “A more worthy answer, and the destination my thoughts return to, over and over.”

“My Lord,” Mogris said. “According to our navigational records, we don’t have precise coordinates for the resistance base.”

“No, we don’t,” Turquine agreed. “The rebels moved it from the position where I encountered it.”

“Then how will we locate it, My Lord?” Vorlok asked.

“It may take some time,” Turquine admitted. “Which doesn’t please me at all. But it is the most viable option.”

“My Lord, if I may,” Norsp said.

“Go ahead.”

“As you know, I was captain of the Draconia Palace Guard prior to my enhancement. I was privy to much of the information flowing to Morgana herself. I understand the rebels captured a number of Draconite warships. More than we can effectively destroy. How would we take the base, given that?”

“We don’t need to fight them,” Turquine replied. “We need to get past them. If we penetrate their defenses quickly enough we can overwhelm the forces inside. With their command structure shattered, the captured warships will scatter.”

“And what if they don’t?” Vorlok asked.

“Then we can use the protection of the asteroid to our advantage.”

The nanites surged at the thought of such an assault, filling Turquine's mind with visions of battle. He could almost taste the fear that would radiate from the resistance fighters as Visceral descended upon their sanctuary. The thought of crushing their pitiful rebellion beneath his claws sent waves of pleasure through his enhanced nervous system.

And Excalibur might be there. The legendary vessel had escaped their confrontation at the broken planet. If the resistance had followed standard protocols, the ship would have returned to their primary base. The possibility of capturing Arthur's vessel—perhaps even turning it against Morgana—was tantalizing.

"A direct assault remains high-risk," Norsp cautioned. “Even should we succeed, what’s to stop the rebels from informing Morgana of our location themselves? Then we’re in the same position as if we’d attacked a Draconite base.”

Turquine's claws dug into his palms, drawing blood as the nanites sang louder, demanding action. The rational part of his mind acknowledged the wisdom in Norsp's words.

“Or, rather than scatter, what if they destroy Visceral?” Mogris asked. “Then we’ll be trapped on the asteroid.”

“Halvy can protect the ship for some time,” Turquine replied. “Longer than their desire to stay in the area.”

“That is a gamble, My Lord,” Vorlok said.

“It is,” Turquine replied. “Yet it may be the safest bet we can make.”

The bridge doors slid ope and Halvy entered, his slight frame silhouetted against the brighter corridor lighting. The young Druid's complexion had improved since their departure from the broken planet, though dark circles remained beneath his eyes.

"Master," Halvy said. “I’m ready to proceed with another manifestation."

Turquine straightened immediately, anticipation spreading through his massive frame. The nanites responded to his excitement, their harmonics shifting toward a higher register that resonated pleasantly beneath his midnight scales.

"Excellent," he rumbled, already moving toward the exit. "We'll conduct the ritual in my quarters, as before."

"No, Master," Halvy replied without inflection. "I have prepared a dedicated compartment for the manifestation. It will be more effective."

Turquine paused, momentarily taken aback by the contradiction. Before the enhancement, such defiance from the boy would have been unthinkable. Now, there was no challenge in his voice—simply a statement of fact delivered with mechanical certainty.

"Show me," Turquine commanded after a moment's consideration.

Norsp stepped forward. "Sir Turquine, shall I accompany you?"

"No," Turquine replied, his attention still fixed on Halvy. “I want you to analyze the navigational data collected before and after Visceral was disabled in the Llanwyn Cluster. Build a possible search area for the resistance asteroid, using the sensor data of its last known vector. Prepare the hunt."

“Yes, My Lord,” all three Flayers answered simultaneously.

Turquine followed Halvy through the corridors. He noticed absently how the nanites had altered Halvy's gait, removing the natural awkwardness of youth and replacing it with a measured stride that wasted no energy. The little wizard now moved with inhuman consistency, each step identical to the last, like a metronome in the flesh.

They descended two decks, then proceeded along a rarely-used corridor that led to the secondary storage compartments. Halvy stopped before a sealed doorway, the face of it etched with a simple rune. He extended his hand to it, magical energy flowing between him and the rune. Only then did the door slide open with a soft hiss, revealing a dramatically transformed space.

The storage compartment had been converted into a ritual chamber. The utilitarian metal bulkheads were now etched with complex magical runes, and in the center of the chamber stood a makeshift dais constructed from repurposed metal plating, Klingsor's crystal sphere rested upon it.

"What is this?" Turquine demanded, his eyes narrowing as he surveyed the modifications.

"A more efficient environment for manifestation," Halvy explained, moving to stand beside the dais. “During my recovery, I maintained limited communication with Klingsor's essence. He provided instructions for constructing a proper containment field."

"You've been communicating with him?" Turquine stepped further into the chamber, his scales shifting with sudden wariness. The nanites hummed a warning beneath his skin, detecting potential danger. "Without my authorization?"

"Yes, Master," Halvy replied without hesitation. "The contact was necessary to develop a more stable manifestation protocol. The previous method required excessive energy and created unnecessary risk."

Turquine circled the dais slowly, examining the runes etched into the surrounding deck plating. Despite his limited magical knowledge, he recognized power when he saw it. The symbols formed concentric rings of containment and control, far more sophisticated than the simple circle Haley had created in his quarters.

"And Klingsor taught you this?" he asked, gesturing toward the elaborate setup.

"He provided the fundamental principles. I adapted them to our available resources." Halvy's expression remained unnervingly neutral. "This configuration will reduce energy requirements significantly while extending manifestation duration. I’ll be able to manifest Klingsor daily if required, My Lord.”

The practical benefits were undeniable, yet suspicion lingered. Turquine studied the young Druid's face, searching for any hint of deception. The nanites continued their warning song, though at a reduced intensity. They detected the danger of manipulation but acknowledged the potential advantage.

"The wizard could be attempting to trick us," Turquine observed, coming to stand directly before Halvy. "To create a situation he controls rather than one that serves us."

"That possibility exists," Halvy conceded with the same flat affect. "However, it’s unlikely at this stage. Klingsor still needs our help to achieve permanent manifestation. Betraying us now would be counterproductive to his long-term goals."

"You're certain of this?"

“Yes.” For just a moment, something flickered—a brief spark of his former self perhaps, or simply a calculation too complex for the enhancement to fully suppress—in the depths of Halvy's eyes. "We maintain the advantage for now, Master."

Turquine nodded, satisfied with the explanation. "Proceed with the manifestation."

Halvy turned toward the crystal, placing both hands near but not touching its surface. His hands began to weave intricate patterns in the air, leaving trails of golden light that hung suspended before gradually settling into the runes etched across the chamber. A deep, sustained hum pierced the silence, though Turquine couldn’t tell if it was Halvy, the sphere, the runes, or all three producing the sound.

The purple crystal began to pulse in rhythm with the hum, its internal glow intensifying with each cycle. The runes carved into the bulkheads and deck responded in kind, their light synchronizing with the crystal's pulsations until the entire chamber throbbed with magical energy.

Turquine felt the nanites beneath his scales resonating with the ritual, their song adapting to match the magical frequencies that filled the air. Unlike with Sidhe or Druid magic, the sensation—a vibration that traveled through his enhanced body like the anticipation before battle—was not unpleasant.

With a final flourish of his hands, Halvy completed the ritual. The crystal rose from the dais, hovering at eye level as a column of purple energy erupted from its surface.

The energy rapidly coalesced, forming Klingsor’s familiar outline with far greater detail than the previous manifestation. His gaunt face set in an expression of mild interest, he surveyed the chamber. "An improvement," he observed, his burning gaze fixing on Halvy before shifting to Turquine. "The boy learns quickly."

"At my direction," Turquine responded, stepping forward to establish dominance in the exchange. The nanites surged beneath his scales, demanding he assert control immediately.

Klingsor's thin lips curved in the barest suggestion of a smile. "Of course." He gestured toward the chamber. "And what do you think of our little workshop? Quite effective for a makeshift arrangement, wouldn't you agree?"

"It serves its purpose," Turquine replied, unwilling to offer more praise than necessary. “I underestimated the level of detailed instruction you would provide to my little wizard.”

"Knowledge is power, Sir Turquine," Klingsor said, beginning to pace a small circuit within the containment field. "And power, carefully applied, serves us both. The boy has potential far beyond what has yet been realized." His burning gaze shifted to Halvy once more. "Even with your modifications."

Turquine felt a momentary unease at the way Klingsor studied the young Druid. There was a calculating hunger—the assessment of a predator measuring potential prey—in those ember-like eyes.

"Have you manifested the Red Knight yet?" Klingsor asked, changing subjects abruptly.

"No," Turquine admitted. "Halvy required time to recover from your first manifestation. Though with your tutelage, he’s gained enough efficiency that I’ll speak to Sir Ironside soon.”

“It’s wise to wait," Klingsor agreed, resuming his pacing. "Ironside is volatile. Less susceptible to reason than I." He paused, those burning eyes fixing on Turquine once more. "What progress have you made in identifying a base of operations?"

The question—reasonable though it was—triggered an immediate response from the nanites. They surged beneath Turquine's scales, interpreting the inquiry as a challenge to his authority. Heat flooded his massive frame as the harmonics shifted toward aggression.

"You assume much, wizard," Turquine growled, his voice dropping to a dangerous rumble. He stepped closer to the containment field, using his superior height to loom over Klingsor's manifestation. "I summoned you because it pleased me to do so. You would do well to remember which of us commands here."

"I meant no offense," the wizard said with a slight inclination of his head. But rather than showing fear, Klingsor regarded him with an expression of detached curiosity, as if observing an interesting but ultimately insignificant natural phenomenon. "I merely offered my assistance. After all, a more permanent location is a precursor to my permanent manifestation. Clearly, I have a vested interest in that.”

The casual dismissal of his anger only inflamed Turquine further. The nanites reached fever pitch, their song drowning out rational thought as they demanded submission from the perceived challenger. His claws extended fully, midnight scales darkening as blood rushed to the surface.

"Perhaps I should release your crystal to the void," Turquine snarled, leaning forward until his face nearly touched the barrier of the containment field. "Let you drift through the emptiness of space for another century or two. Would that teach you proper respect?"

For a moment, something like genuine concern flickered across Klingsor's gaunt features. Then it was gone, replaced by the same calculated composure. "That would be unfortunate," the wizard replied carefully. "For both of us. You would lose a valuable ally, and I would lose the opportunity to assist in your ascension." He spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture. "I apologize if my question sounded presumptuous. It was not intended as such."

The nanites' song dimmed slightly at the apology, though they continued to push for a more forceful response. Turquine fought against their influence, forcing himself to consider the strategic implications rather than indulging the momentary satisfaction of putting the wizard in his place.

"We have several potential locations under consideration," he said after a moment. "None is ideal. The most promising target is the asteroid base used by the resistance, but penetrating its defenses presents significant risk.”

Klingsor nodded thoughtfully, seemingly untroubled by Turquine's lingering anger. “Would you like to hear my thoughts on the matter?” he asked.

“You agreed to advise me,” Turquine replied. “So advise me.”

“I agree with the assessment of risk, and with that in consideration, I believe you should select another location.”

“If there were a better option, don’t you think I would have already mentioned it?” Turquine growled.

“What you need is a location with existing infrastructure that remains unknown to your enemies,” Klingsor continued.

"Such places are rare in Avalon," Turquine replied, his anger receding as the conversation turned toward practical matters. "Morgana's surveillance network is extensive."

"But not omniscient," Klingsor countered. "There are surely blind spots—places forgotten or considered too insignificant to monitor." He began pacing again, his robe shifting like smoke around his legs. "Perhaps I might offer a solution to your dilemma."

Turquine's eyes narrowed, suspicion immediately resurfacing. "And what solution would that be?"


CHAPTER 21


“Long ago,” Klingsor began. “Long before Arthur, before the galaxy had a name, I was there. The original me, not this replica. I commanded live armies in conquest across the known worlds. Bolstered by my dark magics, I took one planet after another. My name became a curse upon the lips of the inferior.”

“I had never heard of you before we reached the broken world,” Turquine replied.

For the first time, a hint of anger flowed through the manifestation, though it vanished in a flash. “Such was the terror of my reign, that on my defeat at the hands of a cadre of wizards of no great import and long forgotten, they erased my name from the annals of history, burying that dark past in fear of seeing it face the light again.” Klingsor’s lips parted in a cruel smile. “But now, with you in command, we can make their worst nightmares reality once more.”

The nanites sang in response to the statement, eager to see the universe in chaos. Turquine added his grin to the wizard’s. “Indeed. So where do you suggest?”

"My fortress,” Klingsor answered, pausing in his pacing to face Turquine directly. "In the Montsalvat Sector."

“There’s nothing of value in the Montsalvat Sector.”

“Wrong,” Klingsor snapped. “My fortress is of great value to both of us.”

“Even if it may have been once, do you expect me to believe your stronghold has remained intact for centuries? Undiscovered and unplundered?”

“It is a far sight less risky than assaulting an occupied station,” Klingsor replied. “The worst case scenario is that it’s fallen into ruin, looted and no longer viable. In which case, we can shift back to your potential target.” The wizard’s eyes narrowed. “Certainly, not all of my work is taken. Some of my research was too valuable to leave easily discovered.”

The nanites hummed skeptically beneath Turquine's scales—but with assessment rather than aggression—a different harmonic than before. The possibility was intriguing. A pre-existing fortress offered significant advantages.

“What kind of research?” Turquine asked.

“All kinds of studies on necromancy, alchemy, transmutation…” He glanced at Halvy. “A treasure trove of research for an up and coming wizard.”

“I must admit, I’m intrigued. But after so many centuries, the structure itself must have degraded beyond use.”

"My fortress wasn’t built with conventional materials. The foundations were grown using a sample of a special, rare stone and a combination of transmutation and geomancy that few have ever mastered." He made a dismissive gesture. "There may be superficial damage, of course, but the essential infrastructure should remain intact."

"And what of resources? Equipment? The things we would need to establish an effective base?"

"My laboratories were extensive." A note of pride entered Klingsor’s voice. “And there’s ample space to set up training halls for soldiers, a smithy, a shipyard, or anything else you might need.”

The proposal was too convenient, too perfectly suited to their needs. Turquine's natural suspicion—enhanced by his nanites' warning harmonics—made him hesitate.

"And what guarantees would I have that this isn’t a trick to lure me there? How do I know you didn’t set defenses that you might use against me once you’re permanently manifested?”

"A reasonable concern," Klingsor acknowledged with a slight nod. "I promised you a magical bond to secure my loyalty. Such chains are not easily broken. I would prefer to see you break the universe than to never see it broken at all.”

Turquine considered the offer, weighing the potential benefits against the obvious risks. Having a base of operations would significantly accelerate their plans. If Klingsor's fortress contained even half of what he claimed, it would provide advantages that might take years to develop independently. Yet, trusting the dark wizard felt like stepping into a trap with open eyes, regardless of his claims.

"Give me the coordinates," Turquine demanded. "We'll investigate your fortress. If we find it as you've described, perhaps it will serve our needs."

"Excellent," Klingsor replied, his burning eyes gleaming with satisfaction. "Though I should warn you, direct wormhole travel to the Montsalvat Sector is impossible. The region's gravitational distortions would tear your ship apart during transit."

Turquine's scales shifted with irritation, his nanites surging in response to this new complication. "You could have mentioned this sooner."

"Would it have changed your decision?" Klingsor asked, his tone suggesting he already knew the answer.

"Give me the navigational directions," Turquine growled, his nanites once more pushing him toward aggression. "No more games, wizard."

Klingsor regarded him for a long moment, his gaze seeming to penetrate Turquine's enhanced form to the core of his being. "A word of advice, Sir Turquine," he said, his voice carrying a weight that hadn't been present before. "That rage bubbling beneath your scales—I recognize it well. The hunger for dominance, for submission from all around you. It's a powerful force, but uncontrolled, it will destroy you as surely as it empowers you."

"You presume to lecture me?" Turquine snarled, his nanites singing their outrage beneath his scales.

"I presume to advise an ally," Klingsor corrected calmly. "If you wish to overthrow Morgana, to claim Avalon for yourself, you must master that rage. Channel it. Use it as a weapon rather than allowing it to use you." His thin lips curved in a knowing smile. "Patience can be the deadliest weapon in your arsenal. Remember that, when the time comes."

Against all expectations, Turquine’s nanites responded positively to the advice. Their harmonics shifted, adapting to incorporate the concept into their collective understanding. Control. Patience. Strategic application of force rather than blind rage. The ideas resonated on a fundamental level.

Turquine felt the constant push toward immediate action quieting, the change within himself, a subtle realignment that felt right somehow. His scales settled, his breathing steadied. "The coordinates," he demanded again, but the words lacked their earlier heat.

Klingsor nodded, apparently satisfied with the response. "The fortress is on Kheir-Lossan, third planet in the Montsalvat system. Transit there requires navigation through the Blackveil Corridor, a passage between two neutron stars that shields vessels from the worst of the nearby black hole's gravitational effects."

He began reciting a series of complex navigational instructions that Turquine was confident Halvy—considering how quick a study he had already proven to be—would capture with perfect recall.

“These passage points must be observed exactly," Klingsor cautioned. "Deviate by even a few thousand kilometers, and Visceral will be torn apart by gravitational shear."

"How long will the journey take?" Turquine asked, already calculating the strategic implications.

“You can wormhole into the system. From there, two days in burst,” Klingsor replied. "Though I would recommend sub-light speed when entering the Blackveil Corridor itself. The neutron stars' radiation fields can disrupt navigational systems."

Turquine nodded, plans forming in his mind. "We'll make preparations to depart," he announced. "I'll manifest you again when we reach the fortress."

“I suggest manifesting me before you reach the fortress. The approach can be treacherous, especially if any of its automated defenses remain intact.”

"Halvy," Turquine turned to the young Druid, who had remained motionless throughout the exchange. "End the manifestation."

"Yes, Master," Halvy replied. He raised his hands, beginning the reverse of the process that had summoned Klingsor's form.

The dark wizard fixed his burning gaze on Turquine one final time. "Until we meet again, Sir Turquine. Remember what I said about patience." His gaunt features twisted in what might have been a smile. "The greatest conquests are those achieved through careful calculation, not blind force."

With those words, Klingsor's form began to dissolve, purple energy unwinding molecule by molecule until nothing remained but streams of power flowing back into the crystalline sphere. The orb's glow intensified briefly, then settled into a steady pulsation as Halvy completed the ritual.

The chamber felt emptier somehow without Klingsor's presence, though Turquine could still sense the remnants of magical energy lingering in the air. He studied the crystal for a long moment, the nanites beneath his scales humming thoughtfully as they processed the implications of this new development.

A fortress hidden from Morgana's sight. Ancient technology and forgotten magic waiting to be harnessed. The perfect staging ground for the war that would ultimately place him on Avalon's throne.

If Klingsor spoke the truth.

"Secure the crystal," he commanded Halvy. "Then report to the bridge with the navigational data. We depart for the Montsalvat Sector immediately."

"Yes, Master," Halvy replied, already moving to collect the crystalline sphere from its hovering position.

Turquine turned and strode from the chamber, the nanites singing with renewed purpose beneath his midnight scales. Whether trap or opportunity, Klingsor's fortress represented a path forward. A concrete objective after days of strategic uncertainty.

And if the wizard harbored ulterior motives? If the ancient stronghold concealed dangers beyond those acknowledged? Then Klingsor would learn what it meant to betray the most evolved Draconite in history. Turquine would show him the folly of such deception in ways that would make his previous centuries of imprisonment seem merciful by comparison.

Turquine smiled, anticipation flooding his enhanced nervous system. After days of inaction, they were moving forward again. Toward danger, yes—but also toward destiny.

His destiny.

The throne of Avalon.


CHAPTER 22


Turquine paced outside the ritual chamber, each heavy footfall sending vibrations through the deck plating. The nanites churned beneath his scales in anticipation, their song growing louder with each passing moment.

A full day had passed since Klingsor revealed the location of his hidden fortress. A full day of preparations as Visceral navigated toward the Montsalvat system. A full day of waiting that had tested the limits of his patience. Now, finally, the moment had arrived for the next step in his ascension.

The Red Knight awaited summoning.

Halvy had spent the intervening hours recovering his strength, needing much less time to rest following his second manifestation of Klingsor. Turquine had occupied himself with tactical preparations, reviewing the navigational data for the journey to Klingsor's fortress and helping the others study the navigational data from the rebel asteroid, just in case the wizard's information proved false or outdated.

The nanites continued their evolution within him, their harmonics growing more complex, more nuanced. Ever since Klingsor's advice about patience and control, something had shifted in their collective consciousness—and by extension, in Turquine himself.

The rage still burned beneath his midnight scales, the hunger for domination still drove him forward, but now there was an undercurrent of calculation that tempered the raw aggression. Strategy over brutality. Patience over immediate gratification. The concepts had integrated themselves into the nanites' song, creating a more sophisticated harmony that resonated with Turquine's own growing ambitions.

The door to the ritual chamber slid open with a soft hiss, revealing Halvy standing at the entrance. "The preparations are complete, Master," he announced. "The chamber is ready for the manifestation of Sir Ironside."

Turquine nodded, anticipation surging through his massive frame. "Show me."

He followed Halvy into the chamber. At the center, resting upon the dais where Klingsor's purple crystal had stood the day before, sat the blood-red orb containing the essence of the Red Knight. “I’m prepared to begin the manifestation on your command, Master,” Halvy said.

Turquine nodded. "Begin."

Halvy moved to the dais, his slender hands rising to hover over the blood-red crystal. Unlike with Klingsor's manifestation, where the ritual had begun with delicate gestures and subtle manipulations of magical energy, Halvy's movements were sharper now, more aggressive. His fingers traced violent patterns in the air, leaving trails of crimson light that hung suspended before gradually settling into the runes etched across the chamber.

The atmosphere grew heavy, charged with a different quality of power than Klingsor's summoning had produced. While the dark wizard's magic had felt calculating and cold, this energy was hot, aggressive, martial in nature. It pulsed through the chamber like a war drum, setting a rhythm that the nanites beneath Turquine's scales eagerly adopted.

The red crystal began to respond, its internal glow intensifying with each passing moment. The pulsations quickened, synchronizing with the rhythm established by Halvy's movements. The runes carved into the bulkheads and deck blazed to life. Their crimson luminescence spread outward to form a complex pattern of interlocking barriers and containment fields.

Turquine felt the nanites surge beneath his scales, their song turning martial and aggressive in response to the energy. They recognized a kindred spirit—a warrior's soul, a conqueror's heart—in the essence being summoned. The resonance between them sent waves of heat cascading through Turquine's enhanced body, stoking the fires of his ambition and aggression.

With a final movement of his hands, Halvy completed the ritual invocation. The crystal rose from the dais, hovering at eye level as a column of blood-red energy erupted from its surface. Unlike Klingsor's manifestation, which had coalesced slowly and with deliberate grace, this energy gathered with explosive force.

Sir Ironside, the Red Knight, materialized rapidly before them, the embodiment of martial might.

Where Klingsor had appeared gaunt and scholarly, Ironside loomed like a living war engine, his massive frame wrapped in plate armor the color of fresh-spilled blood. His helm, shaped like the snarling maw of a beast, concealed all but his piercing wolfish eyes, which swept the chamber with predatory assessment. Draped over his broad shoulders, his thick crimson cloak—tattered at the edges—completed the image of a warrior born for slaughter.

For a long moment, the Red Knight stood motionless within the containment field. His fearsome gaze fixed first on Halvy, then on Turquine. There was no confusion in his expression, no disorientation from the manifestation process—only cold, calculating assessment.

"Sir Ironside," Turquine began, stepping forward to immediately establish dominance. The nanites surged beneath his scales, urging an aggressive approach. “Do you remember me? We met in the Wastes.”

“No,” Ironside answered simply.

"I am Sir Turquine, future ruler of Avalon."

Ironside's response was a short, contemptuous laugh that echoed metallically from within his helm. "I've heard such claims before.” The knight's voice was deep and harsh, like metal scraping against stone. “And from beings far more impressive than you."

The insult struck Turquine like a physical blow. The nanites exploded into a frenzy beneath his scales, their song becoming a deafening roar demanding immediate retribution. Heat flooded his massive frame as his claws extended to their full length, his midnight scales darkening with the rush of blood to the surface. Klingsor's advice suddenly echoed through his mind: Control. Patience. Strategic application of force rather than blind rage.

With enormous effort, Turquine restrained the impulse to lash out. Instead, he stepped closer, using his size to full advantage as he loomed over the Red Knight, though not by much. "I freed you from your crystal prison," he growled, his voice dropping to a dangerous rumble that vibrated the deck plating beneath them. "I could just as easily return you to it—or crush it beneath my claws as I did Arthur's."

Ironside remained unmoved by the threat. "You destroyed Arthur's crystal?" he challenged in disbelief as he studied Turquine with detached interest. "I wouldn't have thought you capable."

“I’m capable of far more than you realize," Turquine replied, circling the containment field like a predator stalking its prey. "I've evolved beyond the limitations of my species. Enhanced by nanite technology and strengthened by victory over those who would stand in my way."

"Victory over whom?" Ironside asked, his tone making it clear he expected the answer to be unimpressive.

"I defeated the Daeardrayke and his crew at the source," Turquine declared, watching carefully for the knight's reaction. "And I bested Lancelot in single combat, leaving him bleeding out beside his precious Sir Dragon."

That got a reaction. Ironside's armored form stiffened almost imperceptibly. "Lancelot?" he questioned, his eyes narrowing with a combination of hatred, disbelief and grudging respect. "You claim to have defeated him in combat?"

"I did more than defeat him," Turquine stated, allowing a predatory smile to spread across his scarified features. "I impaled him on my claws. I felt his blood run hot over my scales. I left him dying on cold stone, knowing that he had failed to protect his new master as surely as he failed to protect the old one."

The Red Knight regarded Turquine with a new intensity, reassessing what stood before him. "Perhaps there is more to you than I first judged," he acknowledged, though his tone remained far from impressed. "Lancelot was a formidable opponent. If you truly bested him, then you possess some measure of skill."

"Some measure?" Turquine snarled, the nanites surging at the continued dismissal. "I am the most evolved Draconite in Avalon's history! Enhanced beyond anything you could comprehend! I will rule this galaxy, with or without your assistance!"

The outburst pleased rather than intimidated Ironside. The knight's posture relaxed slightly, a low chuckle emerging from his helm. "There's the fire I respect,” he said, satisfaction evident in his harsh voice. "A ruler should have passion to match his ambition. Otherwise, he's merely a politician in warrior's garb."

"I brought you forth for a purpose, Sir Ironside," Turquine stated, his voice steadier now, his nanites calming somewhat at what appeared to be Ironside’s approval, though they continued to push for dominance. "I require your martial expertise. Your strategic genius. Your knowledge of warfare that made you legendary enough to earn your replicated place at the castle in the Wastes.”

"My blade drank deep of noble blood before Culhwich finally brought me down,” Ironside said, a note of dark pride entering his voice.

"Old powers fade, new ones rise. I offer you the chance to be part of that rise, to help forge a new empire upon the ruins of Queen Morgana's reign."

Ironside began to pace within the containment field, his crimson armor catching the light with each movement. Despite the constraints of the barrier, there was nothing diminished about his presence. He radiated lethal potential even in his semi-corporeal state.

"What exactly do you propose?" he asked after completing a circuit of his confinement. "I am bound to this crystal, my manifestation temporary and limited. What can I offer beyond words?"

"For now, your knowledge is sufficient," Turquine replied. "Your strategic insight. Your tactical wisdom. And once we secure a permanent base of operations, we'll work toward your permanent manifestation."

"Ah." Ironside stopped his pacing, those predatory eyes of his once more fixing on Turquine. "So Klingsor has convinced you to seek his fortress. I suspected as much."

Turquine's scales shifted with surprise. "You know of it?"

"Of course," Ironside replied, a note of disdain entering his voice. “The crystals may separate us physically, but our essences are aware of one another. We were bound together as guardians for centuries. Did you think we existed in isolation?"

This was unexpected and potentially concerning information. If Klingsor and Ironside could communicate without physical manifestation, what else might they be planning? "Does this connection extend to influencing each other's actions?" he asked, careful to keep his tone neutral as Turquine’s nanites hummed with renewed suspicion.

"Influence? No.” Ironside gave what might have been a shrug, the movement partly obscured by the massive metal pauldrons covering his shoulders. “We are separate beings with separate wills. But awareness? Yes. I know that Klingsor has offered you his fortress as a base, just as I know the fate of my original self through the essences of the others. What I don't know is why I should care about your ambitions. Why I should lend my expertise to your cause. What's in it for me?"

The question was direct, pragmatic—the inquiry from a warrior who measured all things in terms of advantage and disadvantage, gain and loss. Turquine could respect such calculations. It mirrored his own increasingly strategic mindset.

"Freedom," he answered simply. "Permanent manifestation. The chance to fight and conquer once more."

"And in return?"

"Your fealty," Turquine stated, moving to stand directly before the containment field. "Your loyalty. Your service as my general in the war to come."

Ironside's eyes narrowed, studying Turquine with calculating intensity. "You ask much," he said finally. "Fealty is not given lightly, especially by me.”

"I ask what I require," Turquine replied, unwilling to concede ground. "Nothing less."

A tense silence filled the chamber. Ironside remained motionless, his predatory eyes betraying nothing of his thoughts as he weighed the demand against his own ambitions.

"I will agree on one condition," he finally said, his harsh voice cutting through the silence like a sharp blade. "Once I am permanently manifested, you and I will meet in single combat. If you defeat me, I will swear my fealty and serve as your general without question or hesitation. If I defeat you..."

He left the consequence unspoken, but its implication hung like a stinking carcass in the air between them.

Turquine’s nanites surged beneath his scales, responding to the challenge with eager anticipation. They sang of victory, of domination, of the glory that would come from defeating such a legendary warrior in single combat. The prospect of battle—of proving his superiority through direct confrontation—resonated with the primal core of Turquine's being.

"Agreed," he said without hesitation. "When the time comes, we will settle the matter as warriors should."

"Good," Ironside replied, satisfaction evident in his harsh voice. "I look forward to testing the claims you've made about your evolution."

With the terms established, a shift occurred in their interaction. What manifested wasn’t quite an alliance, but a mutually acknowledged purpose that would suffice until their eventual confrontation. Ironside's posture relaxed marginally, his manner becoming more pragmatic than confrontational.

"Now," Turquine said, moving the conversation forward, "let us discuss the matter at hand.”


CHAPTER 23


”Conquest is the matter at hand, I assume,” Ironside guessed.

“I seek to build a force capable of challenging Morgana's empire,” Turquine replied. “I have my Flayers—enhanced warriors like myself, though lesser in development. I have the little wizard." He gestured toward Halvy, who had remained silent and motionless throughout the exchange. "And now I have you and Klingsor. But I need more. An army worthy of conquest."

Ironside nodded, beginning to pace once more within his confinement. "Numbers alone won't be sufficient," he observed. “As Queen Morgana commands the resources of an entire galaxy. Conventional warfare would be suicide, regardless of the quality of your troops."

"I'm aware," Turquine replied. "This will require more nuanced tactics. Strategic strikes. Targeted operations designed to destabilize rather than directly confront."

"You're not as foolish as you look," Ironside remarked, though there was less contempt in the insult than before. "Yes, asymmetric warfare is your only viable approach initially. But even that requires a force of some significance."

"What would you suggest?" Turquine asked, genuinely curious to hear the legendary warrior's thoughts. "How would you build such a force, given our limited resources?"

Ironside fell silent for a moment, seemingly focused on something far beyond the confines of the ritual chamber. "Start with quality over quantity," he advised, his voice carrying the weight of centuries of experience. "A small, elite force that can strike with devastating effectiveness is far more valuable than a large, undisciplined mob. Your Flayers provide a solid foundation, but they must be expanded."

"The enhancement process has a high failure rate," Turquine admitted reluctantly. "Five survived from five hundred test subjects. And I would need to take the Queen’s palace to gain access to the necessary equipment.”

"Then seek alternatives," Ironside countered immediately. "Klingsor's necromancy offers one path. The dead feel no pain, require no food, follow orders without question. But they have limitations in intelligence and adaptability."

"Klingsor has already proposed this," Turquine said. "What else?"

"Mercenaries," Ironside suggested. "Not as primary forces, but as supplements and, more importantly, as intelligence gatherers. Morgana uses mercenaries extensively, yes? They move freely through her territories, hear things, see things, have access to locations that would be denied to known enemies."

Turquine nodded, impressed despite himself. The suggestion showed a sophisticated understanding of modern warfare despite Ironside's ancient origins.

"That's...perceptive," he acknowledged. "We could indeed use mercenary companies as both fighting forces and intelligence assets."

"Of course it's perceptive," Ironside replied with audible disdain. "I was destroying armies while your ancestors were still roaming the skies and breathing fire.”

The nanites bristled at the insult, but Turquine forced them to settle. The Red Knight's arrogance was irritating but expected—and perhaps even justified—given his status. What mattered was the value of his counsel, not the manner in which it was delivered.

"What of Klingsor's fortress?" Turquine asked, moving the conversation forward. "Assuming it's intact and viable as a base, how would you utilize it strategically?"

Ironside's eyes gleamed with renewed interest. "Montsalvat is isolated, difficult to reach, naturally defensible. These are significant advantages, but more important is what the fortress contains.”

"And what would that be?" Turquine prompted when the knight paused.

"Laboratories," Ironside replied. "Forges. Training grounds. The infrastructure of war, designed by one of the most brilliant and twisted minds ever to plague Avalon. Klingsor was many things, but inefficient was not among them. More significant than the physical facilities are the research archives. Klingsor accumulated knowledge—magical texts, alchemical formulas, and more—obsessively. If even half of his collection remains intact, it would provide you with a wealth of lost arts that could prove decisive in a war.”

The prospect was tantalizing. Turquine had already been intrigued by the promise of a secure base of operations, but the additional possibility of accessing lost knowledge significantly amplified the fortress's potential value.

"Let's assume the fortress provides both a secure base and valuable resources," he said. "What then? How do we progress from a fortified position with limited forces to overthrow an empire?"

Ironside's response was immediate and decisive. "Divide and conquer. Morgana's empire is vast but not monolithic. There are surely factions within her government, rivalries among her military leadership, resentments festering beneath the surface of apparent loyalty. Not to mention, fractures between her and her subjugated people that can never be mended.” The knight moved closer, his massive armored form radiating lethal purpose even in its semi-corporeal state. "You exploit those divisions," he continued, his voice dropping to a rumbling growl that reminded Turquine of his own voice. "You identify disaffected elements within her power structure. You offer them alternatives to her rule. You create chaos, uncertainty, destabilization. And in that chaos, you strike at her directly."

"Assassination?" Turquine asked, intrigued by the directness of the approach.

"Eventually, yes," Ironside confirmed. "But not before you've created the conditions for success. Morgana is powerful. To strike at her prematurely would be to ensure your own destruction. First, you must weaken her. Make her vulnerable."

He paused, his gaze fixing on Turquine with predatory intensity. "And to do that effectively, you need intelligence. Detailed, accurate information about the current state of her empire, her military deployments, her personal security arrangements. Do you have such information?”

“No,” Turquine admitted. He had hoped for a more immediate path to action, but Ironside's analysis highlighted the gaps in their knowledge that needed to be addressed. "The resistance might provide some of that intelligence," he suggested. "If we can infiltrate their communications or capture one of their leaders..."

"The resistance?" Ironside interrupted, a note of genuine curiosity entering his harsh voice. "There is organized opposition to Morgana's rule?"

"Yes," Turquine confirmed. "A coalition of Ursan, Sidhe, and other species. They've established a hidden base and recently captured several Draconite warships. They’re also in possession of Excalibur.”

"Interesting," Ironside murmured, his armored form growing still as he processed this information.

“I killed the commander of Excalibur. I left him dead beside Lancelot. It's possible the resistance has already fragmented without his leadership."

"Or rallied around a new figurehead," Ironside countered. "Movements built on symbols rarely die with individuals. The symbol endures, finds new embodiment."

The observation was uncomfortably insightful. Turquine had assumed—hoped—that Sir Dragon’s death would significantly diminish the threat posed by the resistance. If Ironside was correct, the symbolic power of the Daeardrayke might transcend the individual who bore the title.

"Regardless," Turquine said, pushing aside the disquieting thought, "the resistance represents both a potential source of intelligence and a competing factor in our campaign against Morgana. We'll need to address them eventually."

"Indeed," Ironside agreed. "Though perhaps not as adversaries, at least initially. Consider this: they oppose Morgana, as do you. Their goals may not align perfectly with yours, but there is common cause to be found in her overthrow."

"You suggest an alliance?" Turquine asked, the nanites bristling beneath his scales at the very concept.

"I suggest pragmatism," Ironside corrected, his harsh voice carrying a note of reproof. "Temporary alignment of interests, not true alliance. Use them—for mutual advantage—as they would use you, until their usefulness is exhausted."

The approach was coldly calculating, devoid of ideological constraints or emotional attachments. It appealed to the strategic mindset that had been developing within Turquine since his conversation with Klingsor. The nanites resisted, their song pushing for dominance and destruction rather than manipulation and cooperation.

"An interesting proposition," Turquine replied after a moment's consideration. For all its potential tactical value, he couldn’t imagine a universe where the rebels would ever join forces with him. “Perhaps one worth exploring once we've established our position at Klingsor's fortress."

"If the fortress remains intact,” Ironside added, a note of skepticism entering his harsh voice. "Klingsor's talent for deception is surpassed only by his arcane adeptness. I would not place absolute faith in anything he says, regardless of our shared imprisonment."

"I'm not a fool," Turquine growled, irritation flaring beneath his scales. "We'll verify his claims before committing fully to any course of action."

"Good," Ironside replied, satisfaction evident in his tone. "A leader who trusts blindly deserves the knife that inevitably finds his back."

The conversation had provided valuable insights, but Turquine sensed that they had reached the limits of productive discussion for this initial manifestation. Further strategy would depend on what they found at Klingsor's fortress, assuming they found anything worthwhile at all.

"You've given me much to consider," Turquine said, stepping back from the containment field. "We'll speak again when we reach Montsalvat. For now, you’ll return to your crystal."

"Remember our agreement," the Red Knight said, his harsh voice carrying a note of anticipation rather than threat. "When I am permanently manifested, we will meet in combat to determine the true hierarchy between us. I look forward to testing your evolution against my blade."

"As do I," Turquine replied, the nanites singing with eagerness at the prospect of such a challenge. "Until then, serve well and you will be rewarded with the freedom you desire."

He turned to Halvy, who had remained motionless throughout the exchange. "End the manifestation."

"Yes, Master," the young Druid replied, raising his hands to begin the reverse of the summoning ritual.

As Halvy's hands traced patterns in the air, Ironside fixed his gaze on Turquine one final time.

"A word of caution, Sir Turquine," the knight said, his form already beginning to dissolve as the ritual progressed. "Klingsor serves only Klingsor, regardless of what oaths he might swear or bonds he might accept. Watch him closely, especially once he achieves permanent manifestation."

"I trust no one completely," Turquine assured him. "Not even you."

A harsh laugh emerged from Ironside's helm as his form unwound into streams of crimson energy flowing back toward the crystal.

"Good," the knight's voice echoed as he faded. "Trust is for fools and corpses."

With those words, Ironside's manifestation completed its dissolution, the last wisps of crimson energy returning to the crystal. The orb's glow intensified briefly, then settled into a steady pulsation as Halvy completed the ritual.

Turquine studied the crystal for a long moment, considering the implications of this second manifestation. Klingsor and Ironside represented powerful assets, but potentially dangerous ones as well. Each had their own ambitions, their own agendas that might not align perfectly with his own. Managing them would require careful balancing of incentives and constraints, promises and threats. The potential benefits, however, outweighed the risks. With Klingsor's magical knowledge and Ironside's military expertise, combined with his own enhanced capabilities and the support of his Flayers, Turquine possessed a formidable nucleus around which to build his forces.

"Secure the crystal," he commanded Halvy. "Then meet me on the bridge. We'll be approaching the Montsalvat system within hours."

"Yes, Master," Halvy replied, already moving to collect the crystalline sphere from its hovering position.

Turquine turned and strode from the chamber, satisfaction rumbling through his massive chest. The nanites sang beneath his scales, their harmonics complex and multi-layered. They still pushed for action, for conquest, for domination, but now there was a strategic undercurrent to their song, a calculating patience that complemented rather than contradicted their fundamental aggression.

Their evolution continued, both physical and mental. Each day brought new development, new understanding, new capability. With the addition of Klingsor and Ironside to his arsenal, the path to Avalon's throne had become more clear than ever before.


CHAPTER 24


Turquine stood on Visceral's bridge, claws resting on the command console as Mogris eased the ship deeper into the Blackveil corridor. The navigational display showed their position as a small red dot suspended between two massive neutron stars. Their gravitational forces created the narrow pathway that both protected ships from the pull of the distant black hole and threatened to tear them apart if they deviated even slightly from their course.

The nanites beneath Turquine's scales hummed with anticipation, their song shifting to match his focus as he watched Mogris navigate. The pilot's copper-tinged scales rattled, his fear-scent powerful despite the enhancements that should have eliminated such physical responses to stress. Even the nanites couldn't completely override millions of years of evolutionary response to danger.

"Status," Turquine demanded, his voice a low rumble.

"Maintaining optimal trajectory, My Lord," Mogris reported. “Gravitational shear is within acceptable parameters."

Visceral groaned as competing forces pulled at her hull. Metal strained against metal, creating an unholy symphony that would have convinced many other crews to turn back. The Flayers remained steady at their stations, steadfast despite the difficulty of the passage.

"Radiation levels are rising," Vorlok announced from the engineering station. "Shield integrity is holding steady.”

Through the main screen, the corridor appeared as a tunnel of absolute darkness framed by the impossibly bright coronas of the twin neutron stars. Their light bent and distorted, creating dangerous, mesmerizing patterns that compelled observation. Turquine forced his gaze away, focusing instead on the tactical display. It was too easy to become entranced by the corridor's hypnotic visual effects.

A violent shudder ran through the ship, throwing everyone off balance. Turquine dug his claws into his console to steady himself. "Gravitational eddy," Mogris explained, not looking up from his controls. “I’m adjusting course to compensate."

"How much longer until exit?" Turquine demanded, impatience singing through his nanites. Three days of journey already, and now this painstaking crawl through the corridor. Even with his newly developed efforts at patience, the wait tested the limits of his control.

"Approximately six minutes to exit the corridor, My Lord," Mogris replied. "Then another twenty-six to reach Kheir-Lossan's orbit."

Turquine nodded. Soon he would see whether Klingsor's fortress—the staging ground for his conquest of Avalon—would serve as the base he needed. If the wizard had spoken truly, they would gain not just a fortress but ancient power and knowledge that even Morgana might fear.

And if Klingsor had lied...

Turquine’s nanites surged at the thought, resonating with dark promise. If the wizard had deceived him, he would ensure his regret lasted for centuries.

“I’m detecting unusual magical energy patterns ahead," Vorlok reported. “Not unlike the readings we observed at the broken planet."

Turquine's vertical pupils contracted with interest. "Is it dangerous to our systems?"

"I don’t know, My Lord,” Vorlok admitted. "However, if Klingsor's instructions are accurate, we shouldn’t encounter any difficulties on the approach.”

Another violent shudder rippled through the ship, stronger than the last. "Gravitational distortion increasing," Mogris reported as warning indicators flashed across multiple consoles, bathing the bridge in pulsing red light. Mogris’ enhanced reactions allowed him to make dozens of minor course corrections per second. "We're encountering interference not indicated in Klingsor's navigational data."

“It could be a deliberate omission on the part of the wizard,” Norsp suggested, voicing Turquine's own unspoken suspicion.

“We’ll soon find out,” Turquine growled. "Compensate and proceed."

The seconds stretched as Mogris guided Visceral through the corridor, constantly activating vectoring thrusters to adjust their course and move them away from the increased shear of the eddies. The next few minutes passed so slowly Turquine could barely contain his anticipation, frustration, and rage.

"My Lord," Mogris finally called out, a note of relief entering his voice, "we're approaching the corridor exit."

The viewscreen showed the darkness ahead giving way to normal space, stars becoming visible as pinpricks of light rather than the smeared lines created by the neutron stars' gravitational lensing. Visceral pushed forward, metal groaning in protest as competing forces fought for dominance over her hull.

With a final, violent shudder, the ship broke free of the corridor, emerging into the relative calm of normal space. The bridge crew remained silent for several heartbeats.

"Damage report," Turquine commanded.

"Minor stress fractures in the outer hull," Vorlok responded immediately. "Nothing critical. All systems functioning within acceptable parameters."

"Set course for Kheir-Lossan," Turquine ordered. "Maintain a sensor sweep of the planet and the surrounding space.”

"Yes, My Lord," Mogris acknowledged, already plotting the approach vector.

The tactical display shifted, revealing their position inside the Montsalvat system. The black hole lurked at the system's edge, its presence evident only through the distortion of light and space around its event horizon. Three planets orbited a dying red giant, their paths long since destabilized by the star's expansion.

"Which is Kheir-Lossan?" Turquine asked, studying the display.

"Third planet, My Lord," Norsp replied, highlighting it on the tactical screen. "Terrestrial type, nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere. No evidence of technological signatures or energy emissions."

"Summon Halvy to the containment compartment with the purple crystal,” he ordered. "It's time I speak with Klingsor again."

Without waiting for acknowledgement, he strode from the bridge. The nanites sang their eagerness for action after days of confinement and waiting. Soon they would discover whether this journey had been worthwhile or another setback on his path to Avalon's throne.

The door to the compartment slid open with a soft hiss and he stepped inside. Halvy arrived right behind him, stepping over the threshold before the door could slide closed.

“Here I am, Master,” Halvy stated, clutching the purple crystal close to his chest.

Turquine gestured toward the pedestal. "Manifest Klingsor. I wish to speak with him about his planet."

"As you command." Halvy moved to the dais and delicately placed the crystal on it. Then he began the familiar ritual. Unlike previous manifestations, the energy responded almost eagerly, purple light flowing from the crystal to form the outline of Klingsor's gaunt form with minimal effort.

The dark wizard fully materialized, his burning eyes immediately fixing on Turquine rather than surveying his surroundings as he had in previous manifestations.

"We approach my domain," Klingsor stated, satisfaction evident in his sonorous voice. "I can feel its proximity even from within the crystal's confines."

"We've navigated the Blackveil corridor," Turquine confirmed, watching the wizard carefully for any reaction. “We encountered gravitational distortions which you neglected to mention."

Klingsor's thin lips curved in what might have been amusement. "The corridor is ever-changing, Sir Turquine. What was true when I last traveled it need not remain so centuries later." He made a dismissive gesture with one skeletal hand. "Yet here you are, successful and intact. The mark of a worthy commander, wouldn't you agree?"

The flattery was obvious, but the nanites responded positively to it nonetheless, their song shifting toward harmony rather than aggression. Turquine forced himself to focus beyond their influence.

"What will we find on your planet?" he demanded. "I need details."

"Allow me," Klingsor replied, closing his burning eyes in concentration. For several moments, he remained motionless, his gaunt features set in an expression of intense focus. When his eyes opened again, they blazed with renewed energy.

"My fortress stands," he announced, satisfaction evident in his tone. "I can sense its magical signature remains intact and undisturbed. There are no intruders, no evidence of occupation or significant decay. It awaits its master's return."

"And the defenses?" Turquine pressed. "Will they recognize us as allies or targets?"

"They will remain dormant, allowing you safe passage to the main gates. Beyond that..." He paused, his burning gaze shifting to Halvy. "I must maintain connection to the boy during our approach. He will serve as a conduit between me and the fortress' deeper defenses."

Turquine's vertical pupils contracted with suspicion. “A convenient arrangement for you."

“A necessary precaution," Klingsor countered smoothly. “I didn’t leave the fortress with the intent of never returning. I can leave them active, if you prefer.”

"Very well," Turquine conceded, "but Halvy will remain under my direct observation at all times."

“Of course,” Klingsor agreed with apparent indifference. "Now, shall we continue our approach? Kheir-Lossan awaits, and I find myself eager to see my domain after so many centuries of absence."

Turquine nodded sharply, then activated his comm unit. "Bridge, continue our approach to Kheir-Lossan. Maintain alert status but deactivate weapons. According to Klingsor, his defenses will allow our approach."

"Acknowledged, My Lord," came Norsp's immediate response.

"I'll return to the bridge," Turquine informed Klingsor. "Halvy will bring you when we enter orbit."

"As you command, Sir Turquine," Klingsor replied with a slight bow that conveyed amusement rather than submission. "I shall prepare myself for our arrival."

The nanites surged with irritation at the wizard's tone, but Turquine suppressed their response. Dealing with Klingsor required a delicate balance between assertion of authority and strategic accommodation. Eventually, the wizard would be bound to his service through more permanent means, but until then, maintaining a functional working relationship served both their interests.

He left Halvy to manage the crystal and strode back to the bridge. Whatever awaited them on Kheir-Lossan—fortress or trap, opportunity or setback—at least it represented forward movement after days of journey through space.

The bridge appeared much as he had left it, his Flayers maintaining their stations with unwavering focus. Through the viewscreen, Kheir-Lossan had grown from a distant point of light to a visible sphere, its surface a patchwork of gray and dull brown rather than the blues and greens of life-bearing worlds.

"Report," Turquine commanded, taking his position at the command station.

“We’re approaching planetary orbit," Mogris reported from the helm. "ETA fourteen minutes at current velocity."

“Sensors detect a breathable atmosphere, though thin by standard parameters" Norsp added. "Surface temperatures range from minus twenty to plus fifteen degrees at the equator."

“Is there any indication of life?” Turquine asked.

"None, My Lord," Norsp confirmed. "No other signatures either, with one exception." He highlighted a location on the tactical display. "A structure on the northern continent is generating a low-level energy field."

"Magical or technological?” Turquine questioned.

“It appears to be both,” Norsp answered. “Not unlike what we encountered with Excalibur. Klingsor was ahead of his time.”

“Take us in,” Turquine ordered.

“Yes, My Lord,” Mogris replied.

As Visceral approached the planet, more details became visible through the viewscreen. The surface—vast plains of gray-black stone interrupted by jagged mountain ranges and the occasional dried basin that might once have held water—appeared barren and hostile.

"Entering orbit," Mogris announced.

The door to the bridge slid open, revealing Halvy with Klingsor's crystal cradled in his small hands. The wizard's essence pulsed within the purple orb.

"Master," Halvy said without inflection, "Klingsor wishes to establish a connection with the fortress."

Turquine nodded his permission, watching with calculated interest as Halvy closed his eyes, establishing the mental link that allowed Klingsor to speak through him. The crystal pulsed with increased intensity. Purple light flowed up the boy's arms and across his body until his eyes snapped open, burning with the same ember-like glow as the elder wizard.

"My fortress lies before us," Halvy said, but the voice—deeper, more resonant, carrying centuries of arrogance and power—was Klingsor's. "I have awakened its outer wards."

"Show me," Turquine demanded.

Halvy moved to the tactical display, pointing to the location of the energy signature. "There,” he, or rather Klingsor, said. “Set your scanners to maximum sensitivity and you will detect the signature strengthening."

Norsp adjusted the sensors as instructed, and the display confirmed Klingsor's claim. The energy readings had indeed intensified, the formerly stable signature now pulsing with rhythmic power that the instruments struggled to quantify.

"It recognizes my presence," Klingsor explained. "The outer defenses are on standby, creating a safe corridor for our approach."

“Begin the descent," Turquine ordered.

"Initiating descent," Mogris announced, guiding Visceral out of orbit and down into the planet's thin atmosphere.

The viewscreen showed their approach vector toward the northern continent. As they descended through wispy clouds, more details of the landscape grew visible, including the fossilized bones of creatures long extinct dotting the plains.

"What happened there?" Turquine asked, gesturing toward a blasted, lifeless expanse that might once have held forests or grasslands. It had been reduced to stone and ash.

"Progress," Klingsor replied, Halvy's lips curving in a smile that held no warmth. "My experiments required significant resources. There was a price to be paid.”

"You drained an entire world for your magic?" There was no moral judgment in Turquine's question, merely strategic assessment of the wizard's capabilities and will.

"Not entirely by design,” Klingsor admitted. "A miscalculation in one of my more ambitious workings. By the time I recognized the cascading effect on the planetary ecosystem, the process had become self-sustaining." He made a dismissive gesture with Halvy's hand. "The extinction proved useful, however. The absence of life eliminated potential interference with my darker arcane experiments."

Turquine nodded, impressed despite himself. The casual destruction of an entire ecosystem spoke to power on a scale few beings could claim. Power that would soon serve his purposes if all went according to plan.

"Ah, my fortress comes into view," Klingsor announced, pointing to the forward viewport.

Rising from the blasted plain ahead, a massive structure of black stone dominated the landscape. Unlike the natural mountains surrounding it, the fortress featured impossibly sharp angles and precise geometries that spoke of a deliberate design rather than geological processes. Towers stretched skyward like accusing fingers, their tops lost in the low-hanging clouds. A central spire rose higher than the rest, its upper portion widening into a huge platform, hollowed out in the center.

At the fortress's base, two enormous skeletons flanked the main gatehouse, each in a collapsed heap, though their positions suggested they had once stood as lifeless guards. More skeletal remains surrounded the walls and gatehouse, some humanoid, others distinctly alien in their proportions and structure.

"Magnificent," Klingsor said through Halvy, genuine pleasure evident in his tone. "The centuries have changed it little."

Turquine studied the fortress with calculating appraisal. The structure—larger than he had anticipated, with clear defensive advantages in its elevated position and formidable walls—was indeed impressive. It would serve his purposes well, assuming they could secure it without triggering whatever lethal defenses Klingsor had admittedly installed.

"Mogris, set us down as close to the gates as possible," he ordered.

"Yes, My Lord," Mogris acknowledged, guiding Visceral toward a relatively flat area in front of the massive gatehouse.

The ship settled onto the barren ground with a soft shudder, its landing struts compensating for the uneven terrain. "We've landed, My Lord," Mogris reported. “External sensors show no movement or activity.” There was only the eerie stillness of a world long dead.

"I've instructed Halvy in the deactivation sequences for the inner wards," Klingsor explained. "He will carry the crystal, maintaining our connection as we approach. This will signal to the fortress that its master returns with permitted guests rather than hostile intruders."

Turquine nodded, decision made. "Then let us proceed.”


CHAPTER 25


As Turquine and his Flayers stood at Visceral's main airlock, Turquine knew each warrior's nanites sang the same complex symphony of aggression and anticipation as did his own.

"Open the airlock," Turquine commanded.

The door slid aside with a soft hiss, revealing the blasted landscape of Kheir-Lossan. Cold air rushed into the ship, carrying the scent of ancient dust and decay. Turquine stepped out onto the dead world, scales shifting to accommodate the sudden temperature drop as the nanites adjusted his body's responses.

The fortress loomed before them, even more imposing from ground level than it had appeared from the air. Its black stone walls rose so high, they created an impression of infinite size that disoriented the eye. Even the two twenty-meter tall piles of bones at the gatehouse doors were imposing.

"Former inhabitants?" Turquine asked, gesturing toward the colossal remains, their bone structure suggesting creatures unlike any Turquine had encountered in his long career as Morgana's enforcer.

“Stone giants," Klingsor confirmed, the boy's voice taking on that deeper resonance that indicated the wizard's direct influence. "A species I found particularly useful in the construction phase. Their natural strength allowed them to move materials no other could.”

“And they once guarded your gate as corpses," Turquine observed, impressed by the display of power.

“They are monuments to loyal service," Klingsor replied. "And to the inevitable passage of time. All flesh fails eventually, Sir Turquine. Even enhanced flesh. Only power endures."

The nanites resonated with the sentiment, their harmonics shifting toward agreement despite their general distrust of the wizard. Turquine allowed himself a slight nod of acknowledgment before focusing on their approach.

"Halvy will lead," he decided, gesturing for the boy to take point. "Keep your weapons ready but held in reserve unless I command otherwise."

“You have no cause for concern here,” Klingsor remarked.

“Only a fool lowers his guard without good reason,” Turquine shot back. “Even you would admit that you can’t be fully trusted.”

“Point made.”

The Flayers acknowledged the order, each drawing their preferred weapon while maintaining perfect formation. They moved as a single organism, their nanites allowing them to anticipate one another's movements without verbal coordination.

Halvy stepped forward, the crystal pulsing with increasing intensity as they approached the massive gates. As they passed between the colossal guardians flanking the gatehouse, the metal gates swung inward with a ponderous groan of ancient hinges. No visible mechanism accounted for the movement, suggesting magical rather than technological operation.

"The fortress recognizes its master's return," Klingsor explained through Halvy, satisfaction evident in his tone. "The outer defenses stood down completely."

Beyond the gates lay a wide courtyard littered with more skeletal remains. Unlike the deliberate arrangements flanking the gatehouse, these bones were scattered haphazardly, as if their owners had fallen where they stood.

"Your enemies?" Turquine asked, gesturing toward the grim display.

"Some," Klingsor admitted. "Others were experiments that outlived their usefulness in life, and found new use in death.”

They crossed the bone-strewn expanse. Ahead, a second set of doors stood open, leading into the fortress proper.

The main hall stretched into shadow, its dimensions too vast to be fully illuminated by the dim light filtering through high, narrow windows. The walls rose at least thirty meters to a vaulted ceiling supported by massive columns. The floor consisted of polished black stone inlaid with geometric patterns that shifted subtly when viewed from the corner of the eye.

"Welcome to my realm,” Klingsor announced, Halvy's free arm spreading in a gesture of presentation that looked entirely wrong for his youthful frame.

Turquine surveyed the space with calculating appraisal. Despite centuries of abandonment, the hall showed minimal decay. No dust covered the floor, no cobwebs stretched between the tortured columns. The preservation suggested either powerful enchantments or recent occupation, raising new questions about Klingsor's claims.

"It appears well-maintained for a fortress abandoned for centuries," he observed, the nanites humming their suspicion beneath his scales.

“There are no living things remaining on Kier-Lassen to soil it.”

"Show me more," Turquine commanded. "I want to assess the capabilities before committing to occupation."

"Of course," Klingsor replied. "Allow me to show you the throne room."

They proceeded deeper into the fortress, passing through corridors lined with twisted sculptures and arcane symbols etched into the black stone walls. The complete absence of color created a monotonous environment that Turquine found strangely disorienting.

"You designed this place with psychological warfare in mind," he observed, admiring the calculated effect. "The architecture itself serves as a weapon against intruders."

"Very perceptive," Klingsor acknowledged. "The absence of reference points, the subtle distortions in perspective, the lack of natural light—all deliberate choices to disorient and intimidate.” Halvy's lips curved in a cold smile. “The few who breached the outer defenses wandered these corridors until starvation or madness claimed them."

They passed through what might have once been a great hall, though its barren state made its original purpose difficult to determine. Beyond lay a more recognizable space, clearly a throne room dominated by a massive seat carved from the same black stone as the rest of the fortress. The throne sat upon a raised dais, its back carved to resemble a tangle of writhing figures reaching upward as if trying to escape their stone prison.

"Impressive," Turquine acknowledged.

"A modest seat for the power I once wielded," Klingsor said, false humility evident in his tone. "From here, I controlled territories across multiple worlds, directed armies of both flesh and reanimated bone, and conducted experiments that would have revolutionized our understanding of reality…had the wizards not interfered." The bitterness in his voice was palpable, suggesting wounds that centuries had failed to heal.

They continued their exploration, moving from the throne room through a series of increasingly specialized chambers—kitchens large enough to feed hundreds, barracks sufficient for a small army, armories stocked with weapons. Throughout, Klingsor provided commentary through Halvy, explaining the purpose of each space and its potential utility for Turquine's plans.

The nanites hummed with approval beneath Turquine's scales as he assessed the fortress's capabilities. Despite his lingering suspicion of Klingsor's motives, he couldn't deny the strategic value of the location. Hidden from Morgana's surveillance, defensible against attack, and equipped with facilities for training and equipping forces—it represented the ideal staging ground for his campaign.

"There is one more area you should see," Klingsor said as they completed their circuit of the upper levels. "My primary laboratory. It lies beneath the fortress, accessible via the eastern corridor."

Turquine nodded, and they followed Halvy to the corridor. It spiraled downward into darkness, its walls etched with intricate runes, the steps worn smooth by centuries of use.

"One hundred ninety-seven steps," Klingsor announced as they began their descent. "The staircase itself serves as part of the laboratory's protective warding."

They descended in silence, the only sound their footsteps echoing against the ancient stone. The air grew noticeably colder, carrying a metallic tang that reminded Turquine of fresh blood. The nanites responded to the sensory input with increased alertness, preparing his body for potential threat without conscious direction.

The staircase led to a small antechamber, its walls covered in more elaborate runes. Set into the far wall, a massive blast door of some unknown blue metal, was etched with additional arcane symbols surrounding a central locking mechanism.

"Halvy will deactivate the final ward," Klingsor explained.. "The laboratory contains my most sensitive experiments and valuable research. Its defenses are particularly aggressive toward unauthorized visitors."

Halvy stepped forward, holding his free hand toward the blast door. Magical energy spread from Klingsor’s crystal to his fingertips, activating the runes. Patterns of energy flowed across the walls like living things before converging on the central locking mechanism. With a series of metallic clicks and the hiss of equalizing pressure, the massive door swung inward into a laboratory stretching into the oppressive gloom. The sheer scale of the darkness swallowed the flickering glow from the activated runes, but there was enough light to see workbenches laden with half-dismantled mechanisms and arcane instruments, along with cryptic manuscripts crowding shelves. The tomes succumbed to the darkness as they receded into the unseen corners of the vast chamber.

Like an arcane idol awaiting worship or sacrifice, a towering central column dominated the center of the chamber. Wrapped in spiraling brass pipes encrusted with oxidation, it ascended toward the ceiling, where it vanished into the shadows. What they could see of it was covered in crystalline conduits that branched outward like arteries feeding a dormant heart. The conduits, connected to smaller, intricate nodes scattered across the chamber floor, pulsed weakly with residual magic.

The air around the apparatus felt thick and heavy, charged with a quiet menace. Though silent and seemingly inert, it projected an aura of patient expectancy, as though merely awaiting the proper catalyst to awaken its hidden purpose.

"What is this?" he demanded, gesturing toward the elaborate apparatus. Despite its quiet slumber, Turquine shivered involuntarily, sensing something deep within it watched and waited. Even the nanites were confused by the device, their harmonics shifting toward uncertainty rather than their usual aggressive confidence.

"This, Sir Turquine…” Halvy’s eyes burned with Klingsor's satisfied presence. “...is how we’re going to win our war against Morgana."


CHAPTER 26


Queen Morgana paced across her royal bed chambers, her claws clicking rhythmically against the polished floor. She paused at the window, gazing down at the capital city of Hreth. Like a glittering blanket of lights, it cascaded down the mountain's natural contours, streams of air traffic weaving between the spires and towers.

So many subjects, here and within her entire realm. All of them under her control.

Until recently.

A growl rumbled deep in her throat as her thoughts returned to Turquine. His betrayal burned within her like acid, eating away at her composure. Not just the fact that he had turned against her—betrayal was hardly a novel concept to her—but the implications of this betrayal could be catastrophic.

Her scales shifted with agitation, midnight blue darkening as blood rushed to the surface. The white star-like specks that dotted her hide pulsed with her fury. She had granted him everything—authority, resources, freedom, and the strength of the most advanced machines ever created. And this was how he repaid her. Not only that, his treachery meant her enhanced nanite program was nothing but a catastrophic failure.

Morgana turned from the window and strode to the far side of her chambers where an ornate mirror hung. The mirror itself was flawless, a perfect reflection that captured every detail of her regal form. She briefly studied herself—the elegant curve of her head, her lithe frame, her orange eyes with their vertical pupils expanding in the chamber's dim light.

She placed her palm against the surface, claws scraping lightly across the glass. A soft hum emanated from the mirror as concealed sensors recognized her genetic signature. The glass shimmered, then parted like water, revealing a hidden chamber behind it.

Morgana stepped through into a space that few beings in the galaxy knew existed. The secret room was circular, its walls lined with ancient texts and artifacts collected over her century of rule. At its center stood a pedestal of black stone, and upon it rested a sphere of what appeared to be dark crystal, roughly the size of her head.

The Scrying Eye.

Despite her fury, she approached it with reverence. While she had long ago fallen out with the Lady of the Stars, Nimue’s gift remained one of her most treasured possessions, and not only because of its capabilities.

Morgana placed her hands on either side of the sphere, feeling its cool surface beneath her scales. "Show me," she whispered, her voice barely audible even in the silence of the secret room. The magical energy she gathered from the surrounding air tingled as it swept down her arms and into her fingers, feeding the Eye.

The sphere remained dark for a moment, then began to glow with an inner light that spiraled outward from its center. The light was not comforting. It carried a cold, alien quality that would have unnerved most beings. Morgana found it familiar, almost soothing in its otherworldliness.

As she gazed into the depths of the Eye, her thoughts returned to Turquine and the nanite program she had been forced to terminate. The enhanced nanites were supposed to be her solution to a pressing problem. Since taking the throne, she had worked methodically to reduce the presence of magic in Avalon, promoting technological solutions while increasingly restricting access to magical knowledge and resources. It had taken a century, but she had reached the point where she felt comfortable with more direct elimination, starting with the professors at the arcane academy.

For most of her subjects, this gradual suppression of magic meant little. The average citizen had already been conditioned to rely upon technology rather than arcane forces. But there remained pockets of resistance—particularly among the Druids and certain Ursan factions—who clung to the old ways. These old ways preserved magical traditions that threatened her vision of a perfectly ordered, technologically advanced empire.

The nanite program had been designed to replace the power of magic with the strength of technology. By enhancing selected Draconite with specially programmed nanites, she had hoped to create the next step of evolution for her kind, who had already gone from pure, animalistic dragons to spacefaring dragon folk, shrinking in size but gaining in mobility and numbers. At the same time, they would be fully under her control, unable to be anything but loyal or serve any designs but her own. Once magic had been fully eliminated, their superiority would ensure her rule for the rest of her days and the Draconite rule forever.

Turquine had been the first true success, or so she had thought. His enhancement had proceeded exactly as planned. His physical capabilities increased exponentially.

His loyalty unshakable.

Until it wasn't.

Now she understood the fatal flaw in her design. The nanites had evolved as she intended, evolving their Draconite host as well. But they had developed beyond their programming and had found a way to override her carefully implemented controls. They had turned Turquine against her, and would likely do the same to any others she injected them into.

She had ordered the immediate termination of that strain of nanite research and enhancement, both in the palace laboratories and at the secret facility on Avalyeth. Years of work and incalculable resources, wasted. Her quick path to replacing magic had been stopped in its tracks, leaving her with nothing to show for it but a rogue knight who wanted her crown and now possessed artifacts of unknown power.

"Show me Turquine," she commanded the Eye, focusing her will on the sphere. The swirling lights within the crystal coalesced, forming hazy images that shifted and blurred before resolving into recognizable shapes. She saw a vessel—Visceral, Turquine's ship—moving through unfamiliar space. The image was indistinct, as if viewed through rippling water. The Eye rarely provided a detailed glimpse of things. Only waves of possibility. "Show me what he took," she demanded, pouring more of her will into the command. The sphere's light pulsed once and then the image of Visceral faded, replaced by two crystalline objects—one deep purple, one blood red—their surfaces catching and refracting light in hypnotic patterns. "What are they?" she whispered, more to herself than to the Eye.

The sphere didn't answer her question directly—it never did. Instead, the image changed again, showing a massive golden sphere of pure magical energy. The sight of it sent a jolt through Morgana's body, a visceral reaction she couldn't explain. She had seen this object before. The artifact. It called to her on a primal level, as if it were something she had lost long ago and only now remembered.

The object she had glimpsed in previous scryings, the treasure that she had sent countless ships into the Wastes to search for, but if this was the artifact, then what were the crystals Turquine had taken? And why did she still feel drawn to the golden sphere if it wasn't what her rogue knight had claimed?

The sight troubled her deeply.

Before she could formulate another question, the image in the Eye changed again. Now she saw two figures she recognized immediately. Excalibur’s commander and Sir Lancelot. They appeared to be aboard a ship she didn't recognize, moving with purpose through its corridors. Both were alive, seemingly uninjured.

Morgana hissed in surprise and rage. Turquine had lied. He had claimed to have killed both. Yet here they were, clearly alive and well.

Or were they?

The Eye sometimes showed what had already occurred, sometimes what might come to pass. Without context, it was impossible to know if she was seeing events before the confrontation Turquine had described or after it.

The image shifted once more, revealing a dark fortress perched on a barren, lifeless world. Its architecture—part medieval stronghold, part alien structure—was unlike anything in her empire. It radiated a sense of ancient malevolence, of power long dormant but never truly diminished.

The sight meant nothing to her. She had never seen or heard of such a place. What was its connection to Turquine? Or to the Daeardrayke and Lancelot?

Frustration welled within her as the images continued to shift, offering glimpses without context, questions without answers. The Eye was a powerful tool, but its revelations were often cryptic, requiring interpretation and patience, neither of which suited her current mood.

With deliberate effort, Morgana cleared her mind and focused on one final query. "Show me Excalibur."

The lights within the crystal swirled violently, as if the request had disturbed some fundamental balance. The sphere grew warm beneath her hands, the darkness within it deepening to an almost tangible void. Just as an image—the sleek silver hull of Arthur's legendary vessel— began to form, a sharp chime interrupted her concentration.

Morgana withdrew her hands from the Eye with a snarl of frustration. The crystal darkened immediately, the images within vanishing like smoke scattered by the wind. Only the most urgent of matters would convince Strix to contact her now. He had something to report that couldn't wait, even for her private scrying session.

She exited the hidden chamber, the mirror sealing seamlessly behind her as if it had never been anything but an ordinary reflective surface. Crossing to her desk, she activated the terminal with a quick gesture.

The holographic display materialized above the desk, showing the stern features of General Strix. "Your Majesty," he began, inclining his head in a gesture of respect.

"General," Morgana acknowledged, not bothering to hide her irritation. "I trust you have a compelling reason for this interruption."

Strix straightened, his expression carefully neutral. He had served her long enough to recognize when her mood was dangerous.

"Have your forces located Turquine?" she asked before he could speak, her voice carrying an edge that made the general's scales shift subtly.

"No, Your Majesty," Strix admitted. "We've deployed search patrols across all sectors where Visceral was last reported and put out calls to all of our informants, but there's been no sign of the ship or Sir Turquine himself. It's as if they've simply vanished."

"Nothing simply vanishes, General," Morgana replied coldly. "He's hiding somewhere, doing his best to avoid capture while he works on a plan to depose me. Continue the search. I want that traitor found and brought to me—preferably alive, but I'll accept his head if necessary."

"Of course, Your Majesty. Our efforts are ongoing." Strix paused, his expression suggesting he had more to report but was hesitant to continue.

"Well?" Morgana prompted, her patience wearing thinner by the moment. "If you haven't located Turquine, why are you contacting me? I'm not in the mood for trivial matters, General."

Strix cleared his throat, the scales around his neck shifting with nervous energy. "It's about the resistance, Your Majesty. The resources we deployed after the incident with the stolen warships have detected unexpected objects."

Morgana's irritation gave way to sharp interest. "Elaborate.”

"The probes identified a number of objects in stable formation around a central mass," Strix reported, his confidence returning as he moved to more familiar territory. "Initial scans suggest the central object is an asteroid, approximately thirty-one kilometers in diameter. The surrounding objects match the profiles of our missing vessels."

A cold smile spread across Morgana's features, exposing rows of razor-sharp teeth. "The rebel base," she hissed, satisfaction evident in her voice. The rebellion had been a thorn in her side—a persistent irritation rather than a genuine threat to her rule—for years. But the capture of her warships had elevated their status from nuisance to actual problem. Finding their hidden base was a stroke of fortune that improved her mood considerably. "They thought they could hide from me. They were wrong."

"Yes, Your Majesty," Strix agreed. "However, there is a concern." He hesitated, clearly weighing his words. "The rebel leaders have demonstrated considerable tactical acumen, especially more recently. It may be another trap. A means to lure more ships into their web for capture.”

“Have the engineers successfully patched the exploit they used to capture the ships under their control?”

“They have, Your Majesty,” Strix confirmed. “That particular trick won’t work again. That doesn’t mean they haven’t developed another.”

Morgana tapped her claws against the desk's surface, considering the possibility. The resistance fighters had indeed shown unexpected resourcefulness in recent months. The asteroid could be bait, designed to draw her forces into an ambush or some other costly confrontation.

But there was another factor to consider.

"Turquine claimed to have killed Excalibur's commander," she said, recalling the images she had seen in the Eye. "If true, that changes the equation significantly. Without its commander, Excalibur is just another ship, and even better, a symbol of hope shattered instead of realized.”

"With respect, Your Majesty, we have no confirmation of Sir Dragon's death," Strix pointed out. "Only Turquine's word, which recent events have proven unreliable."

"True," Morgana acknowledged. "But Turquine bragged so proudly about the kill, I’m inclined to believe he told the truth. Or at the very least, he believed he killed him.”

She rose from her desk and paced toward the window once more, considering her options. The rebel base represented both an opportunity and a risk. Destroying it would eliminate the largest organized resistance group in a single strike, potentially ending their opposition for years to come. However, committing too many forces to what might be a trap could create vulnerabilities that Turquine might exploit elsewhere in her empire.

Then again, even if it was a trap, what could a handful of stolen warships really do against the might of her fleet? Without Excalibur, the rebels would be outmatched regardless of what tricks they had prepared.

Decision made, Morgana turned back to the holographic display. "Prepare an assault force, General. We're going to crush this rebellion once and for all."

"How many assault flights should I commit, Your Majesty?" Strix asked, already making notes on a datapad visible at the edge of the hologram.

"Three," Morgana replied without hesitation. "Overwhelming force will minimize our casualties and ensure total victory. And have the First Assault Flight lead the operation."

Strix looked up sharply, surprise evident in his expression. "The First? But that would mean..."

"Yes," Morgana confirmed, a cold smile playing across her features. "Mordred will coordinate the attack personally. It's time he became more involved in these matters. They’ve grown important enough to deploy our greatest weapon.”

"As you command, Your Majesty," Strix said, inclining his head. "I'll issue the orders immediately. The assault flights can be ready to depart within twelve hours."

"Make it within eight," Morgana countered. "I want this matter resolved quickly. The longer we delay, the more time the rebels have to prepare or escape."

"It will be done," Strix assured her. The hologram flickered, then disappeared as the general ended the transmission.

Alone once more, Morgana felt her earlier fury subside, replaced by cold satisfaction. Turquine's betrayal still rankled, and the failure of the nanite program represented a significant setback. But at least not all of her plans were unraveling. The discovery of the rebel base offered an opportunity to eliminate one of her most persistent adversaries.

With the rebellion crushed, she could focus her full attention on hunting down Turquine and reclaiming whatever artifacts he had stolen from the Wastes. The golden sphere troubled her with its inexplicable pull, but she would study it, understand it, and ultimately neutralize it, just as she had done with so many other magical threats throughout her reign.

Morgana returned to the window, gazing out at the capital of her empire with renewed determination. Setbacks were inevitable in the course of ruling. What mattered was how she responded to them.

Turquine would be found and made an example of. The rebellion would be crushed. The artifacts would be recovered. And her vision of an Avalon—free from the chaos of magic—would eventually be realized. She had worked toward that end since the day Arthur disappeared.

The thought of her brother brought a familiar mixture of emotions—hatred mingled with longing. Arthur had been too idealistic. His vision of a united galaxy built on cooperation rather than dominance was fundamentally flawed. If only he had seen the logic in their union. If only he had been willing to accept her as his queen…

Morgana pushed the memories aside. The past was irrelevant. Only power mattered now—power that was hers alone, power that would remain hers regardless of what challenges arose.

For now, she would wait for news of Mordred's assault on the rebel base. That would be satisfaction enough to temporarily ease the sting of Turquine's betrayal. The thought of the resistance fighters realizing too late that their sanctuary had been discovered, scrambling in panic as Draconite warships descended upon them, brought a cruel smile to her lips.

Let them run. Let them hide. Even better, let them try to fight back.

It would make no difference in the end. Avalon was hers, and nothing—not rebellions, not traitorous knights, not even the mysteries of the Wastes—would change that fundamental truth.


CHAPTER 27


The training room aboard Vanguard echoed with the sounds of exertion—feet shuffling across the padded mats, controlled breathing, and the periodic clash of metal against metal. Thomas circled Percival, adjusting his grip on the practice sword as sweat trickled down his back. The other man moved with surprising grace, his face revealing nothing of his intentions.

"Thomas, you're telegraphing your attacks," Lancelot called from the edge of the mat where he stood with arms crossed. His silver hair caught the light as he tilted his head, observing their movements. The twins sat cross-legged nearby, watching the match with undisguised interest.

Thomas feinted left, then spun right, bringing his blade in a swift arc toward Percival's flank. The mercenary parried with practiced ease, the clang of steel reverberating through the chamber.

"Better," Lancelot approved, "but still too obvious. Your eyes betray you before your body moves."

Thomas backed away, rolling his shoulders to release the tension building there. "I'm trying," he replied, circling again. "It's not as easy as you make it look. And sound."

Percival grinned, his teeth flashing white against his dark beard. "Nothing ever is, my friend. Not with Sir Lancelot teaching. The man expects perfection from the first strike.”

"Not perfection," Lancelot corrected. "Intent. Purpose. Economy of movement."

Thomas lunged forward suddenly, executing a complex pattern of strikes that drove Percival back three steps before the mercenary recovered. Their blades locked momentarily, muscles straining against each other's strength.

"That's more like it," Lancelot said with a faint smile. "You’ve improved dramatically, Thomas. I wouldn't have believed it possible in such a short time."

“Are you kidding?” Garant said. “Didn’t you see how he man-handled the Draconite that tried to board?”

“I was a little busy man-handling them myself,” Lancelot replied. “As you should have been.”

“Who even had a chance with you two at the front of the line?” Tivan laughed.

Pushing away from the blade-lock with Percy, Thomas stepped back and lowered his weapon. "It's not all me," he admitted, reaching for a towel to wipe his face. "Arthur's essence has...changed things. I can focus better. React faster. It's like having a second set of instincts guiding me."

“Perhaps, but the essence couldn't help you if the ability wasn't already within you," Lancelot interjected, stepping onto the mat.

The door to the training room hissed open. Burl stood in the entrance, his massive frame filling the doorway. He moved stiffly, one hand pressed lightly against his side where Turquine's Flayer had run him through, but he was out of sickbay.

"Burl!" Thomas exclaimed, dropping his practice sword and crossing the room in quick strides. He wanted to embrace the big man, but pulled up, clasping his shoulders instead to keep from disturbing his wounds. "Should you be up and about already?"

The others quickly approached, Tivan and Garant equally excited to see him back on his feet. Burl accepted their greetings with a tired smile. “Medhris finally said I was well enough to be out with the rest of the crew,” Burl explained, his deep voice rougher than usual. “She claimed I was taking up valuable bed space with my complaining."

"Knowing you, I believe it," Tivan joked, clapping Burl gently on the shoulder.

Lancelot studied Burl with a critical eye. "You've recovered remarkably well, considering the severity of your wounds."

“With your help, from what I hear,” Burl agreed. His expression darkened slightly. “It’s not all sunshine. Doctor Medhris says I don't have the lung strength for anything strenuous. Can't fight. Hells, I can't even run more than a few steps without feeling like I'm drowning."

Thomas placed a hand on his friend's arm. "We'll fix you up once we get back to Excalibur," he promised. "The regeneration pod will have you back to full strength in no time."

"That's what keeps me going," Burl admitted, managing a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. "That and the thought of payback."

Percival, who had been observing silently, stepped forward with an extended hand. "You must be Burl. I've heard stories about you from these two." He gestured at the twins. "Apparently you're quite a formidable fighter."

"I was," Burl said, shaking the offered hand. "Will be again, soon.”

“I look forward to training with you, then. I’m Percival.”

“Arthur’s knight?” Burl asked, confused. “Were you in a magical stasis or something? You’re younger than me.”

Percival laughed. “I was named after Arthur’s companion. But there’s no relation.”

Burl tried to chuckle, but he cut it short, wincing and clutching his chest. “With Thomas, you never know,” he grunted.

The ship's intercom crackled to life. "Attention all hands. Preparing for burst exit in ten minutes. Repeat, burst exit in ten minutes." Aldrich's gravelly voice echoed through the training room.

"Looks like we're approaching the edge of the Wastes," Thomas observed. "Rain check on round two?"

"Anytime," Percival agreed. "Though I might need to improve my technique before facing you again. You're quite good."

“You gave me a run for my money, my friend," Thomas said, clapping him on the shoulder. "I’m heading for the bridge. I want to see what we're dealing with out there.” He looked at Burl. “You should head back to your quarters and rest. I'll update you once we know what we're facing."

"I'm fine⁠—"

"That wasn't a suggestion," Thomas interrupted firmly, but with gentleness in his eyes. "We need you at full strength, Burl. That means following doctor's orders until we reach Excalibur. Tivan, Garant, can you help keep him in line?”

“Absolutely,” they replied simultaneously.

The big man relented, nodding reluctantly. "Fine. But I expect details. All of them."

"Promise," Thomas agreed as he started backpedaling toward the exit. "Lancelot, you coming?"

“Indeed.”

Thomas turned and hurried toward the exit with Lancelot close behind. They navigated Vanguard's corridors quickly, the mercenary crew nodding respectfully as they passed. The bridge doors parted automatically as they approached.

Standing at the command console, his grizzled face focused on the navigational display, Captain Aldrich’s looked up as they entered. "Ah, Sir Dragon, Sir Lancelot. Perfect timing," Aldrich greeted them. "We're about to exit burst. I assumed you might want to be here when we arrived.”

“I’ll be happy to have put the Wastes behind us,” Thomas replied.

“So long as a fleet of Draconite aren’t waiting with orders to shoot us on sight,” Aldrich said.

“They don’t know of your involvement with us or Excalibur,” Lancelot reminded him. “They have no reason to shoot first and ask questions later.”

“They’re Draconite,” Aldrich countered. “They almost always shoot first.

“Exiting burst in ten seconds,” Roaneld announced.

The viewscreen shifted as the compressed cone of light expanded with Vanguard’s rapid deceleration, the force tugging at Thomas despite the drive’s countermeasures. As normal space came into view, relief washed over Thomas.

Then…

"Multiple contacts detected!” the tactical officer called out. “Captain! Draconite vessels at three hundred thousand kilometers.”

"Full scan," Aldrich ordered immediately, remaining calm. "Numbers and configuration."

"I count seven vessels, Captain," the tactical officer reported after a tense moment. "One corvette class. Six patrol ships."

Lancelot moved to the tactical display, studying the positions of the Draconite ships. "A standard patrol,” he observed. “Though their presence at the edge of the Wastes suggests they’re waiting for arrivals from inside.”

“Hoping to catch whoever might have claimed the artifact,” Thomas said.

“Or at least shake them down for information before they can depart,” Aldrich said.

"They've spotted us," Torval announced. “Changing their vectors to intercept before we can burst out.”

"The corvette is hailing us, Captain,” the communications officer said.

Aldrich exchanged a quick glance with Thomas before responding. "Put them through."


CHAPTER 28


The viewscreen shifted to show the interior of a Draconite vessel. A commander with brown scales stood at the center, vertical pupils narrowing as he assessed them.

"Mercenary vessel, this is Commander Brux of the Imperial corvette Steadfast," the Draconite announced without preamble. "Identify yourselves and state your purpose."

Aldrich straightened in his chair. "Captain Aldrich of the Vigilant Swords. We're returning from a contracted search mission in the Wastes."

“Indeed,” Brux replied. “More ships have emerged from the Wastes than have entered in the last few days. Have you discovered the artifact? Or do you have any information regarding its whereabouts?”

“No, My Lord,” Aldrich answered, taking on a submissive tone. “We were forced to pull out of the search due to damage taken after a confrontation with a rival outfit.”

Brux hissed in amusement. “You mercenaries are like hungry snapes, fighting one another for the smallest of scraps. Of course, no one expects you to locate the artifact when our superior forces cannot.”

Thomas glanced at Aldrich. He maintained a false submissive attitude, though Thomas could see the tension in his jaw, absorbing the insults for the sake of the bigger mission.

"You will transmit your search data," Brux continued. "All scans, all burst coordinates. We need to know which areas have already been explored."

“Of course, My Lord,” Aldritch replied, nodding to his communications officer. “We’ll begin transmitting immediately.” He turned back to the screen. "But I expect the Queen to remember the Vigilant Swords' cooperation when contracts are being awarded in the future."

The communications officer worked at her console, transmitting files to the Draconite vessel. Thomas knew that Taliesin had already purged the most crucial data—the final coordinates leading to the shattered Camelot. The Draconite would receive plenty of legitimate information about the outer Wastes, but nothing that would lead them to what they sought.

"Data received," a voice announced off-screen in the Draconite vessel.

Brux nodded, his attention clearly divided as he reviewed the incoming information. "This appears to be quite comprehensive," he acknowledged after a moment. "Your cooperation is noted, Captain Aldrich."

“I’m always happy to assist the Empire," Aldrich replied. “With your permission, My Lord, we'd like to continue on our way. My ship needs repairs, and my crew needs rest."

The Draconite commander studied them for a moment longer, then nodded curtly. “You’re free to go, Captain.”

“Thank you, My Lord,” Aldrich acknowledged. "Safe hunting.”

The communication ended, the viewscreen returning to its standard display of space around them. The Draconite vessels remained in position, their weapons systems powered but not targeting Vanguard.

"Well done," Thomas said quietly to Aldrich.

The captain shrugged. "Been dealing with Draconite officials for longer than you've been alive, Sir Dragon. They're predictable in their arrogance." He turned to his helmsman. “Move us clear of the lizards’ sensor range.”

"Aye, Captain."

As Vanguard began accelerating away from the Draconite patrol, Thomas allowed himself to relax slightly. "That was too easy," he remarked to Lancelot.

"Perhaps," the knight agreed, "but they have no reason to suspect us. To them, we're just another mercenary crew returning empty-handed from a failed mission. A common enough occurrence these days."

Aldrich rejoined them, lowering his voice. "They're still keeping tabs on us with their sensors. Playing it safe.” He nodded toward the communications station.

“I wonder if they know about Turquine,” Thomas said.

“If they do, they aren’t acting like it,” Lancelot replied. “If Turquine truly does intend to challenge Morgana, she’ll do what she can to contain that insolence from the wider fleet for as long as possible.”

“Do you think some of the Draconite might switch sides?”

“Not immediately. But if Turquine harnesses the power of the replicas he stole, and provides a convincing display of that power, anything can happen.”

“Because trying to overcome Morgana wasn’t enough on our plate,” Thomas said.

“This could work to our advantage. The more Draconite that kill one another, the fewer we’ll need to engage. “

“True.”

Torval called out from tactical, "Captain, the Draconite vessels are moving off. Resuming their patrol route.”

Aldrich nodded. "Good. Maintain course and speed until we're well clear of their sensor range. Then we'll make a proper burst to put some extra distance between us."

Thomas moved to the communications station. "Captain, if possible, I'd like to contact someone on Falias before we head back to Gryphon's Roost."

"The Sidhe planet?” Aldrich raised an eyebrow. "That may be a risky transmission."

"I know," Thomas acknowledged. "But I need to check on Lady Aelan. She’s the current leader of the Sidhe resistance. She needs to know what happened to her people. And that her son is still alive and well.”

Aldrich considered for a moment, then nodded. "We can manage it. Talia can route the transmission through several relays to mask the origin point." He gestured to the communications officer. "Set it up."

"Yes, sir," she replied, already tapping on her console. "It will take a few minutes to establish a secure connection. Do you have a comm address?”

“I do,” Thomas replied, approaching the station. He recited the connection information Tryvane had passed on to him.

“Standby while I establish the connection,” Talia said. “I need to route the signal through multiple pathways to limit detection probability.”

Thomas waited in silence beside the comms station as the minutes passed. He didn’t only want to inform Lady Aelan about her people, he needed to ask her about her premonition. She had warned them away from attacking the convoy because of darkness she saw on that path. The way he saw it, the route through the Wastes had cost so much more.

"Connection established," Talia finally announced. "Audio only, for security."

"Thank you," Thomas said.

"I'll give you some privacy," she said, rising from her station. "Just press here when you're finished."

Thomas settled into the vacated chair. "Lady Aelan? It's Thomas Drake. Can you hear me?"

There was a moment of silence, then a soft, melodic voice responded. "Thomas? Is it truly you?" Relief was evident in her tone. “Do you have news to report?”

“I do,” Thomas answered. “We took your advice and entered the Wastes. It was…challenging.”

“Tryvane,” she said immediately, a sudden tremble in her voice. “Is he⁠—”

“He’s alive,” Thomas answered. “I’m sorry, but I can’t say the same for Captain Pyym and his crew. Sir Turquine killed them all and destroyed Caress.”

A brief silence followed. Thomas could sense Aelan absorbing the bad news.

“I will mourn for them,” she said at last. “Did you locate the artifact?”

“We did. It wasn’t what we expected.” He paused, reaching out to Arthur’s essence, sensing the warmth of it within him and drawing strength from it.

“Such things rarely are,” Aelan replied. “Things have grown difficult here as well, since you left."

"What's happening?" Thomas asked.

“Following your escape, the Draconite have reinforced their garrisons on Falias and the other Sidhe worlds," Lady Aelan explained, her voice lowering. "They're hunting for resistance members. After Sir Tristan's death, I had to abandon the apartment for a safehouse. They've been conducting raids, more aggressive than anything we've seen before."

Thomas closed his eyes briefly, absorbing the news. Sir Tristan's sacrifice had bought them time to escape Falias, but the repercussions were still unfolding. "Is there anything we can do to help?"

"Just knowing Tryvane is alive helps more than you know," she replied.

“Lady Aelan,” Thomas said, hesitant to bring up his concerns now that he was speaking to her. “I…”

“You’re worried about the dark path,” Aelan said. Of course, she already knew.

“You warned us away from the convoy, and instead we entered the Wastes. We led Sir Turquine right to the artifact. He took items of immense power, and nearly killed me and my crew in the process. I…I guess I just don’t see how the convoy would have been worse.”

“None of us can ever know the future that doesn’t come to pass,” Aelan replied. “You may have encountered darkness, but I sense a light within you that you didn’t possess when last we met.”

Thomas thought of Arthur's essence flowing through him, the transformation that had occurred at the shattered Camelot. "Yes," he acknowledged, “but I'm not sure it will be enough against what Turquine now possesses."

"Nothing is guaranteed," Lady Aelan replied softly. “But the only way to battle darkness is with light. Perhaps what you saw as a defeat will lead to an even greater victory.”

Again, Thomas thought of Arthur. He had sacrificed himself in hope of a lasting peace he would never live to see. “Yeah, maybe you’re right about that.”

“There’s still a chance for a new dawn across Avalon. My visions may be unclear, but hope remains a constant thread within them. And within you.”

Aldrich approached, signaling the need to end the transmission. Thomas nodded in acknowledgment.

"I need to go," he told Lady Aelan. "We're heading back to Gryphon’s Roost. I'll make sure Tryvane contacts you as soon as he can.”

"Thank you, Thomas," she said. "May the stars guide your path. And Thomas..."

"Yes?"

"Whatever changed within you in the Wastes—embrace it. It may be the key to everything."

The connection ended, leaving Thomas staring at the console, Lady Aelan's final words echoing in his mind. He rose, returning the station to Talia, and crossed back toward the command console.

“Is everything alright with your contact?" the captain asked.

"As well as can be expected," Thomas replied. "The Draconite are increasing their presence on Sidhe worlds. Hunting for resistance members."

Aldrich nodded grimly. "Not surprising. After the ships you captured and Tristan's sacrifice, they're bound to be on high alert." He turned to his navigation officer. "Roaneld, are we clear of the Draconite scanning range?"

"Yes, Captain. We're well beyond their sensor envelope now."

"Good. Sir Dragon, do you have coordinates for us?”

Thomas approached the captain's chair. "We need to make a few random bursts to ensure we're not being tracked. Then we can wormhole directly to Gryphon's Roost."

“Of course,” Aldrich agreed with a nod. "Roaneld, plot three sequential bursts in different directions."

"Aye, Captain. Plotting now."

Lancelot joined him, his expression thoughtful. "What did Lady Aelan say to trouble you so?" he asked quietly.

"She said to embrace the change within me," Thomas replied, equally quiet. "That it might be the key to everything."

“Sidhe Seers see possibilities,” Lancelot said. “Like any attempt to divine the future, there are no guarantees. But I do believe it wise to follow that particular advice.”

Thomas smiled. “Thank you. It’s good to have a second opinion. Not that I don’t want to embrace Arthur’s essence. There’s a part of me that’s afraid I might lose myself to it.”

"Burst calculations complete, Captain," Roaneld announced. "Ready on your command."

"Execute first burst," Aldrich ordered.

The stars on the viewscreen compressed as Vanguard accelerated into burst space. Thomas watched the familiar cone of light form ahead of them, carrying them away from the Wastes and closer to their eventual destination.

Lancelot shook his head. “Arthur would never do such a thing to anyone,” he told Thomas. “The Grail is a gift. It’s as simple as that.”

Thomas nodded, Arthur's essence stirring within him like a warm current. At least whatever challenges he now faced, he wouldn’t be alone in facing them.

Ever again.


CHAPTER 29


Gareth stared at the holographic display hovering above the conference table, drinking in the sight of the captured Draconite warships now positioned around Gryphon's Roost. One major success, followed by too many failures.

Three days had passed since his rejection in Excalibur's command pod. Three exhausting, soul-crushing days of watching others attempt what he couldn’t achieve. More than three dozen resistance members had tried to merge with the legendary vessel. Some had experienced violent rejections similar to his own, while others had encountered the cold dismissal that Tryvane described. A few had suffered worse fates, carried off on stretchers to the regeneration pod or sickbay for recovery. The results all varied, but the outcome remained the same:

Excalibur accepted none of them.

The conference room felt too small for the weight of their problems. Lestain sat to his right, the stocky resistance leader's normally energetic demeanor subdued by exhaustion. Dark circles underscored his eyes, evidence of sleepless nights spent coordinating their rapidly expanding fleet. Across the table, Merlin's GOLEM stood motionless, blue eyes glowing with subdued intensity as he observed the proceedings. Tryvane and Brennan flanked the mechanical, both looking as haggard as Gareth felt. At the far end of the table, Dorus and Corrin—the technical experts who'd been instrumental in modifying the captured Draconite ships—studied the display with professional detachment.

"That concludes the report on potential Excalibur commanders," Lestain said, his voice flat with resignation. “Thirty-nine candidates assessed, thirty-nine rejections. Perhaps we should compile a comprehensive list of the physical symptoms experienced by each reject. It might help us understand what the ship is looking for."

“I’m aware of what the ship is looking for,” Merlin interjected. “While there are general criteria, it’s not something quantifiable.” He paused to chuckle. “In fact, Thomas proved my algorithm a total failure. Still, such a list would be of little help.”

Gareth rubbed his temples, trying to ease the persistent headache that had plagued him since his rejection. "Let's move on to the next topic. Dorus, where do we stand on the warship conversions?”

The former Draconite engineer straightened in his chair. His face, marked by years of service in Morgana's fleet, remained expressionless as he reported. "All nineteen vessels have completed primary modifications. Control systems have been adapted for Ursanoid operators. Tactical software has been translated into common Avalonian, with approximately ninety-five percent accuracy—up from our initial eighty." He gestured to the display, highlighting each ship as he continued. "Weapons systems are fully operational across the fleet. Shield generators have been recalibrated to our specifications, increasing efficiency by twelve percent."

"What about the crew integration?" Gareth asked, leaning forward. "How are our people adapting to Draconite technology?"

"Better than expected," Corrin answered, shifting as he activated a new section of the display. "The former slaves we freed have been invaluable. They've served on these vessels for years, just never in command positions. Their knowledge of systems and operations has accelerated our training programs significantly."

"And crew morale?" Lestain inquired.

Corrin's expression darkened slightly. "Mixed. Many are driven by revenge, which provides motivation but could compromise judgment in combat situations. Others struggle with psychological trauma from years of mistreatment. We've implemented a rotation system to ensure no one pushes beyond their limits."

"Having a meaningful way to strike back helps," Brennan added, speaking for the first time. The young pilot's integration with Excalibur's neural interface had given him newfound confidence, despite his earlier betrayal. "There's something powerfully healing about taking control of the vessels that once imprisoned you."

Gareth nodded, understanding all too well the therapeutic value of action against helplessness. After his failure with Excalibur, he'd thrown himself into fleet coordination, desperate to reestablish his self-esteem through other means.

"Speaking of striking back," Tryvane said, his elegant Sidhe features composed despite the tension in the room, "we need to discuss targets. These ships give us unprecedented offensive capability, but we must deploy them strategically."

Gareth tapped a command into the console before him, shifting the holographic display to show the surrounding star systems. "The Llanwyn Cluster," he stated, highlighting the region they'd called home for months. "Twelve inhabited planets, twenty-seven major space stations, and hundreds of smaller outposts. All under Draconite control."

"But thinly spread control," Lestain added, standing to indicate specific locations within the cluster. "Most planets have fewer than a hundred actual Draconite overseers. They rely on recruited local forces, mainly Ursan Guard units and conscripted militia, to maintain order."

"Potential allies," Tryvane suggested, "if given proper incentive and protection."

Gareth zoomed in on a busy transit corridor between two of the more prosperous planets in the cluster. "Supply lines should be our initial focus. Disrupt the flow of resources, intercept shipments, demonstrate Draconite vulnerability." He traced a path through the corridor with his finger. "If we can establish dominance here, even temporarily, we cut off forty percent of military supply movement through the sector."

"Risky," Dorus cautioned. "That corridor is frequently patrolled. Regular Draconite military vessels, not just enforcement craft."

"Risk is unavoidable at this stage," Gareth countered. "We need to make an impact significant enough to embolden potential allies while acquiring necessary supplies."

Merlin stepped closer to the display, his mechanical form moving with uncanny fluidity. "There's another factor to consider. Beyond military targets, we must address civilian perception. The resistance has existed primarily as whispered rumor and scattered acts of sabotage. With these ships, we can become a visible alternative to Morgana's rule."

"Exactly," Gareth agreed, feeling a surge of enthusiasm for the first time in days. "We start with military targets, then expand our operations to include protection of civilian transport. When merchants realize they can travel under resistance protection rather than paying Draconite security fees,” he said derogatorily, “we create both goodwill and potential revenue."

"You're talking about establishing a legitimate governing presence," Lestain observed, stroking his beard thoughtfully. "Not just attacking and retreating, but holding territory."

"Eventually, yes," Gareth confirmed. "We start with space lanes, then move to orbital control of sympathetic planets. If we can demonstrate the ability to protect civilians from Draconite retaliation, we'll gain popular support."

"And how do we maintain this presence?" Tryvane asked, skepticism evident in his voice. “Nineteen Draconite warships is unprecedented for a resistance movement, but insignificant compared to Morgana's full fleet."

"We expand," Gareth replied simply. "Not just military vessels. Merchant ships, cargo vessels, and passenger liners. Any craft that can be modified to support our operations. You have experience in that, my friend.”

Tryvane grinned. “I do, but those types of modifications take time.”

“I’m sure we can find ways to accelerate those updates.”

Corrin leaned forward, his eyes sparking with interest. "Most civilian vessels have basic shield generators that could be enhanced without major restructuring. Weapons systems would be more challenging but not impossible."

“I suppose we should consider creating a civilian auxiliary fleet," Tryvane decided, nodding slowly. "It could work, especially with Sidhe vessels. Our ships already incorporate significant defensive capabilities due to our trading heritage."

“That’s all well and good," Lestain said, "but we're still missing our most powerful asset." He gestured toward the distant docking arm—invisible through the rock—where Excalibur rested in silent majesty. "Without a commander who can properly operate her, we're fighting without our greatest weapon.”

A heavy silence fell over the room. The legendary vessel's dormancy represented not just a tactical disadvantage but a psychological blow to resistance morale. Thomas had fulfilled his role perfectly, a symbol of hope against impossible odds. His absence left a void that strategy alone couldn't fill.

"Perhaps," Merlin suggested after a moment, "we should consider alternative uses for Excalibur in the interim. Even without full neural integration, the ship remains functional. Its presence alone carries significant symbolic value."

"You're suggesting we use Excalibur as a figurehead?" Gareth asked, brow furrowing. "A propaganda tool rather than a combat vessel?"

“Yes,” Merlin confirmed. “Its symbolic value should not be underestimated. Despite our inability to fight without someone in the command pod, the mere sight of Excalibur accompanying our fleet would bolster resistance morale and give potential allies confidence in our cause."

Gareth considered this, remembering the awe he'd felt when first seeing the legendary vessel. Even enemies reacted to Excalibur with a mixture of fear and reverence—a psychological advantage worth exploiting.

"It could work," he acknowledged reluctantly. "At least until we find someone capable of commanding her properly."

"If such a person exists," Brennan muttered, then quickly raised his hands apologetically when heads turned toward him. "I'm just saying what we're all thinking. What if Thomas was unique? What if there isn't anyone else Excalibur will accept?"

The question hung in the air, giving voice to their collective fear. Gareth had asked himself the same thing countless times since his rejection, each iteration deepening his sense of inadequacy.

"There has to be someone," he insisted, as much to convince himself as the others. "We just haven't found them yet."

"Agreed," Lestain said firmly. "And until we do, we proceed with the resources at hand. Now, regarding the Llanwyn Cluster operations⁠—"

A chirp from the conference room’s comms irrupted him. “Commander Lestain,” a nervous voice said. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but sensors are picking up multiple incoming wormhole signatures.”

The words landed like physical blows. Gareth felt the blood drain from his face as his eyes met Lestain's across the table. They didn't need further explanation. Both understood the catastrophic implications.

Somehow, impossibly, Morgana had found them.

Lestain recovered first, his voice remaining steady despite the shock evident in his eyes. "Sound red alert. All hands to battle stations." He turned to Gareth. "Command Center, now. We need to coordinate our defense."

As they rushed from the conference room, alarm klaxons began wailing throughout the asteroid base, emergency lighting bathing the corridors in crimson. Crew members rushed past, each heading to assigned stations with the practiced efficiency born of countless drills. Unlike those exercises, the fear in their eyes—not the abstract anxiety of simulation but the visceral terror of imminent combat—was genuine.

Gareth turned to Tryvane and Brennan. "We should get to Excalibur. Without Thomas, she'll need every skilled pilot available for conventional operation."

"No," Merlin interjected, his mechanical voice cutting through the chaos around them. "The neural pods can still function for the flight crew, but without a commander, the ship's combat capabilities are severely limited. Your skills can be put to better use here.”

"So what do we do?" Brennan demanded, frustration evident in his voice. "Just let her sit there while we're attacked?"

"I'll get her ready," Merlin replied. "But she can't lead this defense. Not now."

Brennan's expression hardened with sudden resolve. "Then I'll join the starfighter squadrons. I’m sure they could use me.” Without waiting for response, he broke away, sprinting down a side corridor toward the hangar bays.

Gareth moved to stop him, but Tryvane placed a restraining hand on his arm. "Let him go. Right now, his skills are best utilized in a fighter."

Gareth nodded reluctantly, then joined Lestain and Merlin as they continued toward the Command Center. His mind raced, trying to process how their security had been compromised so completely. They'd been meticulous in covering their tracks during the asteroid's relocation. Either they'd made a catastrophic oversight, Morgana possessed intelligence resources far beyond their estimation, or their recent bad luck had taken a harder turn for the worse.

"Status report," Lestain demanded as they entered the small CIC, heading directly for the primary control console.

"Two assault flights confirmed,” the tactical officer reported. “Composition suggests standard Draconite battle formation—six destroyers, eighteen corvettes, assorted support craft. Estimated arrival in five minutes."

"Only two flights?" Gareth asked, surprised by the relatively modest force. “Morgana knows how many of her ships we captured, doesn’t she?”

“I would expect this to be the teeth before the claws,” Merlin replied.

“I hope you’re wrong about that,” Lestain answered. “What’s our status, Castian?”

"All captured Draconite vessels are scrambling. Starfighter squadrons launching. Asteroid defenses at full capacity." Castian nodded toward a secondary display showing their forces deploying. "If it's just two flights, we stand a chance. We're more evenly matched than they might expect."

"How did they find us so quickly?" Gareth wondered aloud. "We were so careful getting the Roost to this position.”

"Does it matter?" Lestain replied, tension evident in his voice. "They're here. Our only option is to fight."

The central display flashed as the first wormhole signatures—swirling vortices of distorted space-time tearing open the fabric of reality—materialized at the outer boundary of their sensor range. They immediately began disgorging sleek, predatory vessels that immediately shifted into a tight combat formation.

"Draconite assault flights confirmed," announced the sensor officer, her voice steady despite the gravity of the situation. "Designating Hostile Group Alpha and Beta. Attack vector indicates coordinated pincer movement."

Gareth watched as the enemy vessels split into two distinct formations, aiming to encircle Gryphon's Roost and catch the resistance fleet in a devastating crossfire. It was textbook Draconite tactics—efficient, ruthless, and terrifyingly effective against conventional defenses.

But they weren't facing conventional defenses.

"Deployment status?" he called to Castian.

"Liberty, Freedom, and Defiance are moving to intercept Hostile Group Alpha," the fleet commander reported, indicating the three largest captured destroyers. "Vengeance, Justice, and Retribution engaging Hostile Group Beta. The corvettes are forming a defensive screen around the asteroid. Starfighter squadrons launching now."

Through the massive viewport that dominated one wall of the Command Center, Gareth could see their forces—ships that had, until recently, represented oppression now turned against their former masters—deploying. The irony wasn't lost on him, nor was the poetic justice of it. These vessels had enforced Morgana's tyranny for decades; now they would defend freedom.

For as long as they lasted.

"Comms, patch me through to all vessels," Lestain commanded.

"Channel open, sir."

Lestain straightened, his voice resonating with determined authority as he addressed the fleet. "This is Commander Lestain. The enemy has found us, but they've underestimated us. Each of you has suffered under Draconite rule. Each of you knows what we're fighting for. Today, we show Morgana that her reign of terror is coming to an end. For Arthur. For Avalon. For freedom."

A chorus of acknowledgments flooded the communication channel, ranging from formal confirmations to battle cries. Despite the dire circumstances, Gareth felt a surge of pride. These weren't professional soldiers but ordinary beings pushed to extraordinary actions by conscience and courage.

"First contact in sixty seconds," the tactical officer announced.

Gareth's attention shifted to a secondary display tracking individual starfighter deployments. He quickly located Brennan's transponder among Red Squadron, one of their elite fighter groups. The young pilot had positioned himself near the squadron leader, already moving to intercept Draconite fighters launching from the hostile destroyers.

"Red Squadron engaging enemy fighters," tactical announced, almost immediately followed by, "First weapons exchange recorded."

The battle had begun.


CHAPTER 30


"Red Squadron, attack formation delta," Red Leader ordered, her voice steady despite the rapidly closing distance between them and the enemy. "Enemy forces have split into two assault flights attempting to encircle Gryphon's Roost. We'll support Liberty's group in intercepting the port-side flight before they can complete the maneuver."

"Copy that, Red Leader," Brennan acknowledged, along with the other eleven pilots in their squadron.

Brennan flexed his fingers around the control yoke of his starfighter, forcing himself to breathe evenly as he followed Red Leader toward the oncoming wave of Draconite assault craft. The fighter responded instantly to his touch, its engines propelling him forward with a surge of power that pressed him back into his seat.

Visible through his canopy, Draconite fighters—sleek, angular craft with distinctive forward-swept wings resembling dragon claws—approached. Their black hulls absorbed rather than reflected light, making them difficult to visually track against the backdrop of space. Only their engine exhausts clearly betrayed their positions.

Behind the fighter screen loomed the more substantial threat—three Draconite destroyers and nine corvettes comprising the port assault flight—their scaled hulls bristling with weapon emplacements. Their sister flight—identical in composition—had already begun swinging wide to approach the asteroid base from the opposite vector.

The tactical display in Brennan's cockpit showed the resistance fleet's response. They had split their own forces to intercept both assault flights. Liberty, Justice, and Retribution led a group of seven corvettes against the port flight, while Freedom, Vengeance, and Honor moved to block the starboard approach with their own corvette escorts. The forces were nearly matched, though the Draconites held a slight numerical advantage with their corvettes.

"Weapons free," Red Leader announced as they crossed the invisible line denoting maximum effective range. "Engage targets at will. Clear a path for our capital ships."

Brennan selected the nearest enemy fighter on his tactical display and pressed the trigger. Energy beams lanced from his craft's wing-mounted cannons, slicing through the vacuum toward his target. The Draconite pilot executed a sharp evasive maneuver, but Brennan had anticipated the move, adjusting his aim to track the enemy's new vector.

His second burst caught the fighter at the junction between wing and fuselage, creating a bright flare of shields. Three more bursts followed, his aim pounding the same section. Finally, the Draconite craft erupted in a silent explosion, fragments spinning away in all directions.

"Scratch one," he reported automatically, already seeking his next target.

All around him, space erupted in deadly beauty as fighters from both sides engaged each other. Energy beams crisscrossed the void, creating an ephemeral web of destruction. Explosions bloomed like short-lived flowers, expanding and fading in seconds. The organized formations quickly dissolved into swirling chaos as individual pilots sought advantage through maneuver and counterattack.

Through the melee, Brennan caught glimpses of the engaging capital ships. Liberty closed with the lead Draconite destroyer, unleashing a barrage from its main batteries that struck the enemy vessel amidships. The destroyer's shields flared brilliantly under the assault, absorbing the energy without visible damage. Justice and Retribution added their firepower from different vectors, attempting to overwhelm a single section of the shields through concentrated fire.

The Draconite vessel responded in kind, its weapons batteries targeting Liberty with devastating precision. Multiple energy beams simultaneously struck Liberty's forward shields, causing them to flare dangerously. Two Draconite corvettes maneuvered to flank the resistance destroyer, adding their firepower to the exchange.

On his tactical display, Brennan noted that the second enemy assault flight was encountering similar resistance from Freedom's group, the two formations now fully engaged in their own battle on the far side of the asteroid. The Draconites' encirclement strategy had been met head-on, turning what might have been a devastating pincer movement into two separate engagements.

"Blue Squadron, form on me." Blue Leader’s rushed voice over the tactical channel sounded breathless but commanding. "Target corvettes harassing Liberty. We need to even the odds."

Brennan rolled his fighter into a tight spiral, evading retaliatory fire from the Draconite’s wingman seeking vengeance for his dead comrade. The enemy pilot was good, keeping on his tail despite Brennan's increasingly erratic evasions. Warning indicators flashed as enemy fire grazed his shields.

"Red Three, you've picked up a tail." Red Five warned.

Gritting his teeth, Brennan threw his fighter into a hard reverse that strained its inertial dampeners. "Little help would be appreciated."

"On it."

Red Five's fighter streaked past his viewport, engaging the pursuing Draconite. Born of desperation and instinct rather than training, Brennan executed a complex series of maneuvers that no simulator could replicate. When he stabilized, he found himself behind both Red Five and the enemy fighter, with a perfect firing solution on the latter. He didn't hesitate. His beams of concentrated energy struck the Draconite craft directly in its engine housing, holding steady long enough to punch through its shields. The fighter disintegrated instantly, debris scattering in a glittering cloud.

"Wow. That was some assist, Red Three," Red Five acknowledged.

"Anytime," Brennan replied, already scanning for his next target.

He turned his fighter toward the capital ship battle, where the situation had rapidly evolved into a killing zone. Liberty, Justice, and Retribution had maintained their concentrated fire on the lead Draconite destroyer, slowly wearing down its shields. Finally, localized sections of the barrier began to flicker and dim, particularly around the vessel's port weapons array.

"All fighters supporting Liberty's group," Lestain ordered from Command, "concentrate fire on the enemy destroyer's port shield. Our guys have created a vulnerability."

Brennan banked hard, joining dozens of resistance fighters converging on the designated coordinates. The Draconite destroyer's shields shimmered under the combined assault of resistance capital ships and fighters. The energy barrier was no longer a uniform field but a patchwork of stronger and weaker sections.

The Draconite vessel attempted to rotate, bringing its fresher shields into the line of fire, but Justice and two corvettes adjusted their position to maintain pressure on the weakened areas. Meanwhile, Retribution engaged the flanking Draconite corvettes, preventing them from adding their firepower to the destroyer's defense.

As Brennan joined the fighter assault on the weakened shields, he watched the energy barrier fluctuate with each impact. Individual fighter weapons wouldn't have penetrated the capital ship's defenses, but so many firing in concert began to create momentary gaps in the protection. Through these flickering openings, Liberty's main batteries fired with surgical precision, each blast finding the exposed hull.

After a particularly heavy volley, the destroyer's port shields collapsed entirely. Liberty immediately exploited the breach, pouring devastating fire into the exposed section. Armor plating buckled and peeled away, internal systems detonating in cascading explosions. The destroyer attempted to withdraw, its engines flaring desperately, but the damage had progressed too far. Without shields, every resistance weapon in range pounded the wounded section. A massive explosion erupted from the destroyer's midsection as something critical failed deep within its hull. Secondary detonations rippled along its length, systems failing in a catastrophic chain reaction. The vessel broke apart, its spine severed by the internal forces.

"First target down," Liberty's captain announced. "Well done. Regroup and engage the next destroyer.”

The momentary triumph was tempered by developments elsewhere. On his tactical display, Brennan saw that Freedom's group was struggling against the starboard assault. One resistance corvette had already been destroyed, and Freedom itself was taking heavy fire from multiple directions.

"Red Squadron, adjust course," Red Leader ordered. "We're shifting to support our starboard defense group. They're facing heavy pressure."

As Brennan maneuvered to comply, the tactical situation shifted again. Three new contacts—massive wormhole distortions indicating vessels much larger than the destroyers currently engaged—appeared at the edge of his sensor range.

"All units, be advised," Lestain announced over the command channel, his tone shifting abruptly. "Additional wormhole signatures detected. Multiple heavy contacts inbound."

Brennan's heart sank as his tactical display updated. The new distortions forming beyond the engaged Draconite vessels suggested larger dreadnought-class warships rather than mere destroyers.

"Red Squadron, maintain course to starboard defense group," Red Leader instructed, though Brennan detected an undercurrent of tension in her previously steady voice.

For several agonizing moments, Brennan followed his squadron toward Freedom's embattled group, watching as the new wormholes expanded. The battle around them continued unabated, but a subtle shift had occurred in the Draconite tactics. The assault flights that had pressed so aggressively only minutes before now seemed content to maintain engagement without committing to decisive action. It was as if they were merely holding the resistance fleet in position.

Waiting.

The first vessel to emerge from the new wormholes defied easy classification. Nearly twice the size of a standard Draconite destroyer, its hull configuration suggested a dreadnought-class warship—but unlike any Brennan had ever seen. Where typical Draconite vessels favored sleek, predatory designs, this craft bore additional structures that disrupted its silhouette, giving it a hulking, malformed appearance.

"What in the seven hells is that?" Red Five asked, breaking squadron discipline in his shock.

"Dreadnought-class vessel," Red Leader replied, professional calm masking whatever fear she might feel. "Heavily modified."

As more of the massive ship emerged from the wormhole, Brennan could see the extent of those modifications. The vessel's hull bristled with weapons emplacements beyond standard Draconite configurations. Additional shield generators clustered around vital sections, suggesting defensive capabilities far beyond normal parameters. Most disturbing were the organic-looking protrusions that grew from the ship's surface—structures that resembled cybernetic tumors, all of them pulsing with internal energy.

"Command to all units.” Lestain's voice, tension evident despite his efforts to maintain composure, broke over the comms. “Be advised Merlin confirms that vessel as Malevolence, Mordred's flagship. Repeat, the First Assault Flight has joined the field."

The name struck Brennan like a physical blow. Mordred—Morgana's son and enforcer, product of science and magic. Half-Draconite, half-Ursan, and wholly monstrous. Few had encountered him directly and survived to report the experience.

Before Brennan could fully process this development, additional wormholes disgorged more vessels—five destroyers and six additional corvettes—their formation perfectly aligned behind Malevolence.

"First Assault Flight confirmed," announced Command, the words falling like a death sentence across all communication channels.

Brennan watched in growing horror as the new Draconite formation advanced with methodical inevitability. There was no rush, no eagerness for engagement—only the cold certainty of overwhelming force applying itself toward a predetermined outcome.

The Draconite vessels that had initially attacked now adjusted their positions, creating corridors through which the First Assault Flight could advance unimpeded. The entire operation had been choreographed from the beginning, the initial attack merely setting the stage for this moment.

"Red Squadron, regroup with Blue and Gold," Red Leader ordered, her voice tight but controlled. "Concentrated attack on Malevolence's forward section. Attempt to slow their advance while our capital ships reposition. All fighters acknowledge."

As Brennan vocalized his acknowledgment alongside his squadronmates, he couldn't escape the sinking feeling that they were witnessing the beginning of the end. The resistance had held its own against the standard Draconite assault force, but Mordred's presence changed everything. The First Assault Flight hadn't earned its fearsome reputation through empty threats; its record of total victories stretched back over a century.

He guided his fighter into the new offensive formation, joining the other squadrons as they positioned themselves for a strike against the advancing dreadnought. Behind them, the resistance capital ships had already begun their withdrawal, engines flaring as they accelerated toward the predetermined escape coordinates.

Brennan perceived Malevolence, a grotesque perversion of Draconite design, as both beautiful and horrifying. Just the sight of it closing on his position sent chills down his spine. As he watched, its weapons ports opened along its lateral lines, revealing massive energy cannons that began to glow with building power. Knowing they had little chance to defeat this behemoth, he prepared himself to engage it.

Space itself seemed to warp as multiple energy beams of unprecedented magnitude erupted from the dreadnought's forward batteries. The attack focused on Freedom, which had been entangled with two Draconite destroyers and unable to quickly withdraw. Three beams simultaneously struck the resistance vessel, hammering its already-weakened shields with overwhelming force.

For a moment, Freedom's shields held, flaring blue-white under the tremendous energy assault. Then, like a soap bubble touched by a flame, the protective barrier completely collapsed. The beams cut through the unprotected hull, slicing the ship into three distinct sections that drifted apart, secondary explosions consuming them from within.

Behind Malevolence, the vessels of the First Assault Flight spread into attack formation. Each ship moved in precise coordination with the others, creating interlocking fields of fire that left no safe approach vector for resistance vessels.

On Brennan’s tactical display, Liberty and Vengeance accelerated to maximum speed, attempting to reach the safety of their fallback position before the First Assault Flight could close on them. Buying time for other resistance vessels to escape, the remaining resistance destroyers positioned themselves between the retreating ships and the advancing enemy. Weapons charging, they committed to what could only be described as a sacrificial engagement..

Mordred's response was immediate and devastating. Malevolence and two supporting dreadnoughts concentrated fire on Liberty, their combined weapons overwhelming the ship's shields in seconds. The resistance vessel's hull buckled under the assault, atmosphere venting from multiple breaches as its structural integrity catastrophically failed.

Before Vengeance could adjust its escape vector, three heavy destroyers from the First Assault Flight engaged it from different vectors. The resistance destroyer fought valiantly, its weapons finding targets among the Draconite vessels, but the outcome was never in doubt. After a brief but intense exchange, Vengeance's engines detonated, the explosion consuming the ship from stern to bow.

Half of their largest vessels—gone in less than a minute.

"Red Squadron, Blue Squadron, Gold Squadron," Red Leader called, her voice tight with controlled fear, "attack pattern omega. Target Malevolence's forward shield generators. It’s our only shot."

It was a suicide mission. Everyone knew it, yet no one hesitated. Brennan adjusted his fighter's course, falling into formation with the other squadrons as they accelerated toward the monstrous dreadnought. If they could disable even one of its shield generators, the remaining resistance forces might have a chance to evacuate more personnel from Gryphon's Roost.

As they approached, Malevolence activated defensive systems—hundreds of smaller energy weapons—creating a virtually impenetrable screen of fire. The first wave of resistance fighters disintegrated upon contact, their shields overwhelmed in milliseconds.

"Evasive maneuvers," Red Leader commanded. "Use the debris for cover!"

Brennan corkscrewed his fighter through the expanding cloud of wreckage, the twisted metal temporary shields against the dreadnought's fire. All around him, other pilots attempted similar maneuvers with varying degrees of success. For every fighter that made it through the defensive screen, two were destroyed.

At that moment, something—a shift from desperate courage to cold, calculating rage—changed in Brennan. If he was going to die, he would ensure his death meant something. He pushed his fighter's engines beyond safety parameters, accelerating directly toward the nearest shield generator on Malevolence's ventral surface.

Defensive fire tracked him, energy beams grazing his shields and reducing their effectiveness with each near miss. Warning indicators flashed across his console, systems failing as his craft absorbed damage beyond its design limits. Still, he pressed forward, adjusting his vector only enough to avoid immediate destruction.

"Red Three, you're too close," Red Leader warned. "Sir Brennan, pull back and regroup!"

Brennan ignored the order, focused entirely on his self-appointed mission. Through his rapidly deteriorating sensors, he identified a vulnerable junction—a small target, but one that might cascade into greater damage—if struck precisely in the shield generator's cooling system.

His fighter shuddered as another point defense beam scored a direct hit on his port stabilizer. The craft began to spin, control surfaces responding sluggishly to his commands. He fought the rotation, using maneuvering thrusters to maintain his attack vector while calculating the perfect moment to release his payload.

"For Thomas," he whispered as his targeting reticle aligned with the vulnerable point. "For Excalibur."

He pressed the missile release, watching as twin projectiles streaked from his fighter toward Malevolence's hull. In the same moment, a direct hit from the dreadnought's defenses struck his remaining stabilizer, sending his craft into an uncontrollable spiral.

Through the chaotic rotation, Brennan caught glimpses of his missiles impacting the shield generator. A brief flash followed by a secondary explosion that tore a ragged hole in the dreadnought's outer armor. He had no way of knowing if the damage was significant, but he had struck a blow, however small, against the monstrous vessel.

As his fighter tumbled away from Malevolence, systems failing, Brennan's tactical display updated one final time. More wormholes were forming beyond the First Assault Flight—additional vessels arriving to complete what had become less a battle than an execution.

His last conscious thought was not of fear or regret but of the friends—Thomas, Gareth, Tryvane, Lestain, and all the others who had given him a second chance despite his betrayal. He hoped those still alive would find a way to escape and continue the fight.


CHAPTER 31


From the Gryphon's Roost's Command Center, Gareth watched in horrified fascination as Malevolence decimated their fleet. Defiance, Liberty and Freedom gone. Half their fighter squadrons destroyed. And still, the First Assault Flight advanced with indifference to resistance efforts.

“The density of the rock held up to conventional Draconite energy weapons,” Tryvane said. “They won’t hold against Mordred’s cannons.”

Lestain stood motionless beside the main tactical display, his expression unreadable as he absorbed the catastrophic situation. “We need to evacuate.”

“With what?” Gareth asked. “All of our ships are out there, being decimated.”

“We have escape craft. We have Excalibur.”

Gareth turned to his cousin, adrenaline overriding his fear. Everything had quickly gone to the hells. All of their plans dashed in an instant. It was over. He couldn’t argue the point, even with himself.

But still he refused to give up.

“Call the evacuation,” he agreed. “Tryvane, we need to get to Excalibur.”

“Commander,” Castian said. “We just lost Red Three.”

Lestain’s face dropped further than it already had. He looked to Gareth. “That’s Brennan.” Gareth felt the words like a sword to the gut. He winced, shaking his head. “He would have chosen to die out there, defending this place. Defending us.”

Lestain opened an asteroid-wide communication. “All hands, evacuate. All hands, evacuate. Castian, get the ship commanders on the line.Tell them, once they’re loaded, to get out of here if they can. Regroup at rendezvous point delta.”

“Yes, Commander,” Castian replied.

Gareth turned his attention back to the sensor display. A peculiar calm descended over him as he watched their destruction unfold with inexorable certainty. After the crushing disappointment of failing to command Excalibur, after the guilt of losing Thomas and the others in the Wastes, perhaps this was fitting—a clean end rather than a prolonged slide into irrelevance.

"Sir," called the communications officer, "we're receiving a transmission from Malevolence. They're demanding our surrender."

Lestain's eyes hardened. "Ignore it."

"With respect, Commander," Castian interjected, "we should consider terms. Save those we can."

"There are no terms with Mordred," Lestain replied, his voice flat. "Only degrees of suffering before execution. We fight until we can't."

Before Castian could respond, the tactical display updated again, but not with additional enemy contacts. Instead, a new wormhole signature appeared at the outer edge of the battle zone, well behind the Draconite position.

“Incoming wormhole detected," announced the sensor officer, confusion evident in her voice. "Configuration unknown. Not matching Draconite patterns."

All eyes turned to the main viewport as reality distorted once more, space-time folding upon itself to create passages through which new vessels emerged. The ship that appeared bore no resemblance to Draconite design philosophy. Its hull configuration suggested a mercenary vessel, heavily modified for combat operations.

“Who in the hells just stepped into this mess from out of nowhere?” Lestain grumbled.

“Sir, we’re being hailed,” the comms officer announced.

“Put it through,” Lestain replied.

“Gryphon’s Roost,” a gravelly voice said. “My name is Captain Jobe Aldrich of the Vigilant Swords. You look like you’re in a heap of trouble.”

“You could say that,” Lestain replied. “I’m sorry, Captain Aldrich. Whatever the reason you’re here, you picked a bad time to drop in un⁠—”

“Wait,” Gareth said, a fresh round of uncontrollable hope breaking through his somber acceptance. “Captain Aldrich was with us in the Wastes. If he knows how to find us here, it’s only because⁠—”

“Well, it looks like the perfect time to drop in to me,” Thomas said, sending a wave of disbelief down Gareth’s spine. “Prepare Excalibur for launch, Gareth. We’re coming in hot. We might not be able to win this fight, but we’re damn well gonna try.”

“Thomas…” That one word gasped under his breath was all Gareth could immediately get out, tears glazing his eyes, but he quickly gathered himself and stood up from his post. “Yes, sir. On my way.” He took off at a dead run.

His mouth working to get past his own burgeoning emotions, Lestain finally picked up his comms. “Attention all remaining ships. Concentrate fire on the enemy ships between that mercenary vessel and the Roost. The Daeardrayke is back!”

Gareth sensed the sudden change in everyone in the command center, and through them to the remaining ships in the fleet. Even with Excalibur, they would be badly outnumbered and outgunned, but as crazy as it seemed, just hearing Thomas’ voice had made him believe they could still win this fight.

It didn’t seem so crazy a moment later, when a second ship emerged from Captain Aldrich’s hangar bay.

“Is that—” Lestain started.

“Arondight,” Gareth finished. “Lancelot’s ship.” He turned to Tryvane. “We need to get to Excalibur.”

“I’m right behind you,” Tryvane replied.

Before exiting the CIC, Gareth looked back at the sensors just as one of the enemy corvettes vanished from the field as Arondight swept through its remains.

Like Thomas had said. Maybe they couldn’t win the fight, but they were sure as hell going to try.


CHAPTER 32


Strapped into Arondight's co-pilot seat, Thomas still had to hold on, his knuckles white as the ancient sword-ship accelerated toward the maelstrom of battle surrounding Gryphon's Roost. Every muscle in his body tensed with each violent maneuver, the vessel's inertial dampeners struggling to compensate for Lancelot's weaving and sudden nosedives and jukes.

The asteroid base appeared through the forward viewport as a distant gray speck against the void. Surrounded as it was by crisscrossing streaks of weapons fire and silent explosions blooming like deadly flowers, the devastation was almost beautiful. But Thomas knew it for what it represented. Hundreds of lives lost—friends, comrades, family—who had believed in the resistance and its cause.

People who had believed in him.

"It's a mess out there," he said. "Morgana sent three assault flights. We’ve already lost half our stolen fleet."

Lancelot's face remained impassive as he guided Arondight through the outer edges of the battle zone, his hands moving with fluid confidence across ancient controls that responded to his touch as if they were extensions of his own body. "Mordred is here," he stated flatly. "I recognize Malevolence's signature. This isn't just an attack, it's an execution."

Behind them, squeezed into a cargo compartment barely big enough for two people, Garant and Tivan knelt—Garant’s back to Tivan’s chest, Tivan hugging tight to Garant—and Kaelithan sat cross-legged between Burl’s updrawn knees. With nothing to hang onto but each other, the rough ride bounced them around like four balls in a box.

"Can't you smooth out the ride a little?" Holding his still painful side, Burl grimaced as another sharp maneuver sent him banging into Garant’s shoulder.

"Would you all prefer I make us an easy target?" Lancelot replied without looking back, his attention fixed on the approach vector.

“All of you pipe down," Kaelithan said, clutching his staff, which just barely fit end to end between the two bulkheads. The shard of Arthur's crystal glowed from a chain hanging from his neck, its golden light captured by the collector at the end of his staff. "I need to concentrate."

“So does Lancelot,” Thomas reminded them as he watched the battle unfold on the tactical screen.

His heart sank as the enemy vessels continued to systematically dismantle the resistance fleet. The defenders fought valiantly, but they were outmatched by the sheer firepower of Morgana's forces. Three of their captured destroyers—Liberty, Freedom, and Vengeance—were already gone, their destruction accompanied by hundreds of souls. The remaining resistance vessels had adopted a desperate defensive posture, trying to shield the asteroid base as it obviously prepared for evacuation.

"We need to carve a path through their formation," Thomas said, pointing to a gap between enemy destroyer groups. "That's our best approach to the docking arm."

Lancelot nodded, adjusting their course. "The path will close quickly. Mordred isn't a fool. He'll recognize Arondight the moment we engage, if he hasn’t already.”

As if in response to his assessment, a squadron of Draconite fighters broke from their attack pattern and vectored toward their position. The sleek craft accelerated rapidly, energy weapons charging as they closed the distance.

"Incoming fighters," Thomas warned. The tactical display showed twelve contacts approaching in standard attack formation.

"I see them," Lancelot replied calmly. His hands hovered over the weapons controls as he calculated the optimal moment to engage. "Arondight may be old, but her bite remains brutal.”

The knight waited until the lead fighters entered maximum effective range, then triggered the ancient vessel's primary weapons. Brilliant balls of energy surged from Arondight's forward emitters—not the red of standard Draconite weapons or the blue of Excalibur—but a unique emerald hue that sliced through space with deadly effectiveness.

The first two Draconite fighters in his sights attempted evasive maneuvers too late. Lancelot's blasts caught them mid-turn, overwhelming their shields instantly and reducing them to expanding clouds of fragmented metal and superheated gas. The remaining enemy fighters scattered, breaking formation to approach from multiple vectors.

"Hold on," Lancelot warned as he banked Arondight hard, rolling the vessel to present the smallest possible profile to the attacking fighters. Green energy continued to pulse from the ship's cannons, each blast finding targets with uncanny accuracy. Three more fighters disappeared from the tactical display in rapid succession.

"Seven down, five to go," Thomas counted, impressed despite the dire circumstances. Lancelot's piloting skills hadn't diminished with age. If anything, his century of experience made him more formidable than ever.

Focused entirely on the dance of pursuit and evasion, the knight didn't acknowledge Thomas’ tally. Arondight shuddered as glancing hits from the remaining fighters struck their shields, the energy barrier absorbing the impacts with flashes of silvery light.

Behind them, Burl, Kael, and the twins remained silent, understanding that any distraction now could prove fatal. The wizard continued his quiet meditation, drawing power through Arthur's shard of crystal in preparation for whatever opportunity to use it might present itself.

Lancelot executed a maneuver—a rapid reverse coupled with a lateral slide that brought two pursuing fighters directly into the ship's firing arc—that should have been impossible for a vessel of Arondight's class. Green energy lashed out once more, adding two more kills to their tally.

"The resistance forces are regrouping,” Thomas noted, watching the tactical display. "They're renewing their attack."

Indeed, the remaining resistance vessels had suddenly intensified their offense, inspired by Arondight's arrival. Behind them, Captain Aldrich's Vanguard had begun firing on the Draconite forces from their position, catching them unexpectedly from the rear. The mercenary vessel's heavy weapons found targets among the enemy corvettes, destroying two in rapid succession.

"Vanguard is launching fighter support," Thomas reported as smaller craft began streaming from the mercenary ship's hangar bays. "Aldrich is committing everything he has."

"As he should," Lancelot replied, eliminating another Draconite fighter with a well-placed shot. "This battle won't be won through half-measures."

The communications system chimed, indicating an incoming transmission from Gryphon's Roost. Thomas activated the receiver, and Merlin's voice filled the cockpit, his synthetic tones vibrating with what could only be described as jubilation.

"Thomas, my boy! By all the stars, you're alive! We thought—when Gareth returned without you⁠—"

"Save it for after the fight, Merlin," Thomas interrupted, though a smile tugged at his lips despite the circumstances. "We need docking coordinates."

There was a brief pause before Merlin responded, his voice regaining its professional composure. "Excalibur is ready for launch. Docking arm six remains intact, though I can’t say for how long. Sending coordinates now."

The navigational display updated with the approach vector to docking arm six. Thomas studied the path, noting with growing concern that one of the Draconite destroyers was sitting directly in their path..

"We've got a problem," he said, indicating the destroyer.

Lancelot assessed the situation with a quick glance. "We can't outgun a destroyer. We'll need to find a way around it."

From the rear compartment, Kaelithan spoke up. "I might have a solution. Get me closer."

"What do you have in mind?" Thomas asked, turning to look at the wizard.

Kaelithan's eyes gleamed with an inner light that matched the glow of Arthur's shard. "A deception. But I need to be within range for it to work."

Lancelot nodded, adjusting their course to bring them closer to the destroyer. "Don't miss your opportunity, wizard. We won't get a second chance."

As they closed on the destroyer, its weapons batteries began tracking them, energy signatures building as the massive vessel prepared to fire. Kaelithan raised his staff, channeling magical energy through the crystal embedded in its head. Arthur’s shard pulsed with increasing intensity, golden light spiraling around the wizard's arms as he gathered power.

"Almost there," Kaelithan muttered, sweat beading his forehead from the effort. "Keep us steady."

Lancelot maintained their course, even as the destroyer's weapons reached full charge. They were flying directly into the enemy’s kill zone. Wondering if the ancient knight had lost his mind, Thomas held his breath.

"Now!" Kaelithan shouted, thrusting his staff forward.

Golden energy erupted from the crystal, surging through the wizard and filtering out through Arondight's hull. Taking shape with remarkable speed, the power coalesced into a massive asteroid—or rather the perfect illusion of one—directly in the destroyer's path.

The captain of the Draconite vessel reacted predictably, ordering an evasive maneuver to avoid what appeared to be an imminent collision. The destroyer's engines flared as it attempted to alter course, its massive bulk responding slowly to the sudden change in vector.

In its haste to avoid the nonexistent asteroid, the destroyer veered directly into the path of a Draconite corvette approaching from the opposite direction. The smaller vessel had no time to react. The two ships collided with catastrophic force, their shields flaring brilliantly before collapsing under the impact. Metal shrieked against metal as the corvette's prow crumpled against the destroyer's flank, tearing massive gashes in the hulls of both vessels.

Secondary explosions rippled across each ship. Compromised systems failed, venting atmosphere and debris. Neither vessel was destroyed outright, but both were dead in space—effectively removed from the battle—their weapons and propulsion systems offline.

"Impressive," Lancelot acknowledged, already adjusting their course to take advantage of the gap created by the collision. "Though I doubt such a trick would work twice."

“Nice work, Kael,” Thomas cried. “Just the opening we needed."

With the path clear, Lancelot pushed Arondight's engines to maximum. The ancient vessel surged forward, closing the distance to Gryphon's Roost with increasing speed. Through the viewport, Thomas could now make out individual features of the asteroid base—the scarred surface marking previous attacks and the docking arms extending like skeletal fingers into space.

He could also see Malevolence, the monstrous flagship moving inexorably toward the Roost. The dreadnought's main batteries fired methodically, each blast annihilating a resistance vessel with contemptuous ease. Mordred cleared a path to his primary target with relentless efficiency, one rebel corvette disappearing in a flash of light, then another, and finally a third.

"He's going to reach firing range before we dock," Thomas realized aloud, a chill running down his spine. "The base won't withstand those weapons."

"Then we'd better hurry," Lancelot replied, pushing Arondight even harder. The vessel groaned under the strain, ancient systems protesting the demands placed upon them.

The distance closed rapidly, Gryphon's Roost growing ever larger in the viewport. Thomas could clearly see the designated docking arm—a relatively intact structure extending from the asteroid's equatorial region. His heart leapt at the sight of Excalibur attached to one of the umbilicals, already surrounded by her familiar blue glow as she awaited his return.

Beyond the arm, Malevolence continued its approach, now less than a minute from optimal firing range.

"Merlin, we're coming in hot," Thomas called over the comms. "Have the umbilical ready."

"Standing by," came the immediate response. "Excalibur is prepped for immediate launch. Gareth and Tryvane are ready and waiting.”

“Where’s Brennan?” Thomas asked.

“I’m sorry, Thomas,” Merlin replied quietly, his excitement fading. “He was killed piloting a starfighter. He died defending us."

The news hit Thomas like a physical blow. Brennan, for all his initial betrayal, had found redemption through his service to Excalibur and the resistance. His death represented yet another personal loss in a conflict that had already claimed too many lives.

He exhaled sharply, regaining his focus. “Understood. We’ll honor his sacrifice on the field.”

As they made their final approach to the docking arm, Lancelot activated Arondight's retro-thrusters, slowing their headlong rush with a hard, precisely calculated burn. The ancient vessel shuddered under the competing forces, inertial dampeners struggling to compensate for the rapid deceleration.

"Docking in ten seconds," Lancelot announced, his hands working the controls with practiced ease. "Brace for contact."

Thomas tightened his restraints. The docking arm loomed large now, its umbilical extending to meet them as Arondight maneuvered into position alongside it. With a gentle thump and the hiss of equalizing pressure…

"Docking complete," Lancelot confirmed. "Go. I'll provide cover fire until you're aboard Excalibur."

Thomas released his restraints and turned to the others. "Move quickly. We don't have much time."

They piled out of Arondight, Burl out last, slower than both he and Thomas would have liked. Thomas followed closely behind him. Directly ahead, the docking arm’s airlock cycled open, revealing Merlin's mechanical GOLEM on the other side, his blue eyes glowing with intensity. "Thomas," he said, genuine emotion coloring his synthetic voice as he clasped Thomas shoulders. "It is very good to see you."

"Likewise," Thomas replied with a tight smile, “but let’s save the reunion for later. We need to get to Excalibur."

Merlin nodded, leading them down the docking arm to the waiting ship. Behind them, they could hear Arondight disengaging from the umbilical. Lancelot wasted no time in returning to the battle.

The twins and Kaelithan raced ahead of Burl and Thomas to where the legendary vessel awaited them. A fresh surge of connection washed over Thomas, a resonance between Arthur's essence within him and the ship itself. It was as if Excalibur recognized his approach.

Thomas spotted Gareth and Tryvane waiting at the edge of the umbilical, their expressions shifting from tense anticipation to disbelieving joy as their gazes lit upon Thomas.

"Thomas!” Gareth stepped forward, his voice cracking with emotion. "How…we thought⁠—"

"Later," Thomas interrupted, briefly clasping Gareth's arm. "We need to launch now."

Tryvane wiped moisture from his eyes without shame. "We tried...none of us could command her. The resistance is falling apart without you."

"Well, I'm back now," Thomas replied, managing a grim smile as he clapped a hand to Tryvane’s shoulder. "And I didn't come alone."

Gareth's eyes narrowed as he studied Thomas more carefully, noting something different in his bearing, his presence. "Something's changed about you."

"That's a story for later," Thomas said, already moving up the umbilical. "Right now, we need to get Excalibur into the fight before Mordred destroys what's left of the resistance."

The others followed without further question. Merlin sealed the hatch behind them as they entered the familiar corridors of Arthur's legendary vessel, headed for the flight deck.

"I'm registering unusual energy signatures from your body," Merlin observed as they moved. "Your bioelectric field has been significantly altered."

"I'll explain everything later,” Thomas promised.

They reached the flight deck in record time. After being away from the ship for a week that felt more like a year, Thomas was tempted to pause and take it all in. But there was no time for that. "Everyone to your pods,” he said. “We launch immediately."

Each crew member moved to their designated position—Gareth, Tryvane, Burl, Tivan, and Garant to their neural pods and Thomas to the command pod. As he approached, the neural gel responded to his presence, the blue energy brightening with anticipation.

"Initiating preflight sequence," Merlin announced. "Docking clamps releasing. All systems show ready status."

Thomas stepped into the command pod, the neural gel surged toward him with eager recognition, quickly embracing him as the canopy automatically lowered. Unlike previous mergers in which the connection had started gradually, this time—with Arthur's essence within Thomas resonating in perfect harmony with Excalibur's systems—the ship’s neural link established itself instantly.

Thomas’ awareness expanded beyond the confines of his physical body, encompassing the entire vessel. He could feel every system, every circuit, every molecule of Excalibur's structure as if they were extensions of himself. The sensation—a level of integration he had never experienced before—was both exhilarating and terrifying.

Through the neural link, he sensed the others connecting to their pods—Gareth's disciplined mind slotting into place with military efficiency, Tryvane's elegant Sidhe consciousness adding depth to their tactical awareness, the twins' complementary thought patterns enhancing navigational and sensor functions, and Burl’s aggressive mindset providing added bite to their offensive prowess.

They were one.

They were Excalibur.


CHAPTER 33


Through the ship's external sensors, Thomas perceived their surroundings with crystal clarity. He could see every aspect of the chaotic battle still raging around Gryphon's Roost, taking in every nuance of it with a vision no singular mind could match.

The fight wasn't going well for the resistance, but the fury of their defense had only intensified. With Arondight flying circles around the enemy ships, there was only one ingredient missing to swing the imbalance in their direction.

"Here we go," Thomas said, urging the ship to launch.

The legendary vessel responded instantly, launching away from the docking arm and out into the void of space.

Nearby, Malevolence's weapons discharged. Energy beams of unprecedented magnitude erupted from the dreadnought's forward batteries, striking the docking arm they had just vacated. The structure disintegrated under the assault, metal and rock vaporizing in an expanding cloud of superheated plasma. Had they delayed their launch by even five seconds, they would have been torn apart in the devastating attack.

Thomas directed Excalibur away from the Roost, gaining distance to maneuver as he assessed their first tactical attack. With the battle having descended into individual, unorganized skirmishes, overwhelming Draconite forces pressed their advantage with relentless efficiency. Only Lancelot, his ship darting through the melee like an avenging spirit, seemed to have a plan, its green energy blasts finding target after target among the enemy fighters.

"Target the closest destroyer," Thomas ordered, feeling the ship's weapons systems charging in response. "Let's remind them who they're dealing with."

Excalibur banked sharply, coming around to face a Draconite destroyer that had been hammering a resistance corvette with continuous fire. The legendary vessel's weapons activated, their blue energy collecting at focal points along the ship’s hull before lashing out in synchronized streams. The beams struck the destroyer's shields with devastating impact, the enemy’s energy barrier flaring brilliantly before collapsing under the assault. An immediate second volley struck the now-unprotected hull, Excalibur's weapons penetrating deep with surgical accuracy into the destroyer's interior. A cascade of secondary explosions—critical systems failing catastrophically—rippled along its length. A final detonation tore the ship apart.

"That was for Brennan," Thomas murmured, already selecting their next target.

Through the neural interface, he sensed a shift in the battle's dynamics. As he'd hoped, the resistance forces, who had been fighting losing battles with grim determination suddenly banded together and attacked with renewed vigor.

"The fleet is rallying!" Gareth’s neural consciousness surged with elation, the appearance of Excalibur fighting alongside them restoring hope where there had been none.

Conversely, the Draconite forces hesitated. Their coordinated assault faltered as individual commanders registered the legendary vessel's return—the psychological impact immediate and profound. The myth of Excalibur's return suddenly became real to them, obviously stealing away their firm belief they had victory well in hand.

"Sir Lancelot," Thomas said. "Shall we?"

"Absolutely, Sir Dragon," came the reply.

Thomas directed Excalibur toward Lancelot, the ancient knight altering his vector to meet Excalibur's approach. Together, the two vessels converged on a formation of Draconite corvettes, their combined firepower overwhelming the smaller ships' defenses.

"We're turning the tide," Gareth observed through the neural link, his thoughts colored with cautious optimism.

"Don't celebrate yet," Thomas cautioned. "This isn't even close to over."

Accentuating his point, Malevolence—its massive engines flaring—turned ponderously toward Excalibur. The weapons ports along its flanks began to glow.

"Evasive maneuvers," Thomas commanded, feeling the others instantly respond through the neural interface. Excalibur's engines surged, pushing the legendary vessel into a complex spiral that would make targeting difficult.

Malevolence fired, energy beams in unprecedented numbers slicing through space toward them. They evaded most, but the pure volume and the loss of Brennan—even with Arthur’s essence aiding Thomas’ responses—made the effort challenging. Thomas directed all power to shields as the first impacts struck, the protective barrier absorbing the assault with a shudder that reverberated through the neural link. Warning indicators—shields weakening by just that initial exchange—flashed across his consciousness.

"We can't match that firepower directly," Tryvane said. "We need to find another approach."

"We need to get closer," Thomas countered. "It's the only chance we have to do any damage against that beast."

"We can't get close like this," Burl said. "And even if we do, that monster's shields have to be something else."

"Lancelot," Thomas called out. "How do we kill this bastard?"

Arondight changed vectors, energy blasts shooting over the top of Excalibur and punching through a starfighter trying to get the drop on them from overhead.

"I wish I had an answer for you," he replied. "Mordred and Malevolence are the reason we lost at Camlan."

"Kael, is there anything you can do?" Thomas asked.

"I don't think Mordred will fall for my tricks," Kaelithan replied. "But I can try."

"No, save your energy for more effective use. We'll make another run. We have to."

Excalibur swung wide around Malevolence, the greater distance between them and the behemoth making it easier to evade its incoming fire. Around them, the resistance continued to fight fiercely, the number of remaining ships nearly evened out save for Mordred's dreadnought. If they could put it out of the fight, they’d have a real shot at overcoming the overwhelming odds.

Reaching out for Arthur's essence, Thomas let the warmth of its strength flow through him, and also out into the others, bolstering their resolve. They finished the arc, once more pointing the bow toward Malevolence.

An unexpected voice suddenly pierced their comms.

"Thomas," Brennan's voice was barely audible over the static of a damaged comms system. "You're alive!"

"Brennan?" Thomas couldn't hide his shock. "We thought you were dead."

A weak laugh came through the interference. "Not...not quite yet. Fighter's systems…shot. Life support failing. But I got a hit on Malevolence before it took me down."

Through the tactical sensors, Thomas located the source of the transmission—a badly damaged resistance fighter drifting among the debris of destroyed vessels. Engines offline, its hull had been breached in multiple places. The weapons systems were destroyed. Only the emergency power cell maintained minimal life support and communications.

"Hang on, Brennan," Thomas urged. "We'll get a recovery team to you as soon as⁠—"

"No time," Brennan interrupted, coughing violently. "Listen...I hit Malevolence…ventral shield generator. The cooling system...vulnerable junction. Direct hit. Should have created…weak spot...lower port quadrant."

Thomas immediately directed Excalibur's sensors toward the indicated section of Mordred's flagship. The scans confirmed Brennan's assessment. The dreadnought's shields showed fluctuating energy patterns in that area, the defensive barrier significantly weaker than the surrounding sections.

"I see it," Thomas acknowledged. "Well done, Brennan."

"Make it count," came the ragged reply. "Show that monster…what Excalibur…can do."

"We will," Thomas promised. "Just hold on. We're not losing you."

He redirected a portion of his attention to the tactical network, transmitting coordinates to Lancelot's Arondight and the remaining resistance vessels. "Target Malevolence at these coordinates. Concentrated fire on my mark. Let's take that bastard down!"

Acknowledgments returned from across the fleet as vessels adjusted their positions, weapons charging in preparation for the coordinated strike. Lancelot maneuvered Arondight into a supporting position, green energy building at his ship's emitters.

Mordred wasn't blind to their strategy. Malevolence began another slow turn, attempting to protect its vulnerable section while continuing to fire with secondary batteries. The dreadnought's weapons found targets among the resistance fleet, destroying two more corvettes as they moved into attack position.

Meanwhile, Excalibur advanced on the ship, weaving through the incoming defensive fire with increased focus and determination, an avenging sword aimed straight for the monster's heart. Targeting the vulnerable spot Brennan had created, Excalibur jerked and weaved through the killing field, taking glancing hits off the shields but continuing to close.

And then they were through the enemy fire.

"Now!" Thomas commanded, Burl directing Excalibur's full weapon capacity at the weakened shield section.

Blue energy erupted from Excalibur, joined moments later by Arondight's emerald blasts and the combined firepower of every resistance vessel in range. The concentrated assault struck Malevolence's weakened shields like a hammer, the defensive barrier in that section fluctuating wildly before collapsing entirely.

Follow-up volleys poured through the gap, striking the dreadnought's exposed hull with devastating effect. Armor plating vaporized under the assault, internal systems exposed to vacuum as the attacks penetrated deep into the vessel's structure. Secondary explosions rippled across Malevolence's lower decks, venting atmosphere, debris, and bodies into the void.

Malevolence shuddered under the continued bombardment. Fires erupted along its flanks, visible even through the vacuum of space as atmosphere vented from multiple breaches.

"We've got them!" Gareth shouted through the neural link, his excitement cascading through the connection.

“Their main weapons are charging!” Tivan announced. “The readings are off the charts. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

Thomas directed his attention to the sensors, his blood freezing at what he discovered.

Despite the significant damage to dreadnought’s lower sections, its main weapon systems were still online and taking aim. Not at Excalibur or the resistance fleet, but toward Gryphon's Roost. Energy readings spiked to unprecedented levels—far beyond what a Draconite destroyer could match.

"They're targeting the asteroid," Thomas said, his voice tight. "Full power. If those weapons discharge..."

He didn't need to finish. Through the neural interface, the crew shared his understanding. Malevolence was preparing to unleash enough firepower to obliterate the asteroid base entirely—along with everyone still aboard it. While the asteroid was dense enough to deflect weaker energy beams, it wouldn’t hold up to the magnitude of this assault.

"We need to take them out now," Burl urged. "Before they can fire."

"We won't make it in time," Tryvane countered, his mental calculations flowing through the link.

"Lancelot," Thomas called over the comm. "Can you disable their weapons?"

"Negative," came the terse reply. "Not in time. And their fighter screen is regrouping between me and the target."

Thomas felt the weight of thousands of lives pressing down on him. Lestain, Anise, young Gareth—all the non-combatants and support personnel still at the base. The entire infrastructure of the resistance. All about to be vaporized.

“Captain, what’s our plan?” Gareth asked, his voice sharp with fear for his family.

"I'm working on it," Thomas replied, frantically analyzing options.

Before he could formulate a plan, an incoming hail flashed across his awareness. It could only be coming from one place. Malevolence. Thomas hesitated only a fraction of a second before accepting the transmission.

The figure that materialized in the holographic display was the same nightmare in flesh he’d seen only once before. Mordred's form was a disturbing fusion of organic and mechanical components, his Draconite heritage visible in the scaled skin and vestigial horns, while cybernetic enhancements protruded from his flesh like parasites. His eyes glowed with an unnatural amber light, his pupils’ vertical slits contracting at the sight of the Thomas avatar assembled by Excalibur’s core.

"Daeardrayke," Mordred's voice carried harmonics that no organic throat could produce. "An impressive display."

"Call off the attack," Thomas demanded, not bothering with pleasantries. “There are no combatants on the asteroid. Only civilians.”

A sound emerged from Mordred that might have been laughter, a mechanical rasp devoid of genuine humor. "You misunderstand warfare, Daeardrayke. All traitors are combatants."

"And you misunderstand your position," Thomas countered, projecting confidence he didn't entirely feel. "Your ship is critically damaged. We can finish you before you escape. The only reason we haven't is because of your targeting solution."

"Yes," Mordred agreed, his modulated voice unnervingly calm. "A standoff, as you would call it. I can destroy your base before you destroy me. You can destroy me before I escape. Mutually assured destruction.”

Through the neural interface, Thomas sensed his crew's tension. The creature before them was the stuff of resistance nightmares. The architect of Arthur's downfall. Morgana's monster son.

"What do you want?" Thomas asked bluntly, buying time while frantically searching for options.

"An arrangement," Mordred replied. "One that may surprise you."

"I'm not going to surrender,” Thomas said firmly.

“Even to save the civilians on that rock?” Mordred asked.

Thomas sensed Gareth’s pleading thoughts through the interface, but Thomas had seen what Mordred did to the New Avalonian Knights on Draconia. He didn’t need Merlin to tell him what Mordred would do to them once they stood down.

“No,” he answered firmly. “Destroying you is worth their sacrifice.” Gareth tensed beneath the words, though Thomas also sensed he understood the logic behind them.

“Then I supposed it’s good for both of us that I’m not asking for surrender," Mordred countered. "I'm proposing a ceasefire, so that we can discuss a partnership."

The statement was so unexpected that Thomas nearly choked on the gel in his pod. "Partnership? With the resistance you're trying to exterminate?"

"Not with the resistance," Mordred clarified. "With you, Thomas Drake. Captain of Excalibur."

"Why would I ever partner with you?" Thomas demanded. Mordred's proposal was too bizarre to dismiss outright. There had to be an angle he wasn't seeing. "You serve Morgana. You've spent a century hunting down and destroying Arthur's legacy."

Mordred's expression shifted, his face rearranging in a disturbing approximation of a smile. "What if I told you that we can help one another?”

"I'd say you're stalling while your weapons fully charge,” Thomas replied. “Make your point."

Mordred's eyes narrowed, the glow intensifying. "Very well. Let me be direct. I propose a temporary cessation of hostilities. My fleet withdraws. Your base remains intact. We meet to discuss matters of mutual concern."

"What mutual concern could we possibly have?" Thomas asked, genuine confusion mixing with suspicion.

"Turquine," Mordred said simply.


CHAPTER 34


Turquine.

The name hit Thomas like a hammer blow. Through the neural interface, he felt the others’ immediate reactions—a spike of fury and recognition.

"What about Turquine?" Thomas demanded.

“As you’re probably aware, he’s obtained something...problematic," Mordred replied. "Something that threatens us both."

A chill ran through Thomas. Of course, Morgana knew Turquine had left the Wastes. She also knew he had the two crystals.

And she was afraid.

Enough so that Mordred was willing to stop his assault so they could talk about it. From what Merlin had told him about the Queen and her son, there was no way he’d made this call on his own.

"Stand down your weapons," Thomas ordered. "Then we'll talk."

For an excruciating moment, Mordred simply stared at him. "Very well," he said at last. “I’ve heard you’re a man of honor, like my father, so…a show of good faith.”

The energy readings from Malevolence's weapon systems immediately began to dissipate, the charging sequence terminating just before it reached critical mass and had to be released. A collective wave of relief rippled through the neural interface, though Thomas maintained his guard.

"All vessels, hold fire," Thomas commanded across the resistance network. "Maintain defensive positions, but do not engage unless engaged first."

Acknowledgments filtered back as the resistance fleet adjusted their stance, weapons ready but not targeting actively. The Draconite vessels similarly held position, creating an uneasy stalemate across the battlefield.

"Now," Thomas addressed Mordred, "explain what you mean about Turquine and the artifact."

Mordred's expression grew calculating. "Not like this. It’s too easy for someone to get trigger happy or make a mistake that reignites the powder keg. I propose a meeting. Neutral ground."

"You expect me to trust you enough for a face-to-face meeting?" Thomas asked incredulously.

"Trust is irrelevant," Mordred replied. "Necessity is our binding force. Turquine has gone rogue, Thomas Drake. He no longer serves the Queen. He serves only himself, and with what he has taken from the artifact, he represents a threat beyond your comprehension."

“I think you’re underestimating how much I comprehend,” Thomas replied. “I know what Turquine took. I was there.”

“Yes,” Mordred answered. “He claimed to have killed you. By what stroke of fate did you survive?”

“That’s none of your business.”

Mordred laughed. “Perhaps not. It’s of no major importance to me. Perhaps it’s better for both of us that you survived.”

“I doubt your mother would see it the same way.”

“In that, you’re mistaken.”

"What exactly do you propose?" Thomas asked cautiously.

"A meeting, as I said. Neutral location. Just the two of us. We discuss Turquine and the threat he represents. No weapons, no tricks."

Thomas didn't trust Mordred for a moment, but neither could he dismiss the threat Turquine posed. They'd witnessed firsthand what he was capable of in the artifact chamber. With Klingsor and the Red Knight at his disposal, that power would only grow.

“I’m not agreeing to that deal. No one can argue you’re physically superior to me. I’d be walking right to my death.”

Mordred waved the concern away with his hand, as if it were a minor inconvenience. “Very well, you can bring Lancelot with you.”

“And my wizard,” Thomas said.

“Three against one?” Mordred shrugged. “Bring your whole crew if it makes you feel better, Daeardrayke. You won’t harm me.”

“How do you know?”

“Look around. You may have saved the lives of your so-called civilians, but your rebellion is in tatters. The Sidhe resistance is all but defeated, and this group of rabble has already lost nearly every ship you so valiantly claimed against only a portion of the Draconite Empire’s might. Free yourself of the delusion that you can restore Arthur’s vision of Avalon, and perhaps we can negotiate concessions appropriate to your aid against Turquine.”

Thomas didn’t respond right away, bristling at Mordred’s arrogant assessment of the situation. That wasn’t the worst part, however.

The worst part was that he was right.

Still, he couldn’t forget what Arthur’s replica had told them about his sacrifice. Nimue had seen the potential for brighter days ahead, as had Lady Aelan. Maybe those days felt impossible right now, but the fight wasn’t over.

Not as long as he still drew breath.

“Name the time and place,” Thomas said.

“Three days hence,” Mordred replied. “Caerlyon Station.”

“We’ll be there,” Thomas confirmed. “Now get lost.”

Mordred chuckled even as the comms disconnected.

“Now we wait to see if he’s full of it or not,” Garant said, his tension rippling through the interface, joining with the others’.

They watched as Malevolence's engines flared with red-tinged plasma exhaust, the massive ship turning away from prey it had decided to spare. Nearby, the remaining Draconite vessels maintained a protective screen around their flagship as they all prepared to withdraw.

"They're actually leaving," Gareth's voice carried a mixture of disbelief and relief through the neural interface.

"Don't relax yet," Thomas cautioned, maintaining Excalibur's defensive posture. "Until they're out of weapons range, we stay alert."

Around them, the remnants of the resistance fleet held position, battered ships with scorched hulls and flickering shield generators maintaining their formation despite extensive damage.

The lead Draconite vessels reached the boundary of weapons range, their forms shrinking as they accelerated along departure vectors. Wormholes began forming ahead of their coordinates, reality twisting as they created passages through space-time.

"First wormhole stabilizing,” Tryvane reported. "Lead elements are preparing to depart."

Thomas watched as the first of the Draconite vessels disappeared into its wormhole, followed by another, then another. Soon, only Malevolence remained, hovering at the edge of weapons range like a final, silent threat.

Then the dreadnought’s wormhole expanded in front of it, the ship’s engines flaring as it accelerated into the distortion. The massive vessel disappeared in stages, its grotesque form consumed by the spatial anomaly until nothing remained. The wormhole collapsed with a final flash of energy, leaving only empty space in its place.

For several heartbeats, no one spoke. The silence stretched across the neural interface, each crew member processing what had just occurred. Then, like a damn breaking, relief flooded the connection—a wave of emotion too powerful to contain.

"We made it," Tivan whispered. “I can’t believe we actually made it."

Thomas didn't share their relief—not entirely. Yes, they had survived, but at tremendous cost. And they had made a deal with Mordred, of all beings. He couldn’t see how anything good could come from that, no matter how necessary it might have been in the moment.

Thomas sensed an incoming transmission from Gryphon's Roost. He accepted it immediately, and Lestain's haggard face appeared, his brow glistening with fear-induced sweat.

"Thomas," Lestain's voice cracked with emotion. "I still can't believe it. You're alive."

"Barely," Thomas replied. "How bad is it on your end?"

Lestain ran a hand over his face, revealing the full extent of his exhaustion. "We're still assessing. We lost three of our seven docking arms. Life support is stable. But the casualties..." He trailed off, the weight of command momentarily overwhelming him.

"We'll catch up once we've dealt with the fallout," Thomas said. "Right now, we need to start recovery operations."

"Agreed," Lestain replied, straightening with renewed purpose. "I'll coordinate from here. Rescue teams are already deploying."

As the transmission ended, Thomas directed his attention to the battlefield. The scene was devastating. Debris fields—twisted metal, vaporized components…and occasionally, horrifically…both Draconite and Ursanoid bodies drifting among the wreckage—stretched across vast swathes of space. Emergency beacons pulsed from a few of the starfighters, their occupants awaiting rescue, while the capital ships needed to be searched to ensure no one alive remained trapped inside.

Out of the six stolen Draconite destroyers, only two were still intact, though heavily damaged. Justice listed to starboard, venting atmosphere from multiple hull breaches, while Honor maintained position despite visible battle scars along its port side. Six corvettes survived, their formations ragged as they maneuvered to assist damaged and offline vessels.

The rest was debris.

The only positive—if it could be called that—was the destruction they'd inflicted on the enemy. Four demolished Draconite destroyers and sixteen corvettes joined the wreckage floating around the asteroid. The resistance had given better than they'd received, which offered little comfort against the scale of their losses.

"Brennan's life signs are fading," Tryvane reported suddenly, highlighting the damaged starfighter on their tactical display. "We need to move quickly if we're going to save him."

Thomas redirected Excalibur immediately, the ship accelerating toward the drifting fighter. "Merlin, prepare for EVA rescue."

“Already in position, my boy,” Merlin's GOLEM replied.

They cautiously approached Brennan's crippled vessel, careful not to disturb its precarious stability. The starfighter had suffered catastrophic damage. Its canopy was cracked but miraculously intact. One wing was completely sheared off, the other hanging by its damaged wing spar.

Thomas guided Excalibur into position above the starfighter, matching velocity perfectly with the drifting craft. Merlin's GOLEM exited through the cargo bay airlock, maneuvering with small thrusters built into the mechanical’s back. The blue glow of the GOLEM’s eyes was visible as he approached the damaged fighter, metallic hands reaching for the emergency release on the canopy's exterior.

"Accessing emergency systems," Merlin reported, broadcasting what he saw to the core. "Canopy releasing in three, two, one..."

The fighter's canopy detached with a puff of escaping atmosphere. Merlin moved swiftly, reaching inside to extract the unconscious Brennan. The young pilot's face was ghostly pale beneath his helmet visor, a trickle of blood running from his temple. Miraculously, his flight suit looked intact.

"I have him," Merlin confirmed, securing Brennan against his mechanical chassis. "Returning to Excalibur now."

Thomas maintained position until Merlin and his precious cargo were safely back inside.

"Brennan is aboard," Merlin reported. "Unconscious but alive, with only a minor head injury. I'm taking him to his quarters to recover. He shouldn’t need the regeneration pod.”

“Thank you, Merlin,” Thomas replied.

With Brennan rescued, Thomas turned his attention back to the battlefield. Recovery operations were already underway, with surviving vessels deploying shuttles to collect survivors and search the stricken rebel capital ships. Captain Aldrich's Vanguard had sent out rescue shuttles to aid in the efforts.

“We should help search the ships,” Tivan suggested.

“It looks like the other crews have it well in hand,” Gareth replied. “It’s better if we return to the asteroid and help coordinate recovery efforts from there.”

“I’m with Gareth,” Thomas decided. “We have a lot to discuss, and not much time to do it before we need to meet with the enemy.”

Thomas surveyed the damage as they approached Gryphon’s Roost. All that remained of the three destroyed docking arms was remnants of twisted metal. Most of the metal had been vaporized by Malevolence's weapons. Fortunately, the attacks had been focused entirely on the external structures. The asteroid itself remained intact. Its interior spaces looked untouched by the battle.

Thomas selected one of the intact docking arms, guiding Excalibur toward the umbilical with delicate control. Lancelot's Arondight followed, the ancient vessel docking at the umbilical behind them. Further along the asteroid's curve, Vanguard maneuvered toward a separate docking arm, its larger bulk requiring more space to maneuver.

As soon as the docking clamps locked into place, Thomas and the others opened their pod canopies and climbed out, their expanded awareness receding until they were once again limited entirely to their physical forms. Around the flight deck, the entire flight crew looked exhausted and relieved at the same time.

“Burl, let’s get you to the regeneration pod," Thomas suggested, eyeing the big man. His chest rose and fell too quickly, his breathing labored.

“I’m fine,” Burl said, trying to wave off his concern. “It can wait until⁠—”

“That’s an order,” Thomas bit out.

Burl looked more relieved than upset. He nodded, unsteady on his feet as he crossed the flight deck. Tivan and Garant were there in a flash, “We’ve got you, big guy,” Tivan said, sliding under one of his arms, Garant the other.

Thomas turned to Gareth. “Go ahead and check on your family. We’ll meet you back outside the airlock after we see Burl to sickbay.”

“Thank you, Thomas,” Gareth replied, hurrying around Burl and the twins and off the flight deck.

Thomas turned his attention to Burl. "You're an idiot for pushing yourself so hard," he told him gently.

"Worth it," Burl grunted, a pained smile crossing his features. “Needed to be there...for the fight.”

"Next time, you’ll be there at full strength," Thomas replied as he and the twins walked Burl to sickbay, his breathing strained the entire way. Tivan hurried ahead to open the canopy to the regeneration pod, allowing Thomas and Garant to help him into it. “Rest easy and heal, my friend,” Thomas said, squeezing Burl's shoulder before the pod's canopy descended. The gel filled the chamber, enveloping the big man in its healing embrace. His features relaxed almost immediately as the nanites began their work.

With Burl settled, they made their way out to the airlock where Tryvane waited. Merlin rejoined them there shortly.

"Brennan is settled in his quarters," the GOLEM reported. "I've administered basic first aid and a mild sedative. He should sleep for several hours, with no lingering after-effects from his ordeal.”

“He saved us from total annihilation,” Tryvane said. “If he hadn’t weakened Malevolence’s shields…”

“None of us would be here right now,” Garant finished for him.

Lestain approached as the airlock cycled open, his face showing the strain of command. Deep lines had formed around his eyes, his beard untrimmed, his uniform slightly disheveled from the chaos of the battle.

"Thomas," he said. As they clasped forearms, Lestain pulled him into a quick, fierce embrace. "I still can't believe you're here. When Gareth told us of Turquine's attack in the Wastes..."

"It was close," Thomas admitted. "I wouldn’t be alive if not for Lancelot, and if not for Captain Aldrich and the Vigilant Swords, we wouldn't have made it back."

“Well, your timing couldn't have been better," Lestain replied, glancing toward the viewport where the battlefield remained visible, rescue operations continuing among the debris. "Another five minutes and Mordred would have wiped us out completely."

"We had no idea we were going to wormhole into an assault like that." Thomas shook his head at the near miss. "We were just trying to get home."

"That makes it even more impressive," Lestain said, studying Thomas with renewed intensity. "The way you reacted, the way you fought..." He paused, his eyes narrowing slightly. "There's something different about you."

Thomas exchanged a quick glance with Lancelot, approaching from Arondight’s docking umbilical. "I'll explain everything to everyone," he promised. “How bad are our casualties?"

Lestain's expression darkened, the full weight of the losses settling visibly across his shoulders. "Four destroyers and seven corvettes destroyed. Over half our starfighters with them. Early estimates put the death toll at over six hundred."

Thomas winced at the number. Six hundred souls. People who had believed in the resistance, in the possibility of a better Avalon. People who had followed him, directly or indirectly, into this fight.

"Morgana will pay for this," he said, his voice dropping to a dangerous timbre that made Lestain blink in surprise. Arthur's essence resonated with the declaration, warmth flowing through his veins like liquid determination.

"Is that why we’re meeting with Mordred?" Gareth asked, raising an eyebrow as he rejoined them. "To make Morgana pay?"

“Come on, Gareth,” Thomas replied. “You know we had no choice.”

“Which is another matter entirely. You were ready to sacrifice my wife and child to kill him.”

“You were connected to the interface. It was a bluff, and you knew it.”

“But what if he hadn’t fallen for it?”

“What would you have done, then?” Thomas snapped. “Surrendered and hoped he decided to completely change his personality and go against all of his history in an instant?”

Gareth opened his mouth to reply, but Lestain cut him off. “Okay, okay,” he said. “That’s enough. I know adrenaline is high. Cooler heads are in order here.”

Thomas clenched his jaw as he nodded. He wasn’t angry with Gareth. He understood why the other man was upset, but he couldn’t think of any way he might have handled the situation better.

“We should take this conversation to the conference room,” Lestain suggested. “We can air any grievances there, and discuss what comes next.”

"Captain Aldrich should join us," Thomas added. "We owe him our lives, and he deserves to be part of anything we do.”

Lestain nodded. "I'll go introduce myself and bring him to the conference room. I’ll meet you there in fifteen minutes."

As Lestain departed toward the docking arm where Vanguard had moored, Thomas turned to the others, his attention coming to rest on Garath. "Let's head to the conference room. We've got a lot to discuss." Garath merely nodded.

As they made their way through the asteroid's corridors, Thomas noticed the reactions of those they passed—the double-takes, the widening eyes, the whispered exclamations and shouts of ‘Hail Daeardrayke.’ Word of his return had spread rapidly throughout the base, transforming from rumor to confirmed miracle.

“It looks like you've achieved legendary status," Lancelot observed quietly beside him. "The dead captain returns to save his people in their darkest hour."

"I never asked to be a legend,” Thomas replied, discomforted by the attention. "I just want to do what's right."

“Of course, legends don’t become legends by trying to be a legend,” Lancelot said, clapping Thomas on the back. “It happens to the great ones regardless.”

The conference room door slid open as they approached, and they settled into chairs around the table, remaining silent while they waited for Lestain and Captain Aldrich. Thomas used the time to gather his thoughts, mentally organizing the extraordinary events he needed to share. From their journey through the Wastes to the discovery of the broken Camelot, from their confrontation with Turquine to his miraculous survival. It was a story so fantastic that he barely believed it himself, despite living through every moment of it.

The door opened again to admit Lestain, Captain Aldrich, and Taliesin, who had rejected the offer to cram into Arondight with the flight crew. Dorus and Corrin entered behind them, the freed Ursan servant wearing a pained look as he nodded toward Thomas.

“You weren’t on Liberty,” Thomas exclaimed in surprise, locking eyes with him.

Dorus shook his head. “I was here when the fighting started. I should have been there with them.” His jaw tightened, eyes moistening though he held back his tears. “I should have gone down with my crew.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, my friend,” Thomas said, resting his hand on his shoulder, “but I’m glad to see you alive.”

Dorus nodded. “It’s good to see you alive too, Daeardrayke.”

Captain Aldrich surveyed the room with the measured assessment of a veteran commander, nodding respectfully to each person as Lestain made quick introductions. When they reached Thomas, Aldrich extended his hand.

"Sir Dragon," he said, the corner of his mouth lifting in the ghost of a smile. “It seems you have a habit of finding trouble—or trouble finding you."

"A bit of both," Thomas admitted, shaking the offered hand. "Thank you for bringing us home, Captain. We wouldn't have made it without the Vigilant Swords."

"Your rebels fought well," Aldrich observed, taking a seat near the head of the table. "I've seen professional military forces with less discipline. Didn't expect that level of ferocity from a resistance movement."

"Necessity is a harsh but effective teacher," Lestain replied, settling into his own chair.

With everyone seated, an expectant silence fell over the room. All eyes turned to Thomas, waiting for him to begin. He took a deep breath before launching into what would undoubtedly be a long and complex debriefing.

"I think we should start at the beginning," he said, meeting each person's gaze in turn. "With what we found in the Wastes, and what happened on the broken planet."


CHAPTER 35


Thomas leaned back in his chair, the weight of his story hanging in the air of the conference room. For the past hour, he had recounted everything—the journey through the Wastes, the encounter with the Wild Hunt, the discovery of the broken Camelot, the confrontation with Turquine, and finally, the miraculous transformation wrought by Arthur's Grail. He'd told it all, his voice steady despite the fantastical nature of the tale. His crew had added details where appropriate, filling in gaps or emphasizing crucial points, but the core narrative had been his to tell. Now, as he finished, the room fell silent.

Lestain stared at him, mouth slightly agape. The commander's fingers drummed absently against the table's surface, his mind visibly processing the implications. Captain Aldrich's weathered face remained impassive, though his eyes had narrowed during the account of Turquine's acquisition of the crystal replicas. Dorus and Corrin matched Lestain’s features, though Thomas sensed something from both of them that he read as a negative opinion of magic in general.

"So, you're telling us," Lestain finally said, breaking the silence, "that not only did you survive what should have been a fatal wound, but you now carry the essence of Arthur himself within you?"

Thomas nodded. "I know how it sounds."

"It sounds impossible," Lestain replied, but there was no dismissal in his tone—only wonder. "And yet..." He gestured at Thomas. "There's clearly something different about you. I noticed it the moment you stepped off Excalibur."

"He's not the only one who noticed," Gareth added. "Something has fundamentally changed."

Taliesin, who had remained quiet throughout Thomas's account, leaned forward. "The Grail was thought to be merely legend, a physical object to be obtained. I never considered it might be purely symbolic, but considering what Lady Aelan said, perhaps Turquine unwittingly unleashed the true artifact.”

Arthur’s essence flowed through him at the statement. “You know, I hadn’t thought about it like that,” Thomas replied. “Maybe you’re right.”

"I've analyzed the energy signatures from your body,” Merlin said. “They're unlike anything any version of me has encountered in all my years."

"How does it feel?" Lestain asked, curiosity overtaking his initial shock.

Thomas considered the question carefully. "It's like having a second set of instincts. A warm current that flows alongside my own thoughts and reactions. It doesn't control me or override my decisions, but it's there—guiding, suggesting, strengthening. In combat, it sharpens everything—my reflexes, my perception. And it healed my wounds quicker than should have been possible.”

"Which explains how you survived Turquine's attack," Lestain murmured.

Thomas met Lestain's gaze. “Lancelot saved my life,” he corrected, “with his soul stone. I was already stabilized when I received Arthur’s Grail, but far from healed.”

“Of course,” Lestain replied. “I’m sorry, I missed that detail.” He paused, fingers still tapping as he thought. "And now Turquine has two of these replicas," he continued, his expression darkening. "Klingsor and Sir Ironside.”

"With their knowledge and power soon to augment his own,” Thomas confirmed grimly. "Based on what we saw on the broken planet, Turquine was already evolving beyond anything we've faced before. The nanites are changing him, making him stronger, smarter. And he healed so fast, we could barely hurt him. With Klingsor's knowledge of the dark arcane and Ironside's military prowess..." Knowing they’d understood, he let the sentence hang unfinished.

"He'll be nearly unstoppable," Merlin ventured, the GOLEM's blue eyes dimming slightly. "Especially given time to consolidate his power."

"Which brings us to Mordred," Lestain said, shifting the conversation. "You really intend to meet with him?"

Thomas nodded. "Three days from now. Caerlyon Station."

"It has to be a trap," Gareth interjected, his earlier anger still evident, but simmering in the background. "Mordred wouldn't offer a ceasefire unless he had an ulterior motive."

"Of course he has an ulterior motive," Thomas replied. "He wants our help against Turquine. The question is whether that aligns with our interests enough to make cooperation worthwhile."

"I still can't believe we're even considering this," Gareth said, shaking his head. "This is Mordred we're talking about. The monster who helped Morgana tear down everything Arthur built and more recently, single handedly killed all the New Arthurian Knights save for Tivan and Garant."

"And yet he spared us today," Lancelot pointed out. "He could have destroyed Gryphon's Roost despite our arrival. Instead, he withdrew."

"Only because he would have died otherwise,” Gareth countered. “He had Gryphon’s Roost in his crosshairs, but Excalibur had him.”

“Do you really believe Malevolence’s bridge isn’t within a hardened core?” Lancelot asked. “That one of the other Draconite ships wouldn’t have collected it before we could break through its defenses?”

Gareth froze, clearly not having considered that possibility. Neither had Thomas.

“Wait,” he said. “You’re saying he could have destroyed the Roost and we may not have killed him?”

“I’m saying that would have been a more likely outcome, as terrible as it sounds,” Lancelot replied. “At least, if he didn’t need something from you.”

Thomas paled at the thought. “I didn’t realize.”

“Would it have changed anything if you had? We received the best possible outcome.”

“I’m not as sure about that,” Gareth countered. He leaned forward, addressing the entire table. "I say we no-show on the meeting. We use these three days to relocate the Roost to another location. We need Excalibur here for that.”

"And what's to stop Morgana from finding us again?" Lestain asked quietly. His features had settled into lines of resignation, the weight of command evident in his posture.

“She got lucky,” Gareth replied. “What are the odds it would happen again?”

Lestain shook his head. “I’m sorry, cousin. The truth is, our time at Gryphon's Roost is over. I wish things hadn’t turned out this way, but there’s nothing we can do about that. What happened today proved that we need to be more mobile.” He looked around the table, meeting each person's gaze in turn. “My intention is to move everyone to our remaining ships as soon as possible. The fleet will become our base of operations.”

"But the Roost has served us well," Gareth protested, though with less conviction than before. "It's given us stability, safety."

“If we weren’t tied to the Roost, we might still have nineteen Draconite warships and six hundred seventy-three of our people alive and well,” Lestain replied gently. "I don't like it any more than you do, Gareth. But we can either adapt or perish."

Gareth stared at the table for a long moment, then nodded reluctantly. “Of course, you're right."

“Your agreement means a lot to me, cousin,” Lestain said. “I’ll begin preparations for full evacuation following the meeting. Of course, we’ll leave a nice surprise behind for whoever might find the station next.”

"What about Mordred?" Tryvane asked, turning the conversation back to the looming meetup. "Even if we evacuate, that doesn't answer whether Thomas should keep this appointment."

“There’s no question about it,” Thomas replied. “I gave my word.”

Tryvane raised an eyebrow. "And what meaning does honor have among the Draconite? Do you think Mordred values your word?"

"It doesn't matter what Mordred values," Thomas replied. A vision of Vic formed in his mind, one of his many nuggets of wisdom coming to the forefront. "What matters is what we value. If we abandon our principles the moment they become inconvenient, what separates us from our enemies?"

"Thomas is right," Lancelot agreed. "Without honor, what do we have? What do we become? Just another faction fighting for power, no better than those we oppose."

"Honor is a luxury in war," Captain Aldrich interjected, speaking for the first time since Thomas had begun his account. "But perhaps in this case it can work in our favor. The Draconite expect deception because deception is their nature. Honesty might be the most unexpected move on the board."

Merlin's GOLEM shifted, the mechanical’s joints whirring softly. "I must caution extreme wariness regarding Mordred," he said. "I've known him since his creation—a being engineered through the darkest fusion of magic and technology. He is Morgana's instrument, utterly loyal to her vision."

"Then why offer this meeting at all?" Dorus asked, speaking up for the first time.

"Because Turquine represents a genuine threat to Morgana's power," Merlin replied. "That much I believe is sincere. With what he's taken from the broken Camelot, given time to master those powers, he could challenge even her."

"So we're potentially aligning ourselves with one tyrant to defeat another," Tivan summarized. “That’s hardly an ideal situation."

"There are degrees of danger," Merlin countered. "Morgana is a known quantity. Her goals, methods, and limitations are well understood after a century of rule. Turquine, enhanced by nanites and empowered by ancient replicas, represents an unknown variable. The rate of his evolution suggests a trajectory that could exceed even Morgana's capabilities within a relatively short time frame. Given that, I believe it’s wise to maintain strategic flexibility. Learn what Mordred is offering. Assess whether temporary alignment serves our larger goals. But never forget that any cooperation with Morgana's forces is a means, not an end."

Thomas nodded. "I agree. I'll meet with Mordred as planned, and depending on what he proposes, consider his offer. That doesn't mean the resistance has to remain static in the meantime." He turned to Lestain. "Your plan to evacuate the Roost is solid. We should use these three days to repair our ships and prepare for whatever comes next."

"My crew will help with repairs," Captain Aldrich offered. "The Vigilant Swords have some of the best engineers in Avalon. And we've got spare parts from salvage operations that might help get your vessels stabilized faster."

"We appreciate that, Captain," Lestain replied, genuine gratitude in his voice. "Every hand helps, especially now."

“Of course, I’ll assist as well,” Taliesin said. “I know a thing or two about repairing starships.”

Corrin, normally so stoic, laughed at that, the first sound he had made. “I believe that may be the understatement of a century.”

"It still doesn't solve our fundamental problem," Garant said abruptly, his voice cutting through the developing consensus. The young fighter's face had hardened into a mask of frustration and barely contained anger. "How is any of this going to help us overthrow Morgana? Mordred was right about one thing. We have no realistic chance of victory."

His words landed like stones in still water, ripples of unease spreading through the assembled leaders. Garant continued, his voice rising with emotion.

"We had a huge success capturing the Draconite warships. We were congratulating ourselves on gaining the initiative. And now look at us. More than half our fleet is destroyed, hundreds dead, and for what? We barely put a dent in Morgana's forces! They sent three assault flights and nearly wiped us out completely. But they have dozens of additional flights they could throw at us. Hundreds of ships we would need to defeat just to dent their impermeability.”

"Garant," Tivan began, reaching for his brother's arm.

Garant shook him off. "No, someone needs to say it. We're deluding ourselves if we think we can win this fight. I wanted so much to believe rebellion was possible, but today made it totally obvious that it’s not. We don't have the numbers, the firepower, or the resources to challenge an empire that's stood for a century." He looked directly at Thomas. "And making deals with Mordred isn't going to change that fundamental reality."

The room fell silent, Garant's outburst hanging in the air like a physical presence. Thomas recognized the legitimacy of the twin’s concerns. They were thoughts he'd had himself in quiet moments of doubt, but before he could formulate a response, Lancelot spoke.

"You're not wrong about the odds," the ancient knight said, surprising everyone with his candor, "but you're overlooking something significant." He leaned forward, fixing Garant with a steady gaze. "Today, we nearly destroyed Malevolence. No one has ever damaged Mordred's flagship before—not even Arthur and his knights at the height of their power."

Lancelot gestured toward Thomas. "Because of the Daeardrayke, because of Excalibur⁠—”

“And because of Brennan’s ability and courage,” Thomas added. “Don’t forget that. He almost died.”

Lancelot nodded. “Together, we accomplished what was thought impossible. And we didn't do it with superior numbers or overwhelming firepower. We did it through courage, skill, and the kind of determination that refuses to acknowledge defeat."

The knight's mismatched eyes gleamed in the conference room's lighting. "I've fought this battle for over a century, young Garant. I've seen resistance movements rise and fall. I've witnessed periods of hope and despair. But I've never given up, no matter how dire the fight has seemed at times. Losing hope…" He banged his fist on the table for emphasis. "That’s the first step to losing freedom. Forever."

Thomas felt a surge of warmth within his chest—Arthur's essence responding to Lancelot's words. The current of energy flowed through him more intensely than before, a golden heat that filled every cell in his body. Without conscious thought, he rose to his feet, the movement drawing all eyes to him.

"Lancelot's right," he said, his voice carrying an authority that resonated with additional power. "Yes, the odds are against us. Yes, we've suffered losses that cut deep. But measuring our chances by comparing fleet sizes and casualty reports misses the true nature of this conflict."

He placed his palms on the table, leaning forward as he continued. "This isn't just about ships and weapons. It's about what Avalon can become. What it should be. Arthur didn't build his kingdom through superior firepower; he built it through a vision that united beings of all species under principles of justice and equality."

Thomas straightened, feeling Arthur's essence strengthening his resolve, his words. "Morgana rules through fear. Turquine seeks power through evolution and domination. But we…" He gestured around the table, encompassing everyone present, "...we fight for something more fundamental. The right of all beings to live free from tyranny, whether it wears Morgana's face or Turquine's."

He paced slowly around the table as he continued speaking, the words flowing from him with a conviction that felt both entirely his own, yet somehow greater.

"Today wasn't a defeat. It was proof that even the mightiest symbols of Morgana's power can be wounded. That her reign isn't inevitable or invincible. We struck a blow that will echo across Avalon—a reminder that resistance isn't futile, that hope persists even in the darkest times."

Thomas stopped behind Garant's chair, placing a hand on the young man's shoulder. "Your frustration, your anger—they're valid. They're real. I feel them, too. They're also fuel for the fight ahead. Channel them, Garant. Use them to sharpen your resolve rather than blunt it."

He returned to his place beside Lestain at the head of the table. He felt all eyes upon him. "None of us knows exactly how this struggle will end. But I know this—as long as Excalibur flies, as long as even one of us stands against injustice, neither Morgana nor Turquine have won. And that possibility—that spark of defiance—is more powerful than all her fleets combined."

Thomas sat down, the golden warmth gradually subsiding within him. The room remained silent for several heartbeats, the impact of his words settling over the assembled leaders. He caught Lancelot studying him with an expression that mingled pride and recognition—as if the knight had glimpsed Arthur in Thomas' unexpected speech .

Even Thomas, surprised with himself for the outburst, believed he had seen a piece of the knight’s old friend.

"Well," Captain Aldrich said finally, a hint of a smile playing at the corner of his mouth, "if you ever get tired of commanding ships, Sir Dragon, you might have a future in speech writing.”

A ripple of laughter broke the tension, easing the atmosphere in the room. Even Garant managed a reluctant smile, the hardness in his features softening.

"I meant what I said," Thomas added, his tone lighter now that the moment had passed. "Regardless of our losses, we dealt Morgana a blow today. Her forces expected an easy victory. Instead, they retreated with significant damage to their flagship and the loss of multiple capital ships. That news will spread, inspiring others who might have been hesitant to join our cause."

"True enough," Lestain acknowledged. "And our conversation with Mordred might yield additional advantages."

"Or additional complications," Merlin added.

"Life is complicated," Thomas replied with a shrug, channeling Vic again this time. "We adapt and move forward."

Kaelithan, who had remained silent throughout much of the discussion, cleared his throat. "There's something else we need to talk about," he said, his normally composed features showing unusual intensity. "Something I've been considering since our encounter with Turquine in the Wastes.”

"What is it?" Thomas asked, turning his attention to the wizard.

"Halvy," Kaelithan replied simply. “Maybe we haven’t lost him after all.”


CHAPTER 36


Needing to explain himself, Kaelithan unconsciously touched the amulet containing Arthur's crystal shard hanging around his neck before looking up from the spot on the Roost’s conference room table he’d been staring at for the last few minutes. "During the final confrontation when Turquine attacked us, did any of you notice something unusual about Halvy’s magic?"

Thomas frowned, thinking back to those chaotic moments. "It was powerful, devastating even, but..." He frowned, searching his memories.

"It wasn’t as destructive as it could have been," Kaelithan finished for him, just as Thomas’ settled on the same conclusion. "I've been replaying that moment in my mind,” Kael continued. “I felt his power building; it should have annihilated us.” He shook his head as if puzzled. “He reduced the impact at the last moment, allowing us to survive."

"You're saying he pulled his punch?” Tryvane asked skeptically.

“I sensed the same,” Lancelot said. “He did hold back.”

“Which means that Halvy isn't completely lost to us," Kaelithan added. "Despite whatever Turquine has done to him, some part of the boy we knew still exists beneath the surface. Some part of him fought against his programming."

Thomas considered this. "Even if you're right, what does that mean for us?"

"It means that if we're going to deal with Turquine, we may be able to weaken him by prying Halvy away from his control," Kaelithan explained. "The boy's magical potential has always been extraordinary. I’ve never seen someone so young with such raw power. In Turquine's service, he's a formidable weapon.” He cocked his head to the side as if pondering his next words. “If we could reach whatever remains of his true self..."

"That's a big if," Gareth noted.

“Right now it is,” Kaelithan agreed. “But we know next to nothing about what was done to him.”

“And you think that if we could change that, we might be able to undo the damage?” Thomas asked. “Make him good again?”

“Yes, and I think we need to try.”

“What do you suggest?”

“We need to go to the source.”

“Draconia?” Thomas’ eyes widened, and then he shook his head. “I don’t think we can infiltrate the Draconite home world again.”

“No, not Draconia,” Kaelithan countered. “Avalyeth. Someone must know what happened to Halvy after Grenyth’s capture. If we stop off there before meeting Mordred, we can trace his path from the Wyldentree to the Wastes. The answer lies somewhere in between, I’m sure. We find out who was responsible for Halvy's transformation and what exactly was done to him. With that knowledge, we might discover a way to break Turquine's hold on him."

"That's incredibly risky," Merlin warned. "Avalyeth is still a Draconite stronghold. After what happened at the Wyldentree, security will be even tighter than before."

"Risk is relative," Kaelithan countered. "Compared to facing Turquine at full strength, with Halvy as his magical enforcer, I consider returning to the planet the safer option. And right now, Morgana needs us. Even if we’re caught on Avalyeth, she’ll need to be careful how she deals with us.”

“She could still decide to kill us and worry about Turquine later,” Tivan said.

“I would,” Garant agreed.

“There’s an easy solution to that,” Lancelot said. “I recommend we don’t get captured.”

Thomas sent him a droll look, even as he carefully weighed the old knight’s proposal. Their resources were stretched thin after the battle, and diving into another dangerous mission so soon seemed foolhardy. Yet the potential advantage of understanding and perhaps even neutralizing one of Turquine's most powerful assets couldn't be dismissed.

"I agree with the goal," he said finally. "But timing is crucial. We only have three days until meeting with Mordred. Evacuation of Gryphon's Roost to coordinate. Ship repairs to oversee." He met Kaelithan's determined gaze. “I’m not sure we can swing it.”

"All fair points," Kaelithan acknowledged, though his expression remained focused, the intensity undiminished. “I know we have a lot of other concerns, but every day gives Turquine more time to consolidate his power and potentially strengthen his hold on Halvy."

“Kael is right about that,” Gareth said, surprising everyone at the table. “If we’re going to meet with Mordred at Caerlyon about joining forces against Turquine…well, Avalyeth is on the way. The best time to stir up trouble there is before we forge any alliances, temporary or not, with the enemy we know. Besides, it’s a strong first step toward stopping Turquine. Lestain can handle the evacuation, Taliesin, Corrin, and Dorus can coordinate repairs. We need to be out there, continuing the fight, not here dealing with logistics.”

Thomas locked eyes with Gareth, considering his input. He glanced at Merlin’s GOLEM, whose eyes flickered in what he read as agreement. “Lestain?” he asked.

The stocky rebel smiled. “We’ve got everything well in hand here, Sir Dragon. Don’t take this wrong; we can do without you.”

“Okay,” Thomas agreed. “We’ll leave for Avalyeth in twelve hours. That should be enough time for Burl to recover in the regeneration pod, and for me to test Percival in a control pod.” He looked to Aldrich. “With your permission of course, Captain.”

“If you think Percy would be a good addition to your crew, I’m not going to stand in his way,” Aldrich replied. “In fact, I’d like to put myself into consideration for a seat on your flight crew.”

Thomas flinched with surprise. “You, Captain? You have a mercenary unit to run. How can⁠—”

“I’d already planned that the mission in the Wastes would be my last, one way or another,” Aldrich explained. “Torval is ready to take over for me. He’s my son, you know.”

Thomas’ mouth fell open. “I didn’t know that. He never said⁠—”

“None of the crew know. He insisted on earning his keep. He wanted to pay his dues, not ride my coattails to the top. He’s done that. He’s a fine man; I’m proud of him. Should Excalibur find me worthy, I’m confident in turning the Vigilant Swords and Vanguard over to him.”

“In that case, that should be enough time to test both of you in control pods.” He looked around the table. “Okay, we have our immediate plan. Evacuate Gryphon's Roost. Repair the fleet. Hopefully add two new members to Excalibur’s flight crew. Investigate Halvy’s conversion on Avalyeth, and prepare for the meeting with Mordred.” His gaze settled on Lestain. "Does that align with your assessment, Commander?"

Lestain nodded, a hint of renewed determination visible beneath his exhaustion. "It does. We may be bloodied, but we're far from beaten. And now we have something the resistance has lacked for too long—a leader worthy of following. The Daeardrayke has returned when we needed him most. That alone will inspire our people through the difficult days ahead."

"I'm just a man," Thomas countered, uncomfortable with the weight of expectation in Lestain's words. "I make mistakes like anyone else."

"Perhaps," Lancelot said quietly. "But you're also something more, especially now—a symbol that transcends your individual limitations. Arthur's essence within you is no accident, Thomas. It’s a spark of light after a century of darkness."

The knight's words hung in the air, laden with implications that Thomas wasn't entirely ready to embrace. Yet he couldn't deny the truth in them either. Something fundamental had changed—not just within him but in the very fabric of the struggle itself. The return of Excalibur had been the first piece. Arthur's essence flowing through him was another. And now, with both Morgana and Turquine facing challenges to their power, perhaps the impossible would become possible at last.

"There's a lot to do, and time isn't on our side,” Thomas said, rising from his chair. “Let’s get to it.”

As the others began to disperse, Thomas caught Lancelot lingering near the door. The ancient knight's expression was thoughtful, studying Thomas with renewed interest.

"That speech," Lancelot said quietly as Thomas approached. "It reminded me of him. Not just the words, but the presence behind them."

"I felt that, too," Thomas admitted, keeping his voice low. "It was like... like he was speaking through me for a moment. Not controlling me, but amplifying what I already believed."

Lancelot nodded. "Arthur had that quality—the ability to distill complex truths into words that could move entire armies. It seems his essence carries some of that ability." A ghost of a smile touched the knight's weathered features. "It suits you, Thomas Drake. More than you might realize."

Before Thomas could respond, Lancelot turned and departed, leaving him alone with thoughts that refused simple categorization. He wasn't Arthur—would never be Arthur—yet something of the ancient king now resided within him, changing him in ways he was only beginning to understand.

For now, though, such philosophical questions would have to wait. They had three days to get to a meeting that could reshape the entire conflict. Beyond that, battles yet unfought, challenges yet unfaced.

Thomas squared his shoulders and left the conference room. Whatever came next, he would meet it head-on.


CHAPTER 37


Turquine's scaled feet made no sound as he prowled through the shadowed halls of Klingsor's fortress. The dark stone resisted reflection, creating an atmosphere of perpetual twilight, even in chambers illuminated by ancient magical sconces. He ran a clawed hand along one wall, sensing the subtle vibrations of power that coursed like a living thing through the structure. They had spent three days exploring this place, and still, he had not seen all its secrets. With each new discovery, his appreciation for Klingsor's genius, along with wariness of the wizard's ambitions, grew in equal measures.

The nanites beneath his scales hummed with satisfaction. They recognized the strategic value—the isolation and defensibility—of their new base.

The only downside to the fortress was also one of its greatest strengths. Magic and enchantment—power that could be harnessed, directed, and weaponized—permeated every stone. The corridors left his scales constantly burning, the fire of such corrupted energy an endless discomfort, one that could be used against him.

He sensed the nanites working to overcome, yet at the same time, to accept the impure energy. They had made some progress, allowing him to handle the constant itch much better than he had on Falias, but he remained unconvinced the nanites could ever evolve beyond their distaste for the arcane.

He paused at an intersection of corridors, considering his next choice of destination. To his right lay the armory he had discovered yesterday, its racks holding hundreds of ancient weapons from swords to battle-axes and more, all in surprisingly good condition given their age. Suits of armor were arranged on wooden racks along the walls, equally ancient, equally preserved, though the quality of their protection compared to modern armor left him in doubt as to their usefulness. To his left stretched the passage leading to what had once been a series of barracks capable of housing thousands of warriors. Straight ahead, he would reach the stairwell that descended to the laboratories where Klingsor had conducted his experiments.

Where Halvy now resided.

A ripple of unease disturbed the nanites' harmonious song. The boy had been spending too much time in those depths, too many hours in communication with Klingsor's crystal. While the arrangement—Halvy learning directly from Klingsor's vast knowledge—had thus far proven advantageous, Turquine couldn't shake the suspicion that something was changing in his relationship with the young wizard. Halvy had always been quiet, but lately he was almost absent, as if his consciousness was increasingly elsewhere, leaving only his physical form to carry out instructions.

Decision made, Turquine strode forward, following the descending corridor to the laboratories. The fortress would serve his purposes well, but it required adaptation to meet his specific needs. The ancient barracks could house fighters once he began recruiting, though whether they would hold unenhanced beings remained an open question. The lack of modern technological infrastructure—power generation, communications arrays, and defense systems—was another issue to address. They would also need vast quantities of food and other sundries to establish a proper base of operations.

All problems with solutions, given time and resources.

The corridor widened as he approached the massive laboratory doors. Different from the ancient wards Klingsor had established centuries ago, Turquine noted new runes—fresh markings pulsing with subtle energy—etched into the stone on either side. Halvy's work, undoubtedly. The boy was making modifications to the fortress's magical infrastructure without direct authorization.

The massive doors swung inward in recognition of Turquine's approach. The laboratory beyond had changed significantly over the last few days. Most obviously, a crowded workbench in the corner had been unceremoniously dumped aside to make way for a pair of containment chambers. An intricate array of arcane symbols surrounded the two transparent cylinders. Klingsor had identified them as key to their victory against Morgana. One glowed with Klingsor’s deep purple light, the other with a blood-red hue matching the crystal containing Sir Ironside's essence. Each crystal rested on a pedestal within its own cylinder. In front of them, in the room’s center, stood the Telemuter as Klingsor called it, and in front of that stood Halvy, his small frame dwarfed by the massive apparatus.

"Master." Halvy turned at Turquine's entrance, his eyes dull, his movements mechanical. "I have completed the manifestation chambers as instructed."

Turquine approached, studying the modified platforms with critical attention. "I instructed you to create one improved chamber, not two."

"Forgiveness, Master," Halvy replied without inflection. "Klingsor indicated that individual chambers would allow for more stable manifestations and potentially simultaneous presence of both entities." He paused, then added, "I believed this superior approach would meet with your approval."

"Klingsor indicated," Turquine repeated, the twisting of his features and snide tone of his voice reflecting his nanites stirring with disapproval beneath his scales. "You spend much time communicating with the wizard. Far too much perhaps."

"I am to learn from him, as you commanded, Master."

"Learn, yes. Not obey him as if he is your Master. You overstep my orders, young wizard.”

Halvy remained expressionless, offering neither defense nor explanation. The reaction—or lack thereof—only deepened Turquine's unease. The nanites again shifted beneath his midnight scales, their harmonics suggesting caution and increased vigilance.

Turquine moved past Halvy to examine the central apparatus more closely. Even with his limited magical knowledge, Turquine recognized the Telemuter’s significance. Every angle of its construction spoke of a deliberate, almost obsessive design married to a purpose that remained unclear despite Klingsor's assurances of its value.

"Has the wizard explained how the Telemuter functions?" Turquine asked, continuing to study the apparatus.

“No, Master. Klingsor is teaching me how to renew the enchantments on the fortress, as well as how to manifest him permanently.”

“Of course he is,” Turquine growled, moving to stand before the purple-hued platform. "Manifest him."

Halvy nodded and stepped back, raising his hands in the now-familiar gestures of the manifestation ritual.

The runes surrounding the platform ignited with purple flame, creating a cylindrical barrier of energy that rose toward the chamber's high ceiling. Within his arcane cylinder, Klingsor's form took shape with greater speed and efficiency than previous attempts and with more remarkable detail. No longer the semi-transparent apparition of earlier manifestations, he was now a substantial, almost physically solid presence.

"Sir Turquine," Klingsor greeted, inclining his head in that gesture of measured respect that never quite reached deference. "I assume you approve of our young apprentice's modifications to my laboratory."

"I didn’t authorize two separate cylinders," Turquine replied, moving closer to the barrier containing the wizard's manifestation. "Nor have I approved any modifications to your enchantments.”

"Merely preparations," Klingsor assured him, stepping to the edge of his confinement. His gaunt features shifted in what might have been amusement. "The boy shows remarkable aptitude. He absorbs knowledge at a rate I've rarely encountered, even among the most gifted apprentices I've trained."

“You overstep your authority,” Turquine snapped. "He is mine to command. Not yours.”

Klingsor spread his hands in a placating gesture. "Of course.” His burning gaze shifted briefly to Halvy, who stood by, silent and motionless. "Nonetheless, his progress is impressive. The separate manifestation chambers are but one example of his growing capability.”

"Very well." Having no other choice at the moment, he conceded, though his vertical pupils remained fixed contentiously on Klingsor. "What progress have you made in assessing the Telemuter's condition?"

Klingsor's expression shifted to one of calculated consideration. "That is precisely what I wished to discuss with you. The device requires significant restoration before it can serve our purposes. While its fundamental structure remains intact, several key components have degraded over the centuries of disuse."

"What’s required to repair it?" Turquine demanded, circling the wizard's containment field.

"First and foremost, a more substantial presence than this limited manifestation allows. The work is delicate, requiring direct manipulation of both physical components and magical energies. I cannot affect the material world in my current state."

“And how do you propose to achieve a more substantial manifestation?" Turquine asked.

"I require a host. A vessel through which I can channel my essence and interact directly with the physical world."

"A possession," Turquine stated flatly.

"A temporary sharing of form," Klingsor corrected. "But not just any form will suffice. The host must be capable of channeling significant magical energy without being destroyed in the process. It must be a wizard, Sir Turquine. And a powerful one at that."

Turquine's gaze shifted to Halvy, standing silent beside the manifestation chamber. Understanding bloomed immediately. "No," he said flatly. "The boy is to learn from you, not become you.”

“Allow me to present the benefits to such an arrangement,” Klingsor urged, his tone reasonable despite the predatory gleam in his burning eyes. "The boy already serves as a conduit for our communication. His magical potential is exceptional, far beyond what his age would suggest. Most importantly, he is here, now, readily available."

"That wasn’t our agreement," Turquine repeated, his massive form tensing as the nanites sang their displeasure.

Klingsor's expression remained untroubled by the refusal. "You misunderstand my intention, Sir Turquine. I have no desire to supplant the boy's consciousness or suppress his development. Quite the contrary, I wish to accelerate his growth as a practitioner. What better way to learn the arcane arts than to share consciousness with a master of those arts? To experience the manipulation of magical energies through the perspective of one who has studied them for centuries?"

The argument was cunning, appealing to Turquine's desire for Halvy's advancement while disguising the obvious dangers of possession. The nanites recognized the manipulation, their song shifting toward wariness and distrust.

"If your goal is truly to teach," Turquine countered, "then continue as you have been. Guide him through your knowledge without requiring control of his physical form."

"Some skills cannot be merely explained. They must be experienced, felt, incorporated into one's magical instincts. Besides, the repairs required are both delicate and complex. They demand centuries of experience and understanding that the boy simply doesn’t possess, regardless of his natural talent."

Turquine crossed his arms, midnight scales catching the chamber's dim light. "Then I’ll find you another wizard. One whose sacrifice serves our purpose without compromising Halvy's development."

A cold laugh escaped Klingsor's lips. "By all means, raid a guild or academy if you wish. Bring me whatever practitioners you can capture. But understand this…whatever pathetic excuses of magic users you return with would be consumed by my essence within hours. Their magical channels burned out, their bodies left charred by the power I must wield to help you achieve your goals.” He shook his head in mock regret. "A terrible waste of potential resources, when we have a perfectly suitable vessel already standing here, prepared and capable of surviving the process."

The nanites hummed thoughtfully beneath Turquine's scales, processing the logic of Klingsor's argument. There was truth in his assessment. Acquiring a suitable wizard would require time and resources they could ill afford to spare. More importantly, it would draw attention they weren’t ready to attract.

"The host need not be alive," Klingsor added casually, as if offering a helpful suggestion. "A deceased wizard of sufficient capability would serve just as well. Better in some ways, in fact.”

Turquine's vertical pupils narrowed. “I see. And you’d like to utilize my little wizard in the meantime.”

"In the meantime," Klingsor agreed, his burning gaze shifting momentarily to Halvy, "Allow me temporary use of the boy, just long enough to begin my work. I can begin preliminary restoration work, without requiring permanent habitation of his form."

"And what assurance do I have that this use will remain temporary?" Turquine demanded. "That you will relinquish control upon my command?"

Klingsor's thin lips curved in a knowing smile. "A binding—magical and absolute. I will transfer a fragment of my essence directly to you. Through it, you will maintain a connection that will allow you to compel my obedience should I attempt to exceed our arrangement."

"A fragment of your essence," Turquine repeated, the nanites suddenly alert and intent beneath his scales. "Explain."

"You would simply acquire a portion of my magical signature, enough to establish a sympathetic link between us. Think of it as a...leash, if you will. One that allows you to exert control should I stray beyond agreed parameters."

The nanites hummed with increased interest. The acquisition of any portion of Klingsor's power, regardless of its intended purpose, represented a potential advantage.

"What specific material components will we need to acquire for the Telemuter?" Turquine asked. "Before I even consider your proposal, I require details of the commitment involved."

“Most of the deterioration comes from the technological components, which succumb more easily to the passage of time. The most optimal solution would be to acquire machinery to produce replacement parts ourselves. Fabrication units and raw metals, predominantly bronze, steel, and gold. I’m sure with your reputation and connections, you can acquire these things with little difficulty.”

“I know where to look for the materials you require. That’s not a concern. What is a concern is the health of my little wizard. What guarantee do I have that your presence will not damage the boy? His enhanced capabilities are valuable to me. I will not sacrifice them for temporary convenience."

"The risk is minimal. The boy's mind will remain intact, though temporarily dormant during my occupation. His magical capabilities will be permanently enhanced by exposure to my techniques and knowledge. When I withdraw, he’ll retain fragments of experience that will accelerate his development as a practitioner."

The nanites continued their insistent humming, urging acceptance of the proposal. They recognized the strategic value of the arrangement, both the immediate benefit of repairing the Telemuter and the longer-term advantage of acquiring a portion of Klingsor's essence.

“One week," Turquine decided finally. "You will have one week to occupy the boy's form, conduct your assessment, and begin essential repairs. During that time, I’ll retrieve what you need to bring the Telemuter back online. At the end of that period, you’ll withdraw, regardless of the state of completion.”

"A generous allowance," Klingsor acknowledged with a slight bow. "More than sufficient for my preliminary work. Though I must caution…the complete restoration will ultimately require a more permanent solution."

“I’ll work on getting you a host,” Turquine replied firmly. "For now, this compromise serves both our purposes."

Klingsor's burning eyes gleamed with something that might have been anticipation or triumph, the distinction too subtle for Turquine to determine with certainty. "Then let us proceed with the binding.”


CHAPTER 38


“Step closer to the containment field, Sir Turquine,” Klingsor requested. “The transfer requires proximity."

Turquine approached the energy barrier separating them, the nanites surging with anticipation beneath his scales. As he reached the edge of the manifestation chamber, Klingsor raised one skeletal hand, palm outward, toward the barrier. Energy crackled along the containment field where the wizard's fingers nearly touched its surface.

"Place your hand opposite mine," Klingsor instructed. "The binding is sympathetic in nature, requiring mirrored intent and position."

Turquine raised his massive scaled hand, positioning it on his side of the barrier directly opposite Klingsor's outstretched palm. The energy field between them thinned visibly, the purple flame flickering and parting like a curtain in a breeze.

"The barrier will allow partial transmission of essence," Klingsor explained, his voice dropping to an almost hypnotic cadence. "You will feel a momentary discomfort as the fragment crosses the threshold between magical manifestation and physical reality. Do not withdraw until the transfer is complete."

Before Turquine could respond, a tendril of purple energy extended from Klingsor's palm through the thinned barrier. It reached toward Turquine's outstretched hand with serpentine grace, flickering and curling through the air with apparent consciousness of its movement. His nanites sang with mounting excitement as the tendril approached, their harmonics shifting to welcome this new power.

The moment of contact was electric. Pain lanced through Turquine's palm, spreading up his arm and throughout his massive frame with shocking speed. The nanites screamed in unified surprise—not in rejection but in revelation—as the essence fragment introduced something entirely new to their collective experience.

Turquine saw Klingsor's cold smile, but the wizard's expression was distant, unimportant compared to the cascading sensations flooding through him. The fragment of essence carried with it—impressions, emotions, memories—a shadow-taste of Klingsor's nature compressed into a single, overwhelming moment of transfer.

Hatred deeper than any ocean. Ambition vast enough to encompass worlds. Cruelty refined to an art form over centuries of practice. The fragment contained all these elements and more, distilled aspects of a being whose existence had been dedicated to the pursuit of power through any means necessary. No moral constraint. No ethical boundary. No limit to what might be sacrificed in service to that singular goal.

The nanites absorbed these impressions with horrifying eagerness, incorporating them into their evolving understanding of reality. Where Turquine's natural Draconite aggression had provided their foundation, Klingsor's essence offered new dimensions of darkness they had never before encountered. They processed this input not as corruption but as evolution, another step in their ongoing adaptation to maximize effectiveness.

Turquine remained unaware of this deeper transformation. The surface pain of the transfer occupied his conscious attention, masking the subtle shift occurring within the nanite collective. By the time the tendril of energy withdrew, severing the direct connection between them, the initial integration was already complete.

"It is done," Klingsor announced, lowering his hand. "The fragment is now within you, establishing the sympathetic link between us. Should I attempt to exceed our agreement while occupying the boy, you need only focus your will through that fragment to exert control."

Turquine flexed his hand, examining the scaled palm where the essence had entered. No visible mark remained, yet he could feel the fragment's presence—a cold weight somewhere beneath his consciousness, a shard of ice lodged in his gut.

"Now," Klingsor continued, "we must prepare the vessel." His burning gaze shifted to Halvy, who had remained motionless throughout the exchange. "Boy, approach the chamber."

Halvy took a step forward, then hesitated—the first sign of independent thought or uncertainty he had displayed since Turquine's arrival.

"Master?" the young Druid questioned, looking not at Klingsor but at Turquine.

"Do as he says," Turquine confirmed with a curt nod. "You will allow Klingsor temporary occupation of your form. One week only. During this time, you’ll observe his techniques and knowledge. Learn from this experience."

Halvy nodded, the brief flicker of uncertainty disappearing beneath his customary blank expression. He moved to stand before Klingsor’s manifestation chamber, directly opposite the wizard’s form on the other side of the energy barrier.

"The process is simple," Klingsor explained, his burning eyes fixed on the boy with predatory intensity. "You need only lower your mental barriers and allow my essence to flow inward. Your enhancement will facilitate the merger. Your specific nanites provide excellent conduits for magical energy transfer."

Halvy nodded again, his young face expressionless as he raised his hands to mirror Klingsor's stance.

"Lower the containment field," Klingsor instructed, not looking away from Halvy.

Turquine hesitated, the nanites suddenly humming with unexpected caution. Something about Klingsor's focused attention on the boy triggered a warning signal—a predator recognizing another predator's hunting stance—but the decision had been made, the agreement reached. Backing away now would demonstrate weakness and uncertainty, qualities the nanites instinctively rejected.

"Proceed," he commanded, directing the instruction as much to himself as to Halvy.

The young Druid’s hands shifted in front of the barrier. The purple energy flickered, then dissolved completely, leaving Klingsor's form standing unconfined for the first time since his initial manifestation.

The wizard stepped forward, his movements fluid despite his gaunt frame. He circled Halvy once, examining the boy from all angles as a collector might inspect a particularly valuable acquisition. Then he positioned himself directly before the young Druid, raising both hands to frame Halvy's face without quite touching him.

"Open yourself," Klingsor commanded softly. "Lower all barriers. Accept what I offer."

Halvy closed his eyes, his small shoulders relaxing as he followed the instruction. Klingsor's form began to lose definition, the edges of his manifestation becoming indistinct, flowing like smoke in a gentle breeze. The wizard's essence gathered around his dissolving form before streaming toward Halvy in tendrils of darkness.

The tendrils encircled the boy, probing gently at first, then with increasing urgency as they sought entrance. They flowed around his limbs, his torso, his neck, before converging on his head—thousands of tiny filaments of energy entering through Halvy’s eyes, ears, mouth, even the pores of his skin. The boy's body tensed, then began to tremble as the invasion progressed.

Turquine watched with narrowed eyes, the nanites stirring uneasily beneath his scales. The process appeared more violent than Klingsor had described—less a sharing of form than a conquest. The boy's trembling increased, becoming almost convulsive as more of the wizard's essence poured into him.

Just as Turquine prepared to intervene, Halvy's eyes snapped open, and for a brief, startling moment, they were not the dull, enhanced eyes of the obedient servant but the frightened eyes of a child. Recognition flashed across his young features, awareness returning with painful clarity.

"Ryn?" he gasped, the name emerging as a broken question. "Ryn, help⁠—"

The plea cut off abruptly as the last of Klingsor's essence flowed into the boy. Halvy's body went rigid, then collapsed to the stone floor. Turquine moved forward, the nanites surging with alertness and concern—not for the boy's welfare, but for the success of the transfer and the potential loss of a valuable asset.

Before he could reach the fallen form, Halvy's body stirred, then rose with ancient grace. When his eyes opened, they burned with the same ember-like glow that had characterized Klingsor's manifestation.

"Fascinating," Halvy said, though the intonation and cadence were entirely Klingsor's. "The boy's potential is even greater than I anticipated. His magical channels are remarkably developed for one so young." The possessed Halvy watched his fingers experimentally flex, then rolled his shoulders as if testing the limits of this new physical vessel. "And the enhancement,” Klingsor said in Halvy’s young voice. “Quite ingenious work. The nanites integrate seamlessly with his natural magical conduits, amplifying capability while maintaining stability."

Turquine studied the transformed boy, his vertical pupils contracting with distrust. "You have what you wanted, wizard. One week. Not a moment longer. After that time, you will withdraw from the boy, regardless of the state of your work."

"As agreed," Klingsor confirmed. "Now, with your permission, I should begin my full examination of the Telemuter."

Turquine studied the possessed boy for a moment longer. The child moved with the confidence and purpose of an ancient being, his youthful features animated by the darker consciousness of the much older entity within him. The contradiction was jarring. Unnatural. Despite the tactical advantages of their arrangement, something about the merger disturbed even Turquine's sensibilities.

The fragment of Klingsor's essence—a cold weight shifting beneath his consciousness—stirred in response to his scrutiny, reminding him of its presence. The nanites hummed their acknowledgment of this foreign element, continuing to incorporate its influence into their collective understanding.

"Proceed," Turquine said finally. Without waiting for a response, he turned and strode toward the laboratory exit. The massive doors swung open at his approach, then closed with ominous finality behind him as he entered the corridor. The nanites settled into a more contemplative harmony as he ascended toward the upper levels of the fortress, processing what they had witnessed and experienced.

The acquisition of Klingsor's essence fragment—a source of valuable insight into the wizard's nature and capabilities—represented both opportunity and risk, but also a potential vector for unwanted influence. The nanites analyzed this new data with methodical thoroughness, separating useful aspects from dangerous ones, incorporating the former while maintaining vigilance against the latter.

Or so they believed.

In reality, the essence fragment had already begun working subtle changes in their collective consciousness, making changes too fundamental for their evolving awareness to recognize. Where once their drive for domination had been largely physical and territorial, Klingsor's influence introduced deeper, more insidious dimensions of power—the domination of one mind over another, one will over another, the pleasure of control for its own sake rather than for mere survival.

Turquine remained oblivious to these subtle shifts. His conscious attention focused on practical matters—the procurement of materials for the Telemuter, the eventual recruitment of forces, the strategic challenges of opposing Morgana. The nanites encouraged this focus, their song suggesting action and acquisition, forward movement rather than introspection.

As he reached the upper levels of the fortress, Turquine paused at a balcony overlooking the blasted landscape of Kheir-Lossan. The dead world stretched in all directions, its barren plains and jagged mountains a testament to Klingsor's past excesses. A fitting base for his own ascension, Turquine reflected. A world already sacrificed to one being's ambition, now serving as foundation for another's.

The nanites hummed their agreement, their harmonics suggesting satisfaction with their current trajectory. Progress was being made. Knowledge was being acquired. Power was being consolidated.

Everything was going according to plan.


CHAPTER 39


Thomas stood on Excalibur's flight deck, hands clasped behind his back as he watched the newcomers explore the space with varying degrees of wonder and professional assessment.

Twelve hours had passed since their meeting in the conference room, twelve hours of hurried preparations and the kind of organized chaos that followed a near catastrophe. The energy of Arthur's essence hummed within him, a constant warmth that sharpened his senses and steadied his resolve to accomplish this next step in their preparations to meet with Mordred.

Torval stood so near the entrance his presence still held the doors open. His face was impassive save for the pride that shone in his eyes whenever he glanced at his father. Thomas hadn't connected the dots earlier. Captain Aldrich and Torval shared few physical similarities, but now that he knew the truth, their relationship was obvious.

Captain Aldrich moved with the careful deliberation of someone assessing a new environment, running his fingers along the edge of one of the neural pods, his eyes narrowing as he examined the interface gel. His face betrayed nothing of his thoughts, but Thomas sensed the mixture of professional curiosity and personal anticipation beneath the stoic exterior.

Percival was less reserved, his broad features animated with undisguised excitement as he circled the command pod, whistling softly under his breath. "This is something else entirely," he said, shaking his head in amazement. "The stories don't do it justice."

"No," Thomas agreed. "They really don't."

While Burl still needed a bit more time in the regeneration pod, Brennan had joined them on the flight deck. Like the twins, he waited near his pod, his eyes alert despite the shadowing beneath them, the only lingering sign of his near-death ordeal.

Tryvane and Gareth slipped past Torval, their arrival enough impetus to move him away from the doors and onto the flight deck proper. The doors closed behind him.

“Everyone's here, then," Thomas observed, nodding to Aldrich and Percival. "Ready to see if Excalibur deems you worthy?"

Aldrich's weathered face creased in a slight smile. "As ready as anyone can be for judgment, I suppose."

Thomas moved to his command pod. "The neural interface is unlike anything you've experienced before," he explained, addressing both Aldrich and Percival. "Don’t fight the neural gel, and as ship components come online, don’t try to access them all at once. It’s too overwhelming. Pick one that calls to you.”

“And if none calls to us or if they all do, what then?” Percy asked.

“If either of those happen, it might be because Excalibur has deemed you unworthy. Finally, the gel doesn't just connect you to the ship, it connects you to every member of the flight crew. Your thoughts, your reactions, your instincts—even your memories—all become part of the greater whole."

“It sounds invasive," Aldrich remarked, though his tone held curiosity rather than apprehension.

"It is," Thomas acknowledged. "There's no privacy in the link. Everything you are and have done is laid bare to the rest of the crew."

“What about the ship?” Percival asked. “What would make us unworthy?”

“It’s a matter of both genetic compatibility, personality, and temperament,” Merlin replied through his humanoid GOLEM. “You must have the right mix of all three.”

Percival shifted his weight, betraying the first sign of nervousness. "And if Excalibur doesn't want us?”

"Then you'll know," Gareth said, rubbing at his temple as if remembering his rejection from the command pod. "Believe me, you'll know."

Thomas gestured to the pods. "Everyone to your regular stations. Aldrich and Percival, you can take your pick of what’s left, except for that one.” He pointed to Burl’s pod. “It’s already spoken for.”

“Understood,” Percival replied. He waited patiently while Aldrich chose his pod, the one to Gareth’s right, opposite the command pod. Then he selected the position beside Aldrich. Thomas noted both Percival’s deference and loyalty to his captain.

Thomas approached the command pod but paused, turning back to Aldrich and Percival. "One last thing about the interface," he said, his voice dropping to a more personal register. "It reveals everything—strengths and weaknesses, triumphs and failures. Don't try to hide anything.”

"Nothing worth hiding," Aldrich replied with quiet dignity. "Not at my age."

Percival nodded his agreement. "Whatever judgment comes, I'll accept it."

"Good," Thomas said. "Merlin will guide you through the initial connection process."

The GOLEM approached Aldrich first, standing beside his pod. "The neural gel will feel cold at first," he explained. "It warms as it adapts to your body temperature. It’s easy to fear drowning, but I assure you, there’s no chance that will happen. Allow it to envelop you completely. Don't resist the sensation."

Aldrich lowered himself into the pod with the careful movements of a man who had experienced his share of injuries over a long career. The neural gel shifted beneath him, already responding to his presence.

"When the canopy closes," Merlin continued, "focus on your breathing. The interface will initiate automatically, seeking connection with your consciousness. The natural response is to resist—try to move past it."

Aldrich nodded, settling deeper into the pod. His expression remained calm, though Thomas noted the tightening around his eyes, the single tell betraying his inner uncertainty.

Merlin moved to Percival next, repeating the instructions as the younger man positioned himself. Unlike his captain, Percival made no effort to mask his nervousness, his broad hands gripping the edges of the pod with white-knuckled intensity.

"Relax, Percy," Torval called from the entrance. "If anyone can do this, it's you."

Percival flashed his friend a quick grin and then blew out a relaxing breath before nodding and then sliding slowly into the gel.

Thomas stepped into the command pod, feeling the familiar embrace of the neural gel as it adjusted to his presence. The canopy lowered automatically, sealing him inside the transparent enclosure. Around the flight deck, the other pods closed simultaneously, the soft hiss of pneumatic systems the only sound in the suddenly hushed space.

He closed his eyes, allowing his consciousness to expand outward as the neural interface activated. The sensation remained extraordinary despite his growing familiarity with it—the boundaries of self dissolving as his awareness merged with Excalibur's systems and then with each consciousness of his crew members.

The regular crew connected smoothly, their minds—Gareth's ordered, disciplined thoughts, Tryvane's elegant flowing consciousness, the twins' complementary patterns, and Brennan's eager presence—slotting into place with the ease of practice and intertwining like complex musical harmony. Together, they became part of a greater whole, a symphony of shared awareness.

Thomas perceived the newcomers' initial experiences with crystal clarity. Aldrich struggled against the alien sensation, decades of hard-won independence making him instinctively resistant to the merging of every consciousness. His mind presented itself as a fortress, its walls built over a lifetime of command and solitary decision-making.

Percival's reaction was different—less resistance, more bewilderment. His consciousness expanded chaotically, thoughts scattering in all directions like startled birds taking flight.

Easy, Thomas projected through the interface, his thoughts carrying both authority and reassurance. Don't fight it, but don't chase it either. Let the connection happen naturally.

At first, he feared Aldrich—too accustomed to command, too set in his ways to be an equal part of the whole—would suffer the same fate as Amren. Then he sensed the man's gradual adjustment, the veteran captain's mental walls deliberately lowering, a controlled surrender rather than a collapse. With that shift came the first true glimpse into the man's core identity.

Memory images flowed across their shared consciousness—a young Aldrich in Draconite Guard uniform, face unlined but eyes already old; the birth of his son, a moment of pure joy in a harsh existence; his desertion from the Guard after witnessing one atrocity too many; years of building the Vigilant Swords from nothing, his grief over the sudden death of his wife—all while establishing and following codes of conduct shaped by the moral compromises common among mercenary outfits.

Beneath it all ran a steady current of unwavering principle—a commitment to specific ideals that had survived disillusionment, hardship, and the constant pressure to abandon them for expediency's sake. In many ways, Thomas realized, Aldrich had adhered more closely to Arthur's original vision than many who claimed to fight in the king's name.

The ship’s core evaluated these qualities with the impartial parameters that Thomas had come to recognize. The interface flowed around and through Aldrich's mind, testing resilience, probing for weaknesses, measuring the man.

Thomas sensed the moment of acceptance, a brightening of the connection as the interface found Aldrich compatible. Not perfect, not flawless—none of them were—but worthy of inclusion in the greater whole. Relief washed through the interface, not just from Aldrich but from the entire crew. Another barrier crossed, another ally gained.

Meanwhile, Percival's consciousness had begun to stabilize, his initial chaotic expansion settling into more coherent patterns. Through the interface, Thomas witnessed snippets of the man's life—childhood memories of his father's stories about Arthur's knights; his own time in the Ursan Guard, face set in determination as he endured brutal training; quiet moments of doubt balanced against a stubborn refusal to abandon hope for a better Avalon.

Where Aldrich's mind presented as a fortress, Percival's manifested as a forge—constantly heating, shaping, and tempering raw experience into something useful and durable. His consciousness burned with steady intensity, an inner flame that neither circumstances nor setbacks had managed to extinguish.

Excalibur evaluated Percy against the same parameters as it had Aldrich. Thomas sensed brief hesitation in the neural matrix—a moment of uncertainty regarding some aspect of Percival's temperament—before the connection shifted toward acceptance.

Welcome aboard. Thomas’ thoughts encompassed both newcomers. You've both passed the first test.

Through the interface, he sensed their relief—Aldrich's manifesting as quiet satisfaction, Percival's as exuberant joy quickly tempered by professional composure.

That was... Percival struggled to articulate the experience.

Unprecedented. Mind-altering, Aldrich completed.

With all crew members now linked, Thomas directed them deeper into Excalibur's systems, allowing the newcomers to experience the true extent of their connection. Through the neural interface, they perceived the ship not as separate machinery but as an extension of their combined wills—engines ready to respond to thought alone, weapons systems primed for deployment, shields humming with potential energy.

More significantly, they experienced each other with unprecedented intimacy. Surface thoughts, deeper motivations, the intricate web of hopes and fears that defined each individual—all laid bare within the shared consciousness. Privacy ceased to exist, replaced by a communal awareness that transcended ordinary human interaction.

Thomas sensed Aldrich's momentary unease as the captain's consciousness brushed against the darker aspects of his past—the violence in New York, the killing that had sent him to juvenile detention. But the discomfort passed quickly, overwritten by recognition of Thomas's subsequent growth, his present purpose, and the unmistakable resonance of Arthur's essence within him.

Extraordinary. Aldrich's thoughts whispered across the interface. I've served with the same crew for years, thought I knew them inside and out. But this...

Nothing compares, Gareth acknowledged. For better or worse, there are no secrets here. Here, we are one.

After a couple of minutes of shared consciousness—long enough for initial adaptation but not so long as to risk neural fatigue in the newcomers—Thomas initiated disconnection procedures. The process unwound gradually, each crew member's consciousness slowly separating from the whole.

The pod canopies opened simultaneously, releasing them back into the physical reality of the flight deck. Thomas emerged first, watching as the others followed suit. Aldrich rose from his pod with deliberate movements, his grizzled face reflecting deep thought rather than the discomfort some experienced after their first interface.

Percival climbed out more awkwardly, his large frame momentarily uncoordinated as he readjusted to purely physical existence. "That was..." he began, then shook his head, apparently still unable to find adequate words.

"Yeah," Brennan agreed, understanding evident in his expression. "The first time is overwhelming."

Torval approached his father, assessing him with a critical eye. "You okay, old man?"

Aldrich nodded. "More than okay,” he replied. "I feel like I'm exactly where I need to be."

Torval clasped his shoulder, pride evident in the gesture. "You'll do the Vigilant Swords proud, Captain."

"Former captain," Aldrich corrected gently. "That role is yours now."

Torval's expression shifted to one of momentary uncertainty before settling into resigned acceptance. "I'll try not to run the outfit into the ground too quickly."

"You'll do fine," Aldrich assured him. "The crew respects you. Follow the code we established, and the rest will fall into place."

Thomas approached them, extending his hand to Aldrich. "Welcome to Excalibur's flight crew," he said formally.

Aldrich clasped his arm. "Thank you, Sir Dragon. It's an honor I never expected."

"We'll still need to run several more integration sessions," Thomas cautioned. "What you experienced today was just the introduction. The neural link deepens with each connection, increasing efficiency.”

"Whatever it takes," Percival said, his earlier nervousness replaced by quiet determination. "We're ready."

Merlin's GOLEM approached, blue eyes glowing with satisfaction. "Both of you performed admirably for first-time users," he observed. "The neural patterns suggest exceptional compatibility with both Excalibur's systems and the existing crew."

"What happens next?" Aldrich asked.

"Rest," Merlin replied. "The initial connection taxes the nervous system more than you realize. You'll need at least two hours of recovery before attempting another session." The GOLEM gestured toward the corridor. "I'll show you to your new quarters.”

"I should get back to Vanguard," Torval said, reluctance evident in his tone. "The crew will want to know what happened.”

"Take a few minutes," Thomas suggested. "I'm sure your father would appreciate a proper goodbye before you depart."

Aldrich nodded, resting a hand on Torval’s shoulder. "Walk with me to my quarters, son. We still have a few things to discuss.”

As Merlin led the two new flight crew members and Torval from the flight deck, Thomas turned to the remaining crew. "Everyone get some rest. We leave for Avalyeth soon.”

"I'd like to check on the evacuation progress first," Gareth said. "Make sure everything's on schedule."

"I'll come with you," Thomas offered. "The rest of you, take this time to recover. We're going to need everyone at peak performance for what comes next."

The twins and Brennan nodded their understanding before departing, leaving Thomas alone with Gareth and Tryvane.

"I'd like to come as well," Tryvane said.

"Of course," Thomas agreed. "Let's find Lestain and get a status update on the overall operation."


CHAPTER 40


Excalibur’s crew—all but Aldrich, who’d gone back to Vanguard with Torval to say his final goodbyes to the crew—left Excalibur through the umbilical connection and docking arm. Headed for Gryphon’s Roost’s CIC, the station buzzed around them with evacuation preparations. More than once, they had to dodge crew members rushing to move equipment and supplies to their surviving vessels.

They found Station Commander Lestain in the already partially dismantled command information center, his critical systems on their way to the resistance flagship Justice. He stood before a holographic display showing the status of various evacuation teams, his face etched with exhaustion as he issued rapid-fire orders. He looked up as they approached, a tired smile breaking through his professional demeanor. "Come to check on our progress?"

"How's it going?" Thomas asked, gesturing toward the display.

"Better than expected, considering the time constraints," Lestain replied. "We've assembled personnel lists for each of the remaining vessels, based on skill set and needs. The destroyers will carry the civilians, while the corvettes are being loaded with specialized equipment and our medical facilities. It's not ideal—we're leaving behind more than I'd like—but we'll have our core capabilities intact when we depart." Lestain glanced at Gareth. "Anise and the little one are scheduled for transfer to Justice. They'll have comfortable quarters near the command deck."

"Thank you, cousin,” he replied.

"When do you expect to complete the evacuation?" Thomas asked, studying the logistics displayed on the holographic projection.

"Twenty-four hours, give or take," Lestain answered. "We're making good progress, but there's still significant equipment to transfer, and we need to finish setting the self-destruct sequences." His expression hardened slightly. "I want to make sure the Draconite don’t come back for a second look and find anything usable as to where we’re headed.”

Thomas nodded. "Excalibur will be leaving as soon as we can get out of here. We need to make a quick stop at Avalyeth before heading to our meeting with Mordred.”

Lestain nodded, resignation evident in his expression. "Your mission takes priority. We can manage the evacuation without Excalibur. Not the first impossible task we've tackled and it probably won’t be the last.”

"What about Vanguard? Will Captain Aldrich's crew be able to assist with the evacuation?"

"Most of the crew is already at work helping the civilians evacuate the Roost. They'll remain until the operation is complete, then rendezvous with us at the fallback coordinates." He gestured toward a smaller display showing Vanguard's status. "Their engineers are helping to bring Honor back online. Without them, we might have lost her entirely."

Thomas felt a surge of gratitude toward Aldrich, Torval and their crew. The mercenaries had proven themselves allies in the truest sense of the word, risking their lives and committing their resources to a cause that offered no financial reward.

"Is there anything else you need from us before we depart?" Thomas asked.

Lestain considered for a moment, then shook his head. "We have what we need to complete the evacuation. You focus on Avalyeth and meeting with Mordred on Caerlyon." He stepped forward, extending his hand to Thomas. "Good luck, Sir Dragon. May the stars guide your path."

Thomas clasped Lestain's forearm. "And yours, Commander."

Lestain turned to Gareth next, pulling his cousin into a brief but fierce embrace. ”Stay alive, cousin," he said, half-joking.

"And yourself as well. We've lost enough family in this war already. Make sure my wife and son get safely settled on Justice, and if they need anything⁠—"

"On my honor, I’ll take care of them," Lestain promised before clasping Tryvane's arm next. "Watch over both Thomas and Gareth. They need your clear head to balance their recklessness."

Tryvane smiled, inclining his head in acknowledgment. “It may be the other way around, Commander, but I’ll do my best.”

With farewells complete, they left the operations center. “I’d like to stop by my quarters," Gareth said as they approached a junction in the corridor, “to say goodbye to Anise and the baby before we leave."

“That sounds like a great idea,” Thomas replied.

He and Tryvane followed Gareth deeper into the asteroid, where the personal quarters were located. Unlike the operational areas, which buzzed with the organized chaos of evacuation, these corridors echoed with a more personal kind of upheaval—families hurriedly packing belongings, children asking worried questions, and the occasional murmured remarks about the return of the Daeardrayke that Thomas couldn’t help overhearing.

“We’ll wait outside,” Thomas said, once they reached the door to Gareth’s quarters.

“You don’t want to say goodbye to my wife, Captain?” Gareth asked.

“This is your time,” he answered. “We’ll be right outside.”

“Nonsense. Excalibur’s flight crew is as close as family.”

He opened the door to the quarters, revealing signs of hasty packing. Crates lined one wall, filled with clothing and personal items, while half-empty shelves hinted at the normalcy that had existed just days earlier.

Anise knelt beside one of the crates, carefully wrapping a personal item Thomas didn’t get a good look at before she placed it in a crate. She looked up as they entered, her face brightening despite the evident exhaustion in her eyes.

"Gareth!" she exclaimed, rising to embrace her husband. She closed her eyes, obviously intent on memorizing the feel of her husband in her arms before looking up at him. "I was wondering when you would stop by or even if you could.”

“You know I wouldn’t leave without seeing you first,” Gareth replied, pulling her close again long enough to kiss her before releasing her. He looked around the apartment. "Where's our son?"

"Sleeping, finally," Anise said, gesturing toward a small alcove where she’d left the child sleeping in a thick makeshift bed of soft blankets. "He's been fussy all day, sensing the tension, I think."

Thomas hung back near the entrance with Tryvane, feeling like an intruder in this family moment despite Gareth's invitation. The intimacy of their relationship stood in stark contrast to the clinical efficiency of the evacuation procedures, a reminder of what they were fighting for.

Gareth went to the alcove, gazing down at his sleeping son with an expression that mixed pride, love, and lingering worry before he squatted down to place a gentle kiss on Gareth Jr.’s forehead. The child stirred briefly, his tiny fingers curling reflexively before settling back into sleep.

"Take care of your mother for me,” Gareth whispered. He stood as Anise came to stand beside him. Wrapping his arm around her shoulders, he continued to stare down at his son. "He deserves more time with me. Every time I have a few moments with him, it seems like he’s grown since the last time I saw him.”

Anise slid her arm around Gareth’s waist. "Children have a way of making time feel both endless and impossibly brief." He looked down at her, their gazes locking. Her expression turned even more serious. “When are you leaving?”

“In a few hours,” Gareth replied, his eyes brimming with love. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too.” No recrimination showed in her face, only acceptance tinged with resigned understanding. She didn't ask when he would return; they both knew such questions had no place in their lives. Instead, she reached up to gently cup his cheek. "Just remember you have us waiting for you, and we love you beyond the stars.”

"I could never forget," Gareth assured her, covering her hand with his. He closed his eyes and nuzzled into her touch.

Tryvane tapped Thomas on the shoulder and turned toward the door, suggesting they both leave the pair alone to say their goodbyes.

“Thomas,” Anise said, seeing him as he started to turn. “I’m sorry. I was so intent on Gareth I didn’t notice you there.” She turned her attention to Tryvane. “And you are?”

“Sir Tryvane,” Thomas said. “Former co-leader of the Sidhe resistance.”

Anise smiled. “I recognize the name. It’s good to have a face to put with it now.”

Taking one last look at his son, as if to memorize the sight of him, Gareth took her hand and led her over to the two men. Releasing her husband’s hand, she offered it to Tryvane. Instead of shaking it, he bowed and kissed the back of it.

“It’s an honor to meet the wife of the great Sir Gareth,” he said, bestowing a broad smile on her.

“Oh, my.” Anise smiled, blushing in response.

“All right, Tryvane, that’s enough flirting with my wife,” Gareth joked.

“Is it working?” Tryvane questioned.

“Good sir, I’m a happily married woman,” Anise answered. They all shared a laugh.

"I'm sorry to pull Gareth away from you again so soon." Thomas said, feeling slightly less awkward now.

"Don't apologize for doing what's needed,” Anise replied, a hint of steel beneath her gracious tone. "I knew who he was when I married him. I’m proud of his position, not only as part of your crew, but as second-in-command. It’s a great honor.”

“He’s earned it,” Thomas said.

“As have you, Sir Dragon.” She held his gaze, her eyes reflecting a quiet certainty. “I know you didn't ask for this responsibility, but I want you to know that those of us who remain behind draw strength from knowing you're back out there, fighting for all of us."

The warmth of Arthur's essence stirred within Thomas, resonating with Anise's words in a way that deepened their impact. "I'll do my best to be worthy of your faith in me," he promised.

"I know you will," she replied simply. "Now, you should probably go before I change my mind about letting you take my husband off on another adventure.” She visibly composed herself as she turned back to her husband, placing her hand on his arm and looked up at him. “Take care of yourself.”

"You, too.” He smiled down at her. “I'll see you both when this is over," he said, embracing her one final time and dropping a kiss on the top of her head.

"We'll be waiting," she assured him, her voice steady despite the moisture gathering in her eyes. "Now, go save the galaxy for us."

With a final nod to Thomas, she returned to her packing, the deliberate movements serving as both practical necessity and emotional coping mechanism.

Gareth watched her for a moment longer, his expression unreadable, before turning toward the door. “I’m ready,” he said quietly as they stepped back into the corridor.

They made their way in silence back toward the docking umbilical, each lost in their own thoughts. Thomas sensed Gareth's inner conflict—the pull between duty and family, between the soldier's path and a father's heart. It was a tension Thomas had never experienced, but having merged with Gareth, one he understood. He clasped the back of his friend’s neck and jostled him affectionately until Gareth smiled.

They entered Excalibur, the ship's familiar environment enveloping them as the airlock cycled closed. Thomas sensed the subtle shift in Gareth's demeanor as they moved deeper into the vessel—his personal concerns gradually giving way to professional focus, the husband and father receding as the soldier emerged.

“I’m going to check on Burl," Thomas said as they advanced through the ship. "See how his recovery is going.”

"I'll head to the flight deck," Gareth replied, “and make sure everything's ready for departure."

“I’ll join you,” Tryvane said.

They parted ways, Thomas making his way to sickbay. When he arrived, he found the regeneration pod empty, its canopy raised and the healing gel reset to its neutral state. "Merlin, have you seen Burl?” Thomas asked out loud, knowing the digital consciousness would hear him wherever he was.

The regeneration process completed forty-seven minutes ago, Merlin replied in Thomas’ mind. Burl's vitals showed complete recovery. He mentioned heading to the galley.

"Thanks," Thomas said, already making his way toward the teleportal for a quicker trip to the galley, where he indeed found Burl exactly where Merlin had suggested. He was seated at the main table with Tivan and Garant, three nutrition cubes sitting on a plate in front of him. Their bland appearance belied the delicious flavor, concentrated calories, and nutrients they contained.

"You're supposed to be resting," Thomas said by way of greeting.

Burl looked up, a grin spreading across his features. "I am resting," he protested, gesturing toward his seated position. "Just doing it with food."

"Three nutrition cubes seems excessive," Thomas observed, taking a seat beside him. "Your digestive system might not be ready for that much after the damage it took."

"Merlin cleared it," Burl assured him, picking up one of the cubes. "Said my system's fully functional again. Better than ever, actually.” He grinned widely.

Thomas laid his hand on his back. “How does it feel to be whole again?” he asked, sitting back and folding his hands on the table. “From where I’m sitting, it looks great on you.”

Burl almost imperceptibly shook his head. “When that dragon bastard ran me through, I was sure I was going to die. Now look at me. Good as new.” He grinned broadly.

"Good thing we got you to the regeneration pod," Garant said.

"Good thing we have one at all," Burl countered. “It isn’t exactly standard equipment."

"One of Excalibur's many benefits,” Thomas agreed. "Though I'd prefer if none of us need its services again anytime soon."

"Seconded," Tivan said emphatically.

Burl polished off the first nutrition cube in two large bites. “Troga cake,” he said, pleased with the flavor. “I love troga cake.”

“Are you sure you’re fully healed?” Garant asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Troga cake is disgusting.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“Don’t waste your breath, brother,” Tivan said. “He’s got a soldier’s stomach. He probably can’t taste it.”

Burl snorted, reaching for the second cube. “Troga cake is delicious. End of discussion.”

“What’s troga cake?” Thomas asked.

“A troga is a wild hog that lives in the forests of Avalyeth,” Kaelithan said, entering the galley. He moved behind Burl, putting a hand on the big man’s shoulder. “They take the organs, the brain, everything that isn’t meat, grind it up, spice it, and bake it into a deep pan. It’s disgusting.”

“It’s delicious,” Burl continued to insist.

Kael shook his head, a perplexed look on his face. “It’s good to see you well again, my friend,” he said.

“It’s good to be well again.”

The wizard turned to Thomas. “When are we leaving, Captain?”

“As soon as our Troga Cake fanboy here finishes his buffet,” Thomas replied. “I’d thought to wait longer, but there’s not much else for us to do here. Might as well take our leave.”

“The more time we have to find out what happened to Halvy, the better,” Kaelithan agreed.

“How are we going to manage this?” Tivan asked. “We’re not exactly on good terms with the Druids.”

“I’ll keep us glamoured,” Kaelithan answered. “They won’t recognize any of us.”

“Because that worked so well last time,” Burl said. “The guards will be looking out for anything out of the ordinary, like unscheduled arrivals.”

“They won’t even see us coming.” Kaelithan patted the shard from Arthur’s crystal. “Of course, it isn’t without risk, but since when has that stopped us?”

“Never has, never will,” Thomas replied

Burl promptly devoured his remaining nutrition cube, washing it down with a long drink of water. "Ready when you are, Boss,” he announced, rising from his seat with an easy movement that proved he was fully healed.

“Then let’s head to the flight deck. I’m eager to get underway.”

“As am I,” Kaelithan said. “For Halvy.”

“For Halvy.”


CHAPTER 41


“Merlin,” Thomas said aloud as he, Kaelithan, the twins and Burl stepped through the doors to the flight deck. Since the GOLEM wasn’t there either, Thomas figured he was probably in Engineering. “Could you contact Brennan, Percival, and Captain Aldrich? Have them report to the flight deck immediately. We're launching as soon as everyone's onboard."

Of course, my boy, Merlin answered.

“Did Merlin answer you?” Garant asked, unable to hear the GOLEM’s subliminal reply.

“He always does…” Thomas grinned at him. “...even if he doesn’t speak out loud.”

“Merlin never talks to me like that,” Burl complained, a note of humor in his voice.

“Do you ever try to talk to him with your mind?” Tivan asked.

“Well, no. But still…”

The group shared another chuckle, helping to stem what could have been overwhelming tension. They continued up to the flight deck, sharing small quips and comments, relatively relaxed as they approached their destination.

When they arrived, Thomas found Gareth and Tryvane waited near their respective pods, deep in quiet conversation. The circular chamber hummed with energy, the stations glowing with soft blue light.

The doors hissed open again. Brennan entered, followed by Percival and Aldrich. The newest additions to the crew carried themselves with the careful demeanor of recent initiates, their expressions a mixture of awe and determination.

"Captain Aldrich, Percival," Thomas greeted them. "Ready for your first real mission with Excalibur?"

Aldrich nodded, his features settling into a look of quiet resolve. "More than ready, Sir Dragon."

"I've dreamed about this my whole life," Percival added, his broad face breaking into an enthusiastic grin. "Well, not exactly this—I never imagined becoming a member of Excalibur’s flight crew—but being part of something that matters. Something that could change things for the better.”

"Be careful what you wish for," Burl said with a chuckle, clapping the equally large man on the shoulder. "Adventure isn't always as glamorous as the stories make it sound."

"I think I've earned enough scars to understand that," Percy replied good-naturedly.

“Captain Aldrich,” Thomas said. “Since you’re not a captain anymore, would you prefer we called you Jobe?”

“You can call me whatever you want, Captain Drake,” he replied. “But no one has called me Jobe since I left home for the Draconite Guards. Just Aldrich is fine by me.”

“Then Aldrich it is.”

Thomas surveyed the assembly, a surge of purpose filling him as he took in his crew. The full complement of neural pods curved around the circular chamber, nine of them now to be occupied by pilots who had proven themselves worthy.

The doors opened again, and Merlin's GOLEM approached, his blue eyes flickering as he observed the assembly. "The flight crew has grown impressively," he noted, gesturing toward the pods. "Only three positions remain unfilled."

"We'll find the right people for them," Thomas said, approaching his command pod. "They'll show up when they're needed."

"And what if we don't find them before confronting Morgana? Or Turquine?" Kaelithan asked, the shard of Arthur's crystal glowing softly against his chest.

"Then we'll make do with what we have," Thomas answered simply. "Just like always."

The wizard nodded, satisfied with Thomas’ response. “I’ll prepare the glamour spell that will conceal us when we reach Avalyeth so we won’t remain exposed on the other side of the wormhole. With the addition of the pure magical energy from the shard, I should be able to maintain the illusion for days without issue.”

"Good," Thomas said. "Let's get moving then. Everyone to your pods."

The crew moved with practiced efficiency, each taking their designated position. He stepped into the command pod last, the neural gel embracing him like a familiar friend. The canopy lowered, sealing him in with a soft pneumatic hiss. Around the flight deck, the other pods closed simultaneously, enveloping each crew member in the shimmering gel interface.

Thomas closed his eyes, allowing his consciousness to expand outward. The sensation had become familiar but remained extraordinary—his awareness merging with Excalibur's systems while simultaneously connecting with the others.

With nine neural pods active, the effect was dramatically enhanced. Information flowed with unprecedented clarity and speed, the ship's core responding with heightened sensitivity to their collective will. Systems that had once required deliberate direction now almost anticipated their intentions, the boundary between thought and action beginning to blur.

Through the interface, Thomas perceived the others' reactions—Gareth's quiet amazement, the twins' appreciation, and Brennan's focused calculation of the improved response times—within this enhanced connection. Aldrich and Percival, experiencing their first full interface with the addition of Burl, adapted more quickly than expected, their consciousness settling into the greater whole with growing confidence.

The ship feels different, Gareth observed through the neural link, his thoughts colored with appreciation.

More responsive, Brennan agreed.

It's beautiful, Burl added, uncharacteristic reverence coloring his thoughts. We’re so close to being complete.

Thomas directed his attention outward, establishing a communication link with Lancelot. The knight's face appeared in their shared consciousness, his weathered features set in their customary stoic expression. "We're ready to depart," Thomas informed him.

Lancelot smiled. "Arondight is ready to launch as well.”

"How do you want to handle the rendezvous on Avalyeth?"

“I'll maintain a position near the wormhole exit, but I’ll remain outside the planetary sensor grid. Should you need additional support, simply say the word and I’ll be there.”

“I know you will,” Thomas said. “We’ll see you on the other side.”

The communication ended, and Thomas directed the comms to the Roost's command center. Lestain's face appeared in their shared awareness, tired but resolute.

"Excalibur requesting permission to launch," Thomas said.

"Permission granted," Lestain replied. His expression softened slightly. "Be careful out there, Sir Dragon. Between Avalyeth and Caerlyon…I don’t need to be a wizard or a seer to sense difficult challenges ahead.”

“The challenges have been difficult since I arrived in Avalon,” Thomas replied. “I’m ready to face head-on whatever fate has to dish out.” He sensed the agreement of his crew through the interface, Arthur’s essence a spreading warmth across the entire collective.

“Good hunting, Daeardrayke.”

“Safe travels, Commander."

"And to you, Sir Dragon. May the stars guide your path."

The communication ended, and Thomas directed his attention to Excalibur's systems. Through the neural interface, he initiated launch procedures. The docking clamps released with a gentle reverberation that rippled through the ship's hull, transferring to their merged awareness.

Docking clamps released, Garant confirmed. Ready to launch.

Acknowledged.

Excalibur responded instantly, the legendary vessel gently backing away with fluid precision from the docking arm. Through the ship's external sensors, they perceived their surroundings—the battered infrastructure of Gryphon's Roost and the remaining vessels of their decimated fleet—with extraordinary clarity. The fragments of the destroyed resistance ships drifted in widening, complex patterns around the asteroid, a sobering reminder of what they had lost.

Accelerating away from the Roost, Thomas directed Excalibur on a careful course through the debris field, the crew working in perfect harmony to navigate the treacherous maze. Arondight launched from its docking arm, the ancient sword-ship matching their pace.

Lancelot navigated aggressively, skirting larger chunks of wreckage with what might have been considered recklessness in less skilled hands. Show-off, Burl commented, his thoughts tinged with admiration for the knight's piloting skill.

He's been flying that ship for over a century, Tryvane replied. I'd be disappointed if he couldn't thread the needle with it by now.

Wormhole calculations complete, Tivan reported, his consciousness flowing effortlessly through the navigational systems as they cleared the outer boundary of the debris field. "Coordinates locked on Avalyeth."

Ready for initiation on your command, Captain, Garant added, his thoughts intertwining with his twin's in perfect harmony.

The merged consciousness of the crew hummed with anticipation. Through Excalibur's external sensors, Thomas watched as Arondight accelerated ahead of them, its wormhole forming in the distance, the sword-ship racing toward it.

Within seconds, Arondight was gone.

Thomas hesitated for a heartbeat, his awareness expanding to take in every aspect of this moment. Before them lay uncertainty, danger, and the looming shadows of both Morgana and Turquine. Behind them, the fractured remains of their resistance and the evacuation of their last sanctuary.

In that brief pause, his thoughts turned to everything—the discovery of Excalibur, his unexpected journey from Earth to Avalon, the battles fought and friends lost—that had brought them to this point. Arthur's essence pulsed within him, warm and reassuring, a silent reminder of the heritage he now carried.

They had faced seemingly impossible odds before and survived. The resistance had been bloodied, but not broken. Somewhere in the vast darkness of space, Turquine plotted with his stolen replicas. Elsewhere, Morgana and Mordred prepared for the meeting at Caerlyon. The galaxy remained in the grip of powers that had held sway for a century.

Despite all of that, Thomas still believed in the possibility of genuine change. He had entered the Wastes idealistic but inexperienced, grieving the loss of Amren, struggling with his worthiness. He had nearly died in that place, on the broken Camelot. Instead, he had in some ways been reborn. Not only had he survived, but he came out stronger, more resolved, and more accepting of his role in the fate of Avalon than ever before. He had inherited not only a newfound confidence, but Arthur’s Grail—a power he still didn’t fully understand, but one that had strengthened him at every turn ever since.

Through the interface, he could sense that same resolve, that same evolving maturity in his crew that came from hardship. And something else. A sense of not just hope—though that remained essential—but actual, tangible opportunity. The unshakable belief that what hadn’t killed them had made them that much stronger. That much more ready to face the dangers that lay ahead.

The game pieces were moving, the board reshaping itself. Old powers faltered while new alliances formed. And at the center of it all, Excalibur flew once more, carrying within it the seed of what Arthur had once built and might, against all odds, be built again.

Thomas initiated the wormhole. Reality distorted before them, space-time distorting in front of them like a curtain being pulled aside, revealing a different version of space. Excalibur accelerated smoothly, the legendary vessel surging forward with renewed purpose.

As they entered the wormhole, Thomas felt Arthur's essence pulse once more within him—not controlling him, not dominating him, but supporting. Whatever awaited them on Avalyeth, whatever confrontation loomed at Caerlyon, he and his crew would face it together.

He was not just Thomas Drake anymore. He was not just the Daeardrayke, but something altogether new. A bridge between what Avalon had been and what it might become again.

The wormhole enveloped them completely, carrying Excalibur and her crew toward their next battle in a war that had felt unwinnable for far too long.

But wars weren't won by armies alone. Sometimes, they were won by symbols. By legends. By hope rekindled when all seemed lost.

And sometimes, they were won by a small crew aboard a legendary ship, refusing to surrender despite overwhelming odds.

The fight continued.
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