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CHAPTER 1


Sir Turquine sat rigid in the shuttle as it descended from low orbit toward the Draconian city of Hreth. The golden beam that shot up from the heart of Morgana’s palace constantly reminded him of her power and authority. It reminded him that, although he wielded power of his own, he still served his queen—a tool meant for her use. Not that his station bothered him.

He relished the thrill of the hunt, the violence, the torture. He remained loyal to his queen, even though he had never failed so completely and spectacularly before. He had never allowed anyone to humiliate him so thoroughly before. His anger surged, and he nearly felt the urge to rip someone’s throat out.

It didn’t matter whose.

“My lord,” Kesper said from the pilot's seat, his measured tone careful not to further upset his commander. “We're cleared to land.”

“Then land,” Turquine growled. He sensed Cartigan’s concerned gaze and ignored it. The Ursan wizard had remained silent since they left Visceral in orbit. He knew when to leave his master alone.

As the landing pad—a circular platform of polished black stone jutting from one of the palace's upper levels—grew larger in the viewport, elite guards in ceremonial armor formed a tight perimeter around it. Ornate helmets concealed their scaled features. The sight made Turquine clench his jaw. Usually, regular palace security greeted him, so the presence of the elite guard could only mean that Morgana planned something special for him—and surely not in a good way.

Their shuttle touched down with barely a tremor, despite Kesper’s injuries from the Lair. The wounded Flayer began powering down the engines, though his movements now lacked their usual fluidity. Turquine even caught the scent of blood still seeping from his subordinate’s wounds through the bandages.

He knew Kesper would have time to recover later. When the queen called, he always avoided delay.

“My lord,” Cartigan finally offered, “perhaps I should attempt to explain to the Queen exactly how Grenyth managed to⁠—”

“No,” Turquine interrupted. “This is my responsibility.” He rose from his seat, clenching his teeth against the stiffness in his body. His nanites had healed the worst damage, but some wounds needed more time. “Wait here with Kesper. Whatever happens…” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “Whatever happens, you have served loyally.”

The wizard’s eyes widened at what sounded like a farewell. “Sir, surely the Queen wouldn’t⁠—”

“The Queen will do whatever she deems necessary,” Turquine replied, a muscle twitching in his jaw. “As she always has.”

He strode to the shuttle’s hatch, each step measured and deliberate. In this private moment before facing Morgana, he bore the full weight of his failure—the escape not only of Taliesin but of Sir Orvix, the loss of most of his Flayers, and the humiliation of being outwitted by that whelp who somehow commanded Excalibur. His claws flexed unconsciously, drawing small beads of blood from his wounds, quickly sealed by the nanites.

The hatch hissed open as warm air blasted in. Turquine descended the ramp with careful dignity, his scarred features displaying stoic acceptance. The elite guards snapped to even more rigid attention when he reached the landing pad. His enhanced sense of smell picked up not only their fear but also a hint of excitement. No doubt many Draconite secretly relished his failure.

“Sir Turquine,” one guard stepped forward and bowed slightly. His elaborately decorated armor marked him as their commander—a colonel by rank, though Turquine knew him as Sir Norsp. “Her Majesty awaits. Follow me.”

Simply nodding, Turquine noted that Norsp offered no details about where Morgana waited. He registered the subtle shifting of armor as the other guards closed in around him—a silent, prepared threat if needed. His jaw twitched once more.

“Lead on,” he said, following them through massive doors of metal and crystal into the palace.

Turquine had walked these halls dozens of times over the years, usually returning in triumph from Morgana’s missions. The contrast with his current situation stung. Despite his failure, Draconite courtiers and servants pressed themselves against the walls as his group passed, their conversations dying mid-sentence. He caught fragments of whispered speculation about his presence, the elite guard escort, and the events at the Lair hours earlier.

As he suspected, they did not head toward the throne room where Morgana typically held court. Instead, they plunged deeper into the palace’s heart, away from the public areas. The corridors gradually adopted a more utilitarian look—smooth metal and rough-hewn rock replaced ornate stone, and harsh lighting strips supplanted the elaborate crystal chandeliers that once exuded pretentious aristocracy. The antiseptic quality of the air made his sensitive nostrils twitch.

“Where are we going?” he demanded.

“You’ve never been down this way before, Turquine?” Norsp asked. “I find that hard to believe.”

“You’re Her Majesty’s favorite pet,” Turquine replied. “You should know how little time I’ve spent in the palace.”

“Considering your recent history, you should watch your temper,” Norsp warned, casting a threatening glance in his direction.

“Very well,” Turquine said. He had no position to challenge the elite guard—especially not alone and while still recuperating. Yet he kept his senses on high alert as they passed through several security checkpoints, each more stringent than the last. Scientists in sterile garments hurried through intersecting corridors, clutching data tablets to their chests. The antiseptic smell grew stronger, intermingled with other scents he couldn’t quite identify, as they descended deeper into the palace.

Finally, they reached a sealed doorway. Black metal and pulsing energy fields formed a massive barrier engineered to keep intruders out—or perhaps to keep something even more dangerous in.

“Her Majesty awaits within,” Norsp announced as he placed his hand on a biometric scanner. With a series of heavy clangs, the thick locks released, and the door began sliding open.

As the portal opened, Turquine caught a glimpse of complex equipment and strange machines. A wave of cold air blasted over him. He did not understand fear, so when it struck him he fought hard to keep from lashing out. A glance at Norsp confirmed that the knight had detected his fear and found it amusing, which only enraged him further.

Regardless of what had occurred in the Lair, he remained Morgana’s most skilled and feared hunter. Even so, he dared not attack the colonel—not if he hoped to escape the palace with his life. He resolved to face whatever came next with the dignity his station demanded. He would endure this humiliation once, but he vowed never to allow himself to be so utterly humiliated again.

He squared his shoulders and stepped through the doorway. The room he entered differed from any he had seen in all his years of service. Banks of complex equipment lined the walls, their displays scrolling data he couldn’t begin to decipher. Strange machines hummed and clattered, although their purpose remained unclear, they exuded menace. Unnatural energy thickened the air, sending a chill down his spine.

The door shut behind him with a sharp echo that made the laboratory resemble a tomb. Would it become his tomb?

At the center of the room, multiple workstations arranged around a raised medical platform captured his attention. Crystal containers at each station held various nanite solutions whose colors ranged from mercury-silver to deep crimson. Some liquids lay still and peaceful, while others roiled with agitation; one particularly violent solution even spat sparks of bio-luminescence as it struggled against its containment field.

Draconite scientists flitted between the stations, adjusting the solutions while consulting their data tablets. They barely glanced at him—either absorbed in their work or deliberately avoiding eye contact. Even amid the antiseptic air, he detected their fear.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Morgana’s voice rang out from all around him. Turquine spun, his warrior’s instincts erupting at the sudden ambush. The Queen emerged from the shadows like a predator, her midnight blue scales catching the harsh light. The soul stone crown she wore pulsed with inner darkness, and for a moment he swore he saw writhing faces within the gems.

“My Queen.” He dropped to one knee, his armor creaking as it moved. Even in kneeling, his massive frame still rose to her chest. “I have failed you, but I can explain what happened at the Lair.”

“Can you?” Morgana moved to a workstation and lifted a vial containing a writhing silver liquid. The solution pressed against the glass as if it longed for her touch. “Then please explain how Lancelot and a handful of miscreants infiltrated our most secure facility and escaped with not one, but two high-value prisoners.”

“For one, their wizard is skilled. He⁠—”

“More skilled than Cartigan?” she interrupted.

“Your Majesty, we focused on delivering the druid to his cell. As you know, Grenyth was quite⁠—”

Morgana raised a clawed hand to silence him. Slowly, she returned the vial to its rack. “I don’t want excuses. I want answers.”

“They had help,” Turquine growled, fury and embarrassment overwhelming his caution. “The dragon⁠—”

“Morlox did his duty,” Morgana cut him off. “At least, that’s what he claims. Still, I have often wondered about his true loyalties—just as I now wonder about yours.”

“My Queen!” Turquine surged to his feet. “I have served you faithfully for⁠—”

“Silence!” Her command froze him. “Your service is not in question. Your competence, however…” She picked up another vial, examined it, and then replaced it. “Perhaps you’ve grown soft.” Before he could defend himself, she raised her hand again. “Not that I can entirely blame you. Aside from that random uprising, our rule has reigned absolute for years. It has been decades since you faced a true challenge.”

She turned to him, waiting for his response. Turquine said nothing; agreeing would have meant accepting more excuses, and he would not fall for that ploy. Her shortened snout split into a vicious grin. “Perhaps some good can come of this disaster. You confirmed something I needed to know—Lancelot has chosen to side with Excalibur, despite their… shaky history.”

“He fought well,” Turquine admitted reluctantly, the memory of their duel still smoldering. “Better than when we last crossed blades.”

“Of course he did. He has ingested nanites of his own and boasts a century more of training and experience. That means we need to rebalance the equation. Fortunately, I have just the solution. Consider it both your punishment and your redemption.”

Tarquine’s gaze fell on the medical platform. Restraints designed for someone of his massive proportions covered its surface, while tubes filled with a substance that made his nanites recoil fed into it.

“My Queen?”

“Our scientists have developed a new strain of combat nanites,” she explained, running a clawed hand along the platform’s edge. “They are far more aggressive than your current enhancements. Early tests suggest they can increase your strength and speed by an order of magnitude—enough so that your next encounter with Lancelot turns easily in your favor.”

“But my existing nanites⁠—”

“They may conflict with the new strain,” she admitted dismissively. “That risk makes these nanites experimental. The interaction might destroy you from the inside out, or it might empower you to finally defeat him.”

“I can defeat him as I am,” Turquine insisted.

“There comes a point when self-confidence shifts from asset to liability. Lancelot already proved that belief false. If you could have beaten him, then you should have.”

Tarquine’s jaw clenched until he tasted blood. The nanites coursing through his veins had already transformed him far beyond his original form. The thought of introducing an unknown variant warred with his desire to avoid the unthinkable—but the potential power beckoned. The chance to best Lancelot in single combat, to prove once and for all who the superior warrior was…

“The choice is yours,” Morgana declared. “Accept the procedure or spend the rest of your days in the dungeons, wallowing in your failure.”

“Very well,” he answered, his decision already made. “In your name, I will submit to the experiment. But if you expect me to resume the hunt, I will need new Flayers to replace those we lost in the collapse.”

“It will be arranged,” Morgana replied. “Assuming you survive, of course.” She gestured to the platform. “Shall we begin?”

Turquine removed his sword belt and handed it to a nervous scientist. He then stripped off the parts of his armor that weren’t part of his mutated flesh, carefully setting aside each piece. Finally, exposed in nothing but his scaled hide, he lay back on the cold metal surface and let the scientists strap him down immediately. They attached sensor leads and injection ports, their hands trembling as they worked.

“This will hurt,” Morgana said almost gently. “Try not to break the restraints or injure any of the scientists. They are not trivial to replace.”

The first drops of silver fire surged into his veins, and Turquine immediately unleashed a primal roar. His back arched against the restraints as liquid agony surged through his body. Every cell felt as though the pain tore it apart and rebuilt it. Through pain-blurred eyes, he saw Morgana watching with clinical interest while the scientists recorded data on their tablets.

Then the second wave hit, and coherent thought dissolved. His nanites clashed with the new strain—molecular machines waging war for control of his altered biology. He felt the old nanites die by the millions, their collapse sending waves of fire through his nervous system. The new strain pressed on relentlessly, consuming the dead and replicating at impossible speeds.

Somewhere deep inside, he realized he was still screaming. The restraints creaked ominously as his body convulsed. A scientist’s voice called out readings that meant nothing to him. All that remained was pain, change, and the sensation of being unmade and reforged into something new.

Before darkness claimed him, he saw Morgana’s satisfied smile. Then nothing remained except the fire in his blood, burning away everything he had been to make room for what he would become. No one yet knew exactly what he would become.

Exactly what that would be remained to be seen.


CHAPTER 2


The clash of practice blades echoed through Excalibur's training room. As Thomas circled his opponent, sweat ran down his face, stinging his eyes. His arms trembled from exhaustion—they'd been at this for hours—but he forced himself to maintain proper form as Lancelot had taught them.

"Keep your guard up," the ancient knight called out. "You're dropping your left side again."

Thomas quickly adjusted his stance, grateful for the correction. Even after four days of intensive training, it still felt surreal to be receiving instruction from the legendary Sir Lancelot himself. Every movement, every technique the knight demonstrated carried years of hard-won experience.

Paired with him, Burl grinned through his own fatigue. The big man had proven a surprisingly quick study with a blade, his natural strength complemented by growing skill. "Getting tired, boss?"

"Just getting started," Thomas shot back, though his burning muscles disagreed.

They engaged again, their practice swords meeting in a controlled series of strikes and parries. Thomas worked to apply everything—economy of movement, reading his opponent's intentions, maintaining proper distance—that Lancelot had shown them. He saw an opening in Burl's defense and moved to exploit it.

"Better!" Lancelot praised as Thomas took the opening to tap Burl's ribs with his wooden practice blade. "You're learning to create opportunities rather than just waiting for them."

Nearby, Amren worked with the twins, teaching them some of the finer points of knife fighting. All three moved smoothly, their blades flickering in the light. The twins had thrown themselves into training with renewed purpose since the Lair. While Garant had made gains in tempering his anger and directing it with greater focus, he still struggled with his control at times. A second effort to interface with Excalibur had ended like the first, though not quite as quickly. Rather than retreat afterward, Garant had vowed the third time would be the charm.

"Again, Thomas," Lancelot commanded. "This time, I want to see that same combination but with proper footwork. You're still crossing your feet on the recovery."

Thomas nodded, settling back into his starting stance. Despite his exhaustion, he felt a thrill of excitement. Every session with Lancelot brought new insights, new techniques that could mean the difference between life and death in real combat.

The training room doors slid open, drawing everyone's attention. Sir Orvix ducked through the entrance, his large frame filling the doorway. The Draconite's scales had regained their natural red-gold luster after his time in the regeneration pod, and his bearing was once again proud and martial. Even his broken horns had benefited from the healing gel. While they hadn’t regrown to full length, the broken ends had smoothed out into blunt stubs.

"I hope I'm not interrupting," he said, inclining his head slightly to Thomas.

"Not at all," Lancelot replied. "Join us, if you feel up to it."

Thomas couldn't help tensing slightly at the Draconite's presence. After everything he'd seen them do—from Arlan’s death on Caerlyon to Grenyth’s torture—it was still a challenge to separate Orvix from the other militarized dragonfolk. But the former prisoner had proven himself loyal to Arthur's ideals long before Thomas was born, suffering decades of imprisonment rather than bend his knee to Morgana. That had to say something on his behalf.

"I would be honored," Orvix said. He selected a practice sword sized for his larger frame, testing its balance with obvious expertise. "Though I fear I'm rather out of practice. It’s been…I don’t even know how long since I last held a weapon. Fifty years? Sixty?”

“How did you stand being held prisoner for so long?” Burl asked.

Orvix chuckled. “I didn’t have much choice in the matter.”

“You could have refused to eat or drink. Let yourself die.”

“And give in to evil? Never.”

The comment drew smiles from everyone in the training room.

“I’m sure you haven’t forgotten everything,” Lancelot said. “Muscle memory returns quickly. Pair up with Amren. Thomas, watch his form—you can learn much from studying different fighting styles."

Thomas gratefully took the opportunity to catch his breath, studying how the Draconite and the warrior squared off. Despite his claimed lack of practice, Orvix moved with grace that belied his size. His style was different from Lancelot’s—much more aggressive, relying more on his strength and size—but there was undeniable skill in every motion.

"Your father fought similarly," Lancelot commented to Amren as they exchanged a series of probing strikes. "Though he favored a higher guard position."

The comparison pleased both combatants. They increased their pace, blades moving faster as they tested each other's defenses. Thomas watched in fascination as two very different fighting styles clashed—Amren's quickness against Orvix's power.

“Thomas,” Merlin's voice spoke softly in his mind. "Taliesin has completed his analysis of my source code. He’d like to review the results with everyone on the flight deck.”

Thomas’ heart rate spiked. He glanced at Lancelot, giving him a slight nod toward the door. He immediately halted the sparring.

“What is it?” Burl asked.

“Taliesin is done with his review,” Thomas replied. “We’ll finally have some answers. Let's go find out what he discovered."

They quickly racked their practice weapons, grabbing towels to wipe away sweat as they headed for the flight deck. Thomas felt as anxious as ever as he led them through Excalibur's corridors. The past four days had been as perfect as any he could have imagined. Training, learning, preparing, mingled with a growing sense of brotherhood. Now, one way or another, that peace was about to be shattered.

He glanced back at Lancelot, who walked slightly apart from the others. The ancient knight's expression was unreadable, but tension radiated from every line of his body. Everything he believed about himself, about his past, hung on what Taliesin had found in Merlin's code.

The flight deck doors opened at their approach. Taliesin stood near the main holographic display in the center of the ring of pods, his health much improved after four days of proper food and rest. Multiple streams of complex code flowed through the air in front of him, glowing symbols that meant nothing to Thomas.

"Ah, good, you're all here," Taliesin said. He manipulated the display, expanding certain sections of code while collapsing others. "I've completed my analysis of Merlin's source code. And to be honest, I’ve managed to impress myself. I wrote the code, but I didn’t realize at the time that it was so…well, beautiful. The complexity of the neural mapping, the elegance of the interface between the core and the digital clone, the⁠—“

"Taliesin," Thomas interrupted gently. "What did you find?"

The engineer's expression grew more serious. His eyes flickered to Lancelot before he spoke. "I've gone through every line of code, every subroutine, every memory fragment. I've compared it against my original documentation from when we first transferred Merlin's consciousness, which I pulled from the encrypted archive used to reset the system.” He took a deep breath. "I can find no evidence of tampering or modification. The code is exactly as it was when I created it."

The silence that followed was deafening. The weight of it pressed down on them all as the implications sank in. If Merlin hadn't betrayed Arthur...

Lancelot turned without a word and strode toward the exit.

"Sir Lancelot!” Thomas cried, hoping to stop him. But he didn’t hesitate or look back. "Lancelot, wait!" He hurried to catch up as the knight exited the flight deck. He caught the doors before they closed, stepping through and calling out to Lancelot once more. “Lancelot, we need to talk.”

The ancient warrior paused but didn't turn around. "There's nothing to discuss. I must take my leave of you."

"Why?" Thomas hurried to catch up to him, moving to block his path. "Isn't this good news? Merlin didn't betray Arthur. He's innocent."

"Good news?" Lancelot's laugh was hollow. “If Merlin didn’t betray Arthur, then who did?”

Thomas froze. He had grown so accustomed to the knight that he had stupidly forgotten who the other suspected traitor was.

“Yes, now you recall the full situation,” Lancelot said. “If Merlin couldn’t have betrayed Arthur, if his programming forbade it, then it means I betrayed my king, my friend, everything I believed in. And I don't even remember." His hands clenched into fists. "How can I trust myself? How can any of you trust me?"

"You don't know that you did it for sure,” Thomas argued. "Maybe Morgana found some other way to separate you and Arthur. Maybe there's more to the story we don't understand yet."

"Or maybe I betrayed him because of Guinevere." Lancelot's voice cracked with emotion. "My feelings for her were always my greatest weakness. Perhaps Morgana found a way to use that against me, to make me..." He trailed off, unable to complete the thought. “Why can’t I remember?”

“That’s why you should stay,” Thomas urged. "Help us find the truth. Whatever happened back then, you've spent a century fighting against Morgana. That has to count for something."

"I need time." Lancelot finally met his gaze, and Thomas was shocked by the pain he saw there. "Time to search my memories, to understand what happened. And I can't do that here, not with constant reminders of my failure."

"We need you," Thomas said quietly. "Your experience, your knowledge⁠—”

"You have Merlin, and now you also have Taliesin and Sir Orvix.” Lancelot's smile was bitter. "And you've proven yourself more than capable. You got us into the Lair, after all."

"That was luck and desperation as much as skill."

"Perhaps. But you have something else, something more important. You command Excalibur.” He put a hand on Thomas's shoulder. "Just as Arthur did."

"I'm not Arthur," Thomas protested.

"No. You're Thomas Drake. Sir Dragon. And that may be exactly what this galaxy needs right now." Lancelot's hand dropped away. “Please, tell Merlin that I’m sorry. Tell him I was wrong to blame him. All these years, all that hatred…I don’t expect his forgiveness. But he needs to know that I’m contrite.”

“You should tell him yourself. You don’t need to leave. We⁠—”

“I do need to leave,” Lancelot countered. “Even if you trust me, I don’t trust myself. Not now. There’s a hole in my memories. How did it get there? What if it’s self-created, because I couldn’t handle the guilt of what I’d done? I can’t hate Merlin for betraying Arthur and then not blame myself for doing the same.”

Thomas hated to see the man so conflicted. It was obvious he wanted to be part of the movement to free the galaxy from Morgana. But he couldn’t. Not now.

"At least tell me how to contact you if we need you."

“You already know how to find me if the need is truly dire. But for now, I must find my own way through this sudden darkness. Thank you for showing me the truth, even if it wasn't the truth I wanted. When I’m satisfied that I won’t be a hindrance to you, I swear on my honor that I will return.”

Thomas nodded and then watched helplessly as Lancelot turned and moved toward the teleportal, stepping through it. A few minutes later, Thomas felt the slight shudder as the recently arrived Arondight disengaged from the hull and carried the troubled knight away.


CHAPTER 3


The flight deck doors slid open with their usual soft whisper. The others turned to look at Thomas as he entered, their expressions a mix of hope and concern. Deep lines of tension marked Amren's face as his gaze met Thomas'.

"He's gone, isn't he?" Amren finally asked.

Thomas nodded slowly, sinking into one of the observation seats. "I tried to convince him to stay, but..." He trailed off with a disheartened shrug.

"But he couldn't face the truth,” Merlin's GOLEM finished. The mechanical's glowing eyes flickered with what might have been sadness. "If my code is unaltered, if I truly didn't betray Arthur..."

"Then he did. Or at least, that's what he believes. Though he can't remember it happening, and that's what's tearing him apart inside."

"Did he say anything else?" Taliesin asked. The engineer stood near the holographic display where streams of complex code still hung in the air.

"He wanted me to tell you something, Merlin." Thomas turned to the GOLEM. "He said to tell you he was sorry for blaming you all these years. For the hatred he carried." He paused before adding, "He said he doesn't expect your forgiveness, but he needed you to know."

The GOLEM's eyes dimmed further. "An apology I never thought to hear," he said softly. "Though I would have preferred he stayed to deliver it himself."

"As would we all," Taliesin agreed. His fingers moved through the air, collapsing the streams of code one by one. "I confess, I didn't anticipate this outcome. I was so focused on the technical analysis, on ensuring my findings were absolutely correct, that I failed to consider the impact they might have."

"Don't blame yourself," Thomas said, though his voice carried an edge of frustration. "We needed to know the truth. I just..." He sighed heavily. "I had hoped you'd find something different. Some corruption or alteration in Merlin's code that we could fix. Instead, we've lost one of our most powerful allies right when we need him most."

Sir Orvix shifted his massive frame, drawing their attention. "Perhaps lost is the wrong word,” he said. "If there is one thing I know about Lancelot with absolute certainty, it is that he is a being of honor. If he has pledged to return once he sorts through this revelation, then return he shall."

"But when?" Burl demanded. "We need him now. The Draconite aren't going to sit idle after what we did to the Lair."

"Burl's right," Amren added. “We just made a fool of them. Morgana won’t settle for sending the military after us. She’ll call on every mercenary and bounty hunter in the galaxy to bring us in, dead or alive. More likely dead.”

“They won’t all answer that call,” Kaelithan argued. “Some mercenaries will still put beliefs over gold.”

“That leaves more than enough to make things more challenging for us.”

"At least we buried the Flayers in that collapse," Tivan said. "That's one less threat to worry about."

Thomas leaned forward in his seat, considering their comments. “It seems to me that this might be our best chance to kick them while they’re down. We’ve talked about hitting a Draconite target before. Maybe we should do it before Morgana can properly reorganize her forces. If word spreads of our success at the Lair, and then again somewhere else…it may be the spark we’ve been looking for.”

“Or it may be a quick trip to oblivion,” Kaelithan countered with a grin. “But after what they did to Grenyth, I’m up for anything.”

“It is an aggressive strategy," Merlin observed. "But what would we target? Despite our infiltration of Hreth, we never acquired much concrete intelligence about their military infrastructure or defensive capabilities."

A slight smile crossed Taliesin's face. "Actually," he said, "I might be able to help with that."

The others turned to look at him with renewed interest.

“As Tivan and Garant can confirm, before my capture I was helping the New Arthurian Knights gather intelligence on Draconia,” Taliesin continued. “I have a good understanding of their software, which allowed me to hack into their communication systems and other network infrastructure. Not military assets, per se. My work was more focused on Draconia itself, so my efforts generally focused on their enforcers. Given the right opportunity, that experience might be enough to help identify vulnerable and valuable targets.”

"Is that how you got caught?" Thomas asked. "Gathering intelligence for the New Avalonian Knights?”

“In part,” Taliesin replied. “Though it was more a matter of my own carelessness. Or perhaps I should call it hubris. I took an interest in expanding my web of intrigue. Pushing my intelligence gathering beyond the enforcer offices.”

“The Bastion?” Burl guessed.

“That might have been a better idea. But alas, I went with a much more challenging target.”

“You don’t mean the palace, do you?” Amren asked.

“Precisely. You may not be aware that I’m a Fae. A shapeshifter, in fact. Given my nature, I thought I could simply impersonate an imperial guard and plant some monitoring devices inside to listen in on any conversations within. I thought wrong.”

"How did you get caught?” Kaelithan asked.

"Pure bad luck, actually," Taliesin replied. "I had just finished placing a monitoring device in what at the time was an empty corridor when the Queen herself happened to walk by.”

“What do you mean?” Thomas asked. “How did she know who you were?”

“Don’t tell me you were impersonating a guard she had just seen a short time earlier,” Amren commented.

Taliesin pointed at him. “That’s exactly what happened. How did you guess?”

“You said it was bad luck. I couldn’t think of anything more unlucky.”

“I never stood a chance." He shook his head at the memory. "But what I learned before that might still be useful. If we can locate a military communications nexus, we might be able to gather significant intelligence about their operations."

"How would that work?” Thomas asked.

“Draconite military installations across the galaxy maintain connections to such nexus sites for coordination and data sharing. While the data transfers generally rely on enchantment to occur at faster than light speeds, copies are stored at those nexus sites. If we find the right access point, we could potentially tap into a wealth of tactical and strategic information."

"That would be invaluable," Amren said. "But facilities like that must be heavily defended."

"They are," Taliesin confirmed. "Though if we're careful in our target selection, we might find one that provides good access without being so critical that it's too hardened to defeat.”

“That sounds promising,” Thomas agreed. “What’s the catch?”

“Well, of course, first of all we would need to either infiltrate or capture the facility.”

“Which would be a victory of its own,” Amren said.

“More consequentially, by nature, not all nexus sites receive the same data. Whatever information we gather will be limited to the area surrounding the nexus.”

“So we need to be sure we go after a target that’s in the right location?” Thomas asked.

“Yes. It would be of benefit to determine additional potential targets ahead of time, to ensure we choose a nexus that will best align with our goals.”

“How can we do that if we don’t know what the defenses are? We need the intel from the nexus to gather that data. We can’t do the first thing until after we do the second thing first.”

“It is a bit of a conundrum,” Taliesin agreed. “But I’m sure we can make some educated guesses.”

“Like the Llanwyn Cluster,” Amren said. “There are allies to be found there, based on all the rumors we’ve heard.”

“And also a lot of Draconite military,” Thomas countered. “That doesn’t seem to align with the idea of less defended.”

“Perhaps not the Cluster itself,” Taliesin said. “However, we could map the nexus network from that area outward, and choose a location in that general direction.”

“What would our goal out there be?”

“To aid the resistance,” Amren said. “And possibly gain new allies.”

Thomas hesitated before answering. “Maybe.”

“Did you have something else in mind, my boy?” Merlin asked.

“Yes and no. I guess I was thinking about approaching this more like Robin Hood.”

“Robin Hood?” Tivan asked. “What is that?”

“Like King Arthur, he’s a legend on Earth. He stole from the rich to give to the poor. And as a result the commoners loved him.”

“Did that lead to rebellion?” Amren asked.

“On a smaller scale. Anyway, I thought maybe we would pick a target like a cargo transport, steal it, and pass out the booty. To get the regular people to start looking at us in a positive light.”

“I think most already see Excalibur in a positive light,” Kaelithan said.

“Except the Draconite,” Garant snickered. “Bastards.” He remembered Orvix then, turning to the knight. “Sorry. I’m not lumping you in with them.”

“I’ve referred to Morgana and her followers as similar on more than one occasion,” Orvix replied.

“It still seems to me that something on a smaller scale might be a little easier than trying to help the resistance in the Llanwyn Cluster,” Thomas said. “We know from the Swords and Scales that the Draconite are committing more ships to the area. I’m not sure we’re ready for that yet.”

“We don’t need to aim straight for the resistance,” Taliesin suggested. “As long as we’re pointing in the right direction, so to speak. The important thing right now is to select a nexus that will give us the best information. This may be our only opportunity to gather such intel.”

Thomas nodded. “Yeah, I see your point. Okay, let’s pick a target. Do you know the locations of the nexus sites?”

“I can work with Taliesin to begin mapping them,” Merlin said, “So we can make a suggestion regarding which potentially make the best targets.”

“How long do you need?”

The GOLEM turned its eyes to the engineer. “A day, perhaps?”

“A day sounds about right,” Taliesin agreed.

“Okay,” Thomas said. “Let’s move forward with that. In the meantime, we should get some rest and resume our training.”

“Without Lancelot,” Burl lamented.

“Unfortunately, yes. But we were training before him, and we still have his tutorials in the library. We just have to carry on without him. You all know what to do. Let’s do it.”

Tivan, Garant, and Burl exited the flight deck together, Amren close behind them. He paused beside Thomas to offer a supportive hand on his shoulder before continuing off the deck.

“I’m going to get a nutrition cube before we begin our assessment,” Taliesin informed Merlin. “I’ll return shortly.”

“Of course,” Merlin answered. “I’ll prepare the star maps for our review.”

Taliesin left the flight deck. Orvix remained, the Draconite’s gaze fixed on the circle of pods at the center of the deck.

“Sir Orvix, is everything okay?” Thomas asked.

“I would like to be part of the flight crew,” he replied before turning to look at Thomas. “I expressed the same desire to Arthur all of those years ago, when Excalibur was first constructed.”

“The ship didn’t find you worthy?” Thomas asked.

“I was never invited to try for a seat. Even then, despite my contributions to the defense of Avalon, my loyalties were questioned.”

“I’m sure you can understand why.”

“Oh, yes. But it is difficult sometimes to continually pay for the despicable acts of others. There were many Draconite who agreed with me back then, though there may be fewer these days.”

Thomas heard Vin’s voice in the back of his mind, pushing him toward honesty no matter how uncomfortable the truth might be. “I have to be straight with you,” he said. “Even after seeing what Morgana did to you in the Lair, it’s hard for me to trust you enough to give you a trial in a pod.” He paused, glancing at them. “If you’ll even fit in one. When you interface with the ship, all of your memories are visible to everyone else who is linked. All of our souls are laid bare to one another. It’s…it takes a lot of trust. But outside of that, I’m also afraid of what it might do to me and the others to join with the things you’ve been through.”

Thomas froze right after he said it. Not out of fear for Orvix’s response. The knight’s expression suggested understanding, even before he spoke. Instead, his thoughts turned to Lancelot.

“Damn it,” he spat, shaking his head.

“What is it, my boy?” Merlin asked.

“Lancelot,” Thomas answered. “He could have gone into a pod with me. I could have seen all of his memories, maybe even the ones he doesn’t remember. We could have solved his problem in less than a minute.”

The GOLEM’s eyes brightened. “Not a terrible idea, but not as simple as you might think. I’m certain there are many things Lancelot prefers to keep private, his affair with Guinevere not the least of which. And, as you suggested for Sir Orvix, there’s no guarantee you could handle what you might discover. The nature of Excalibur’s interface is indeed a double-edged sword.”

Thomas considered before nodding. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. But it may have been worth it to keep him with us.”

“To you, maybe. Perhaps not to him.”

Thomas turned back to Sir Orvix. “I’m sorry. We need more members of the flight crew, and for the most part I believe in you. But⁠—”

“All is well, Sir Dragon,” Orvix said. “I have no wish to submit you or anyone else to the punishments I endured. However, should the need ever arise, please know that I am willing.”

“I truly appreciate that.”

Orvix bowed slightly and turned toward the exit, leaving Thomas and Merlin alone.

The GOLEM shifted, its glowing eyes locking onto him. “Thank you, Thomas.”

"For what?" Thomas replied, surprised Merlin had used his name instead of ‘my boy.’

"For believing in me. For helping prove my innocence. Even though it cost us Lancelot's presence, knowing the truth... it means more than I can express."

Thomas managed a tired smile. "You're welcome. Though I have to admit, part of me still wishes Taliesin had found something different. Something we could fix."

"Sometimes the hardest truths are the ones we can't fix," the GOLEM replied. "We can only face them and move forward."

“I know. And I’m ready to do that. We need to show the galaxy that Excalibur's return means something.”

“We will. Our days of training are nearing their end. The real fight is just beginning.”


CHAPTER 4


Thomas felt a surge of excitement as Excalibur emerged from the wormhole. After four days of intensive preparation—choosing a nexus target and planning an assault to breach it—the moment to act on that preparation had finally arrived. Through the neural interface, he could sense Burl and Tivan's nervous determination mixing with his own.

The Draconite starbase materialized before them, and Thomas had to suppress a shudder at the sight. Unlike the elegance of Caerlyon, Starbase Wrexlor was little more than a massive cube of dark metal covered in spires, antennae, and docking arms that protruded from every surface like thorns. Built for function over form, it lacked the awe-inspiring beauty Thomas had so far found in most Avalonian construction, trading it for overwhelming crudeness and minimalism.

"Multiple sensor contacts," Burl reported through their mental link. "Two corvette-class vessels on patrol routes. One supply ship is currently docked to the starboard face."

"Lighter defenses than expected," Tivan added, his consciousness rippling with cautious optimism. “It looks like we made the right target choice.”

"Don't get overconfident,” Thomas cautioned. “These are positive signs, but none of us should get comfortable until we’re long gone.”

He could sense their agreement. Their planning meetings suggested a simple, straightforward mission, but that was only if almost everything went their way.

And when did that ever happen?

”Kaelithan? Are you ready with the disguise?" he asked through the flight deck speakers.

“I’m ready,” the wizard replied. “I’m glamouring Excalibur to match a standard military transport. Hopefully, they won’t have moved any resources to the station who can sense the magical disguise.”

“That’s why we’re here so soon,” Amren said. “To stay one step ahead of them.”

Thomas could feel Excalibur's systems adapting to Kaelithan's magic as the wizard finished his spell. The ship echoed the magic through its own enchantments, outwardly blurring and shifting into something more angular and utilitarian.

They continued their approach, maintaining a casual vector that suggested routine business. Any deviation from standard military protocols could draw unwanted attention.

Thomas sensed an incoming transmission, immediately allowing it to connect.

"Approaching vessel, identify yourself immediately." The harsh voice echoed in Thomas’ mind.

Thomas took a deep breath, remembering everything Orvix had taught him about proper Draconite military mannerisms. Aggression was key. In the chain-of-command, he was the controller’s superior, and needed to act like it.

"This is Special Officer Dardix aboard the Adamant," he replied gruffly, projecting himself in Orvix’s image and voice. "We are conducting surprise technical and security inspections of critical installations following the recent breaches on Draconia. Provide landing coordinates immediately.”

There was a brief hesitation before the controller responded, and Thomas could almost picture the Draconite's discomfort from the unexpected visitor. But had he sold the lie well enough that the controller wouldn’t even think to question it? “Y…yes, sir. Please transmit authorization codes for verification."

“Taliesin, you’re up,” Thomas said, muting the station controller.

“Entering the codes,” Taliesin announced. He quickly input the codes he had acquired during his earlier intelligence gathering on Draconia. “Codes entered.”

“Transmitting,” Thomas replied to Taliesin, before also speaking to the controller. “Here are the codes. Do not keep me waiting.”

“Received,” the controller answered. “One moment.”

The silence stretched uncomfortably as they waited for the controller to verify their credentials. Through the neural interface, Thomas could feel Burl and Tivan's anxiety mixing with his own. If the codes were rejected, they would have seconds at most to react before the patrol ships opened fire.

“Sir, these codes are outdated,” the controller finally responded nervously.

“Yes, they are,” Thomas snapped. “And you’ve successfully passed the first attack on Starbase Wrexlor’s security protocols. These codes are to be found acceptable for this exercise.”

“But—”

“Would you prefer I remand you to Central Command for interfering with my inspection?” Thomas roared.

Another tense pause followed. Thomas could practically feel the controller weighing his options through the comm silence. Challenge them further and risk angering superior officers? Or play it safe and let them dock? The patrol ships continued their lazy circuits around the starbase.

“My apologies, Officer Dardix,” the controller finally replied, his tone notably more respectful. "You are cleared for docking at Bay Seven. Welcome to Starbase Wrexlor.”

“A wise decision,” Thomas growled, maintaining his Draconite persona.

"Well done," Sir Orvix commended as they vectored toward the indicated bay. "That was exactly the right balance of arrogance and authority. I couldn’t have done it better myself.”

"Let's hope it continues to work," Merlin said. “Should they decide to verify your identities more thoroughly..."

“As long as we don’t give them any reason to become more suspicious, we’ll be fine,” Sir Orvix said. “And should our true nature be revealed…well, we’ll be prepared for that as well.” He tapped the pommel of the sword hanging at his hip.

Thomas guided them into the relatively small docking bay. The doors sealed behind them as they touched down on the deck in front of an arrangement of starfighters.

“If things go wrong, we’ll have a tail before we can even launch,” Burl said, noting the spacecraft.

“I’ll blast them all before they can get pilots in them,” Tivan replied.

“Mind your thoughts,” Thomas warned. He didn’t want Excalibur to translate their ideas into immediate action. “Stick tight to your pods, just in case we need to beat a hasty retreat.”

“As you command,” Tivan answered.

"Time to go,” Thomas said, disengaging from his pod. The neural gel receded as he climbed out, leaving him feeling momentarily disoriented after being merged with the ship's systems.

Kaelithan stepped forward, already gathering magical energy. The familiar tingling sensation washed over Thomas as the illusion took hold, once again transforming his appearance into that of a Draconite officer.

"How do I look?" he asked, turning to Orvix.

"Like a proper Draconite officer," Orvix replied. "Though your posture still needs work. Remember to carry yourself as if the very air should feel honored by your presence."

Kaelithan cast the same illusion over himself, taking on the appearance of a dark brown Draconite. “I’m glad I only have to disguise half of us this time.”

Taliesin stepped forward, and Thomas’ breath caught as the engineer's form began to shapeshift. At first, it was subtle. A shimmer ran over Taliesin's skin like ripples across a pond, as though reality itself was struggling to hold onto his current form. Then, the changes became more pronounced.

His limbs lengthened, their proportions warping as human musculature and bone gave way to something alien yet eerily graceful. Taliesin’s fingers stretched and thickened, nails darkening and hardening into claws that gleamed faintly under the dim light. His spine arched, vertebrae cracking with soft, rhythmic pops as a long, sinuous tail began to unfurl from his lower back, its surface rippling with embryonic scales that swiftly matured into a fine, pale yellow armor.

Thomas stared, mesmerized, as Taliesin’s skin itself melted and reforged into smooth opalescent scales, their delicate sheen catching the light in gradients of gold and cream. The texture of his face altered next. Cheekbones sharpened. His jaw elongated into a slight muzzle that still retained some trace of his former self. His eyes blazed, their pupils narrowing into vertical slits as they glimmered with a molten amber hue. Horns spiraled from his temples, curving elegantly backward, their tips razor-sharp.

When it was over, a female Draconite stood where Taliesin had been. She radiated a quiet, regal confidence, pale yellow scales glinting like liquid sunlight. Her clawed hands flexed experimentally. Her toothy snout snapped open and closed to stretch her jaw.

"That's... deeply unsettling," Burl commented from beside his pod.

"Shapeshifting has its advantages," Taliesin replied, his voice now carrying the sibilant qualities of a female Draconite. "Though I must admit, I prefer my natural form. These scales feel so confining."

"Remember," Amren said as they prepared to disembark, his expression grave. “The less time you spend there, the less chance the ruse will be discovered. Get the data and get out. Don't take unnecessary risks."

"When do we ever take unnecessary risks?" Thomas asked.

"I believe I could compile a rather extensive list," Merlin's GOLEM commented.

Thomas sobered. "If something does go wrong…”

"We'll be ready," Amren assured him, holding out a belt carrying Thomas’ fayrilite sword in a leather scabbard adorned with fake jewels that looked absolutely real. "Just give us the signal and we'll spring into action.”

Thomas accepted the weapon, wrapping the belt around his waist and buckling it over his light armor. “I know I can count on you.”

The away team made their way to the teleportal, tension mounting with each step. Thomas and Kaelithan walked behind Taliesin and Sir Orvix, who would lead the overall mission.

Stepping through the teleportal and emerging down a false ramp that was part of the Draconite ship’s illusion, they immediately found themselves face to face with a female Draconite whose yellow scales were only slightly darker than Taliesin's. Four armed guards flanked her, their weapons held ready but not quite pointed at them.

Yet.

"Welcome to Starbase Wrexlor,” she said, her voice carrying the cultured tones of the Draconite upper class. Each word was precisely enunciated, suggesting extensive education. "I am Commander Yarax." Her vertical pupils contracted slightly as she studied them. "I must admit, your arrival is something of a surprise. We received no notification of an inspection."

Orvix stepped forward. The massive Draconite's presence filled the corridor as he drew himself up to his full height.

"That would rather defeat the purpose of a surprise inspection, wouldn't it?" Orvix's tone dripped with disdain. "I assume you aren’t questioning the authority of Central Command?"

Yarax's eyes narrowed slightly with what might have been anger. "Of course not. I merely⁠—”

"Then take us to your data processing center," Orvix interrupted. "We will begin by testing your information security protocols."

"The data center?" A trace of suspicion entered her voice. "That seems an unusual place to start. Typically, inspections begin with⁠—”

"Are you questioning my methods as well as my authority?" Orvix's tone could have frozen the sun. "Perhaps you'd prefer to explain your reluctance to your superiors? I'm sure they would be very interested in your resistance to standard security protocols, especially in times like these.”

Thomas fought to hold back his fear, certain they'd pushed too far. But before Yarax could respond, Taliesin joined the conversation.

"What my colleague means," he said, voice pitched to be both soothing and authoritative, "is that we will be conducting penetration testing of your systems. The best way to verify security is to attempt to defeat it. Recent events have shown that our enemies are becoming increasingly sophisticated in their ability to circumvent even our more advanced protocols. Hence, the need for this inspection.”

Commander Yarax still looked wary, but she didn't voice any further concerns. “This way," she said at last, gesturing for them to follow.

Thomas shared a glance with Kaelithan. They had made it this far, but how much longer would their luck hold?


CHAPTER 5


The interior of the starbase was everything Thomas imagined a rebel military outpost would be, not a Draconite installation. It was a maze of stark corridors, each a conduit for exposed pipes and cables. The pipes occupied the bottom corners of the dark, drab passageways—a mixture of thick conduits and thinner, colored tubes, while the wires were bundled against the ceiling, their similarly multi-colored strands tied and clipped beside a dull and slightly rusted ventilation duct. These vents hissed softly as they circulated the air, which smelled stale regardless of the effort to freshen it.

It was a far cry from the palace on Draconia, more akin to an assembled space-borne version of the Lair.

Commander Yarax led Thomas and his away team silently through the installation, her claws clicking on the alloy flooring, which was already heavily scratched and worn from the countless feet of the Draconite personnel they crossed paths with along the way. Thomas did his best to maintain his Draconite bearing, finding it easier to keep his nerves in check after their success at the Lair. It was a good thing, because he had the sense the commander would be drawn to any hint of fear like a spider to a fly.

They boarded an elevator and ascended toward the midpoint of the station, remaining in silence for the duration of the ride. A security checkpoint waited as they departed the lift and headed down a corridor nearly identical to all the others.

The guards snapped to attention as Yarax approached. Thomas noticed how their pupils contracted to study them while they passed, as if trying to catch something amiss in their appearance or manner. Thankfully, Kaelithan was well-rested and only concentrating on his illusion for himself and Thomas, allowing him to maintain perfect synchronization and detail, giving the guards no reason for concern.

The data center was a massive space that stretched at least ten decks high, nine of those decks below them. Rows of processing units and storage systems filled each of the levels, their surfaces covered in pulsing lights and status indicators. Technicians moved between the machines, checking readings and making adjustments, while workstations ringed the upper level where they entered, overlooking the hardware below through transparent barriers. The air carried the sharp scent of ozone mixed with something metallic that made Thomas' nose twitch beneath his magical disguise.

"Quite impressive," Taliesin said, and Thomas could hear genuine appreciation in his voice.

"We process over ten petabytes of tactical data per day," Yarax replied, unable to keep pride from her tone. “We’re responsible for aggregating data from three sectors, including the Llanwyn Cluster, which has seen⁠—”

“We’re aware of the starbase’s function as a transmission nexus, Commander,” Orvix interrupted impatiently. “We don’t need a lesson.”

She stopped speaking, eyes narrowing in embarrassed anger. "Which systems specifically do you wish to test? I can point you to the most efficient workstations to⁠—”

"Move," Orvix told her, her eyes widening as she stepped out of his way, allowing him to move to the nearest workstation. His massive frame looming over a smaller Draconite technician, Orvix motioned him away as well. The tech practically leaped from his chair, scrambling to get out of the way. Orvix turned to Taliesin. "Begin your analysis."

Taliesin settled into the vacated seat, his clawed fingers hovering over the controls. Commander Yarax shifted to stand behind him, her scaled features tensing as she watched the screen.

“Commander,” Orvix said. “You are dismissed.”

"With respect," Yarax replied, "this is my command. I have a responsibility to⁠—"

"Your responsibility," Orvix again interrupted, "is to comply with my directives. As a Special Officer on assignment directly from Central Command, I hold the ultimate authority on this station for as long as I remain. Or have you forgotten your lessons from your training in the Bastion?”

Thomas watched the internal struggle play across Yarax's features. The commander's pride warred with her instinct for self-preservation. Finally, she inclined her head slightly. "As you wish. I'll be in my office if you require anything." She turned on her heel and strode from the room.

Thomas, Kaelithan and Orvix crowded around Taliesin as soon as she was gone.

“She's probably going to contact Central Command to confirm we’re supposed to be here,” Thomas muttered.

"Almost certainly," Taliesin agreed, not looking up from his work, “which means we don’t have much time. Thankfully, their security is even more lax than I'd expected. The arrogance of assuming no one would dare attempt this..." A slight smile crossed his feminine reptilian features. "It will take me perhaps ten minutes to breach their primary systems. Another ten to copy the relevant data for later analysis."

"Twenty minutes?" Thomas felt his stomach clench. "That's a long time to maintain this deception."

“It’s faster than I’d hoped,” Taliesin replied. “Not that there’s anything we can do about it anyway. Unless you'd prefer we leave with nothing to show for our efforts?”

"No," Thomas sighed. "Do what you need to do. We'll watch your back."

He moved to a position where he could observe both the entrance and the technicians working both in the room with them and below. The minutes crawled by with agonizing slowness.

"I'm in," Taliesin announced quietly. “I’ve gained access to their data streams.” He paused, head tilting slightly. “It appears Yarax has contacted Hreth as we expected. Though it doesn’t appear anyone of importance has responded to her communications request just yet.”

“As soon as they do, we’re toast,” Thomas said.

“I still need time to access the data stores and transfer them to local storage,” Taliesin said.

“Ten minutes, I know,” Thomas answered. His jaw tightened as he looked around the room. “We don’t have ten minutes. Five, at best.”

“It’s not enough,” Taliesin said.

“It has to be enough.”

Each second was agonizing. Thomas waited for Taliesin to announce that Yarax’s communication had gone through, and that she was probably on her way down with enough soldiers to easily end them where they stood. It took all of his strength to keep his fear at bay, his attention focused on his surroundings.

Then it came to him.

“Orvix, we need to clear this level,” he said softly.

“For what purpose?” The knight asked.

“Just do it.”

The massive Draconite immediately moved to the center of the floor. “Everyone out!” he roared.

“Under whose authority?” one of the techs replied.

“I’m a Special Officer here on orders directly from Central Command,” Orvix answered, moving closer to the technician. “Now, get out.” His presence and tone were all it took to convince them. Within moments, they were alone.

“Taliesin, redirect Yarax’s comms to that terminal,” Thomas said, pointing to a workstation on the other side of the room.

Taliesin laughed. “Brilliant,” he commended. “If you need an identity, Colonel Prayx is one of the officers at Central Command. So long as he and Yarax aren’t a mating pair, she likely won’t know his voice well enough to know you aren’t him.”

Thomas crossed the room to the indicated station and sat. Then he took a deep breath, channeling every bit of Draconite arrogance he could muster. “Tal, open the channel.”

Taliesin nodded to Thomas once the channel was open.

“This is Colonel Prayx,” he said, keeping his tone as arrogant as possible. “I hope you have a good reason for this unwarranted intrusion, Commander.”

“Sir,” Yarax said, her voice rising in pitch with her nerves. “I’m sorry to bother you or anyone at Central Command, but I have a situation here.”

“What kind of situation?”

“A transport arrived at the starbase a short time ago, claiming to be a surprise security inspection team. I have reasons to doubt their claims.”

“Oh? And what reasons might that be?”

“For one, they used an outdated authorization code.”

“And did you call them on it?”

“Well…yes, of course.”

“Then it seems to me you passed that first probe of your protocols. I don’t see the problem.”

“Sir?” Yarax said. “Are you confirming their legitimacy?”

“I never questioned their legitimacy, Commander. You did.”

“So they’re supposed to be here?”

“If they’re doing their jobs correctly, they should be penetration testing the data storage and transmission protocols as we speak.”

“I see,” Yarax said, her voice trembling slightly, obviously fearful of reprisal. "My apologies, Colonel. I didn't mean to question Central Command's judgment. I hope we can keep this disturbance between the two of us.”

“This time,” Thomas agreed. “I do appreciate your diligence, and I’m sure Special Officer Dardix does as well. There’s no need to reprimand you for caution, especially after what happened at the Lair.”

“The Lair?” Yarax asked. “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened there, sir?”

Thomas froze. He hadn’t realized she might not know. “I do mind you asking. Take care of your own affairs, Commander. Prayx out.” He sagged slightly as the connection closed. "That was too close."

"Indeed," Taliesin agreed, already working to access deeper systems. "Though it bought us the time we needed. I'm beginning the data transfer now." He inserted a storage device into the console. "The amount of tactical information flowing through this nexus is staggering. Fleet movements, patrol routes, supply line coordination..." He paused suddenly, scaled features tensing. "Wait. An urgent transmission from the Llanwyn Cluster is passing through the nexus right now."

“The Llanwyn Cluster?” Thomas said, intrigued. “Can you give us audio?”

“I can.” Taliesin's claws danced across the controls, patching them into the communication feed. A harsh Draconite voice filled the room, tight with barely contained excitement:

"This is Commander Jariv of the Fourth Assault Flight. We’ve finally done it, General. One of our operatives has successfully infiltrated the resistance and joined them at their primary base of operations. Coordinates follow." The commander read out the coordinates twice before continuing. “I require immediate reinforcement to launch an attack as soon as possible, before they can grow suspicious or scatter to a new location. These vermin have hidden from us for far too long. It's time to wipe them out."

Another voice—deeper, and carrying the natural authority of high command—responded. "Understood, Commander. I'll dispatch the Seventh Flight to your location immediately. Standard protocol. No survivors, no witnesses. The destruction of their base should serve as an example to others who might consider rebellion."

"By your command, General. Glory to the Queen."

"Glory to the Queen."

The transmission ended, leaving them in stunned silence. Thomas’ heart raced beneath his illusionary scales. They had to do something. Those resistance fighters had no idea they'd been betrayed, that death was already winging its way toward them.

"Thomas..." Kaelithan started, clearly sensing his thoughts.

"I know," Thomas replied. "But we can't just⁠—"

Movement at the entrance caught his eye. Commander Yarax was approaching, flanked by a full squad of guards. Their weapons weren't drawn yet, but their posture screamed trouble.

"We've got company," Thomas warned. "And they don't look happy. Tal, how much data have you copied?”

"Perhaps fifteen percent," he replied. "Not nearly enough to⁠—"

"Cancel it. We're done."

“But we haven’t gotten anything.”

“Did you get the transmission we just eavesdropped on, with the coordinates?” Thomas asked.

“Yes, but⁠—”

“Then we have everything we need,” Thomas replied. “It’s not what we came for, but the hand of fate has given us something better.”

Taliesin hesitated for just a moment before nodding. His claws moved swiftly across the controls, erasing traces of their intrusion. He had barely finished when Yarax reached them, her guards right behind her.


CHAPTER 6


"Is there a problem, Commander?" Orvix demanded, shifting to block the space between the away team and Yarax. "I don't recall requesting your presence.”

Yarax's eyes narrowed to dangerous slits as she studied them. "Interesting that you mention requests, Special Officer Dardix. I did speak with Colonel Prayx, who confirmed your presence here. However, something about the whole situation still felt wrong to me, so I sent another communication, relayed through one of the patrolling corvettes instead of the nexus. For the sake of operational security, of course.”

Thomas glanced at Orvix, nervous to see how he would handle the news. To his relief, the knight barely broke stride. “Of course,” he agreed. “A wise use of initiative, given the circumstances.”

“It was?” Yarax said, disarmed by the praise.

“Absolutely. And who did you contact?”

Yarax’s head tilted slightly. There was no fear in his question. He had framed it more like a probe. A test of her intellect and problem-solving abilities.

“Prince Mordred,” she replied.

Thomas felt his heart skip a beat. Beside him, Kaelithan tensed just enough to be perceptible to him but not the others. Still, the last thing they needed would be for that monster to show up here.

"Did you now?" Orvix replied, his tone carrying just the right mix of disinterest and calm. "And what did our esteemed prince have to say?"

"He had no knowledge of any security inspection initiative…" Yarax said. Her claws flexed unconsciously. "…which I found rather odd, considering his position overseeing military operations. Perhaps you'd care to explain that discrepancy?"

The air thickened with tension. Thomas could practically taste the metallic tang of violence about to erupt. One wrong word, one suspicious movement, and the room would explode into chaos. He saw Kaelithan's fingers twitch, gathering magical energy as subtly as possible.

"There's nothing to explain," Orvix said, his massive frame still radiating casual authority. "We've completed our security review. Everything appears to be in order."

Yarax's features twisted in confusion. "What? But you just arrived.”

"Your diligence in verifying our credentials was a large part of what we were testing for," Orvix continued smoothly. "Many commanding officers would have simply accepted Central Command's authority without question, even when they remained unconvinced and suspicious. You showed admirable initiative in seeking confirmation through multiple channels."

"I...did?" Yarax lost all hint of aggressiveness.

"Indeed. Your security protocols require the latest updates, but your personal vigilance is exemplary. I'll be sure to mention it in my report."

Thomas watched in amazement as Yarax's earlier suspicion completed the transformation from confusion to pride. Her chest puffed out slightly, scales gleaming. The guards behind her relaxed their stance, though they maintained their positions near the exits.

"Thank you, sir,” she said, her voice carrying new warmth. "I appreciate your recognition of⁠—"

"Yes, yes," Orvix cut her off. "Now, if you'll excuse us, we need to be on our way. We have a number of other facilities to evaluate as quickly as possible.”

He gestured for the others to follow as he moved toward the exit. The guards parted to let them pass, though Thomas noticed their eyes tracking their every movement. He forced himself to maintain an appropriately arrogant bearing despite his racing pulse.

They were halfway to the landing bay when Kaelithan spoke through clenched teeth, his voice barely above a whisper. “Her suspicion will return soon enough. As soon as she thinks too much about the sequence of events.”

“She’s a smart one, I agree,” Orvix replied. “But she won’t risk stopping us without proof that we aren’t who we claim to be. Not when invoking my wrath could be the difference between a commendation and a court-martial.”

They rounded the final corner to find two more guards stationed outside their landing bay. The Draconite soldiers snapped to attention as they approached, but Thomas could see the question in their eyes. Had word of Yarax's suspicions already spread through the security channels?

The guards didn’t try to stop them. The landing bay doors slid open, revealing Excalibur still maintaining its disguise as a military transport. Thomas fought the urge to rush toward the ship. Instead, he crossed the bay floor with measured steps, his heart pounding the whole way. The starfighters Burl had noticed earlier loomed silent and dark, their weapon systems thankfully dormant.

Movement behind them sent a shiver down Thomas’ spine, and he finally cast a careful backward glance. The guards had shifted position, entering the landing bay as if to confirm they were really leaving. Did that mean Yarax intended to confront or try to stop them from leaving?

They reached the ship's teleportal, maintaining their dignified pace until they passed through the device to the ship’s interior. Immediately, his Draconite disguise vanished as Kaelithan dropped the illusions.

“Flight deck!” Thomas ordered, sprinting across the ship to reach it, the others right behind him. “Merlin, tell Burl and Tivan to man their pods. We need to get out of here, asap.”

“As you command, my boy,” Merlin replied.

Thomas burst onto the flight deck, ignoring Merlin’s GOLEM as he crossed to the command pod and jumped into it. The neural gel embraced him as he connected to Excalibur's systems, instantly linking with Burl and Tivan. Through their shared awareness, he could sense the routine traffic patterns around the station. Nothing suggested his fears of being confronted would be realized.

“Everything looks normal on sensors,” Burl reported. “But your heart is pounding like it’s ready to explode.”

“Let’s just get the hell out of here,” Thomas replied before opening the channel to Starbase Control. “Control, this is Special Officer Dardix, requesting departure.” He tensed again, waiting for the dispatcher to deny the request.

“Sir, you are cleared for departure,” the controller replied almost immediately, as if he couldn’t wait to get them away from the starbase. That made two of them.

The bay doors began to open. Thomas engaged the engines, lifting them smoothly from the deck. He opened the throttle, and they advanced smoothly, emerging from the bay into open space.

The patrol ships maintained their standard routes, showing no interest in yet another military vessel going about its business. Nothing suggested their ruse had been discovered.

"Prepare for a burst," Thomas said once they were safely beyond the station's primary security perimeter. "Let's not push our luck any further than necessary."

Space distorted around them as they entered burst speed, leaving the station and its defenders behind. Thomas maintained their course until they were well beyond sensor range, though he kept them at burst speed for several more minutes to ensure they weren't being followed.

"That," Kaelithan said as he finally dropped the ship’s disguise, "went better than expected."

"Agreed," Thomas replied, running a sensor sweep of nearby space. “We didn’t get caught for once.”

“I think we may be improving at this.”

“I hope so. We’re going to need every bit of skill we have for what comes next.”

He disengaged from his pod, the neural gel receding as he climbed out on slightly shaky legs. The others looked relieved, though the tension of the infiltration had clearly taken its toll.

"Did we get anything useful?" Amren asked. "Was it worth the risk?"

"We didn't get the full data download we wanted," Thomas replied. "But we got something more important. Coordinates to the resistance base in the Llanwyn Cluster. The Draconite are about to wipe them out, and we're the only ones who can warn them."

"It won't be easy reaching them in time," Merlin's GOLEM commented. "The Draconite forces are likely already moving into position."

"Then we'd better hurry," Thomas said. He turned to Taliesin. “You still have the coordinates, right?”

The shapeshifter grinned. “Of course.”

“If you provide them to me, I’ll plot the course,” Merlin said before the GOLEM turned to Thomas. “We'll be flying straight into the heart of Draconite military operations. Are you sure that’s wise?”

“Wise? No. It’s probably reckless and stupid. But we can’t just let them die. And the odds of us being able to listen in to Draconite chatter at the moment they discovered the rebels…it doesn’t feel like coincidence.”

“But you don’t believe in destiny.”

“I feel like destiny just punched me in the face,” Thomas replied with a grim smile. “Speaking of which, maybe we can bloody some Draconite noses while we're there. This is what we have to work with, and I think it's time to show the galaxy that Excalibur isn't just a legend anymore."

The others nodded in agreement, their earlier tension forgotten as new purpose filled them. They had successfully infiltrated a Draconite military installation and escaped cleanly.

There would be time to celebrate later. Right now, innocent lives hung in the balance.

And Thomas intended to save as many of them as he could.


CHAPTER 7


Morgana stood at one of the tall windows inside her private chambers, the golden beam piercing the night sky bathing her in its light.

Like the rest of the palace, her chambers were a study in contrasts. Holographic displays floated beside hand-carved antique furniture, and modern environmental systems hummed softly beneath tapestries older than most civilizations. An armored robot stood sentry in the corner, the queen’s nighttime protector should anyone be foolish enough to try to kill her in her sleep.

Spread out below, lights twinkled like earthbound stars in the city of Hreth. It was her city. Her planet. Her empire. Yet even now, after a century of absolute power, there were those who dared to challenge her rule.

The light fabric of her nightgown whispered against her scales as she turned away from the view. Experience had taught her the importance of moments like these, quiet interludes amidst the constant demands of ruling an empire. Her massive round bed beckoned, its interior invitingly hollowed out into a more refined version of a nest by servants who had long since retired to their quarters. After the chaos of recent days—the uprising in the military quarter, the enemy’s escape from the Lair, the endless stream of reports and decisions—she craved rest.

Even immortal queens needed to sleep from time to time.

The gentle chime of her private comm system shattered the peaceful moment. She considered ignoring it, but a century of rule had taught her that delayed information often proved costly.

"Yes?" she answered, allowing a hint of irritation to color her tone.

"Your Majesty?" Griffol, her lead technician down below, spoke with an odd mixture of excitement and apprehension. "Sir Turquine is awake."

Morgana's fatigue vanished instantly. "Excellent," she purred, moving to the nearest holographic display. Griffol’s image materialized. A younger Draconite with copper scales, he couldn't quite hide his nervousness from interrupting her in her chambers. "How is he responding to the new nanites?"

"Initial readings are promising, Your Majesty. The integration appears stable, and his vital signs have normalized faster than projected. The enhanced healing factor is particularly impressive. Interestingly, blood samples show the new nanites have already decimated and replaced the old ones.”

“As you predicted,” Morgan said. “Excellent. And his strength? His speed?"

"Early tests suggest at least a threefold increase in both. However…" The technician hesitated, his scales shifting slightly in what she recognized as fear.

"Yes?" Her tone carried a dangerous edge. "Speak freely."

"We'd like to keep him under observation for several days, Your Majesty. The experimental nature of these nanites means we can't predict all possible interactions or side effects. There could be unforeseen complications⁠—"

“No,” Morgana interrupted.

“Your Majesty,” Griffol pressed. “I understand⁠—”

“I said no,” she snapped sharply. "Every second Excalibur remains out of my grasp represents an unacceptable risk.” She moved closer to the projection, allowing her irritation to show clearly. "When I ordered these enhancements, I made it clear that time was of the essence."

"Your Majesty, please. The nanites could prove unpredictable, possibly even dangerous to Sir Turquine himself. We need time to study their effects, to ensure⁠—"

"What you need," Morgana interrupted, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper, "is to follow my orders without question." She smiled, showing teeth like polished daggers. "Unless you'd prefer to test the nanites on yourself? I'm sure you wouldn’t mind volunteering, since you're so eager to study their effects."

Griffol bowed his head in submission, shaking visibly. “N…no, Your Majesty. We'll begin preparation for his release immediately."

"Good." She studied him for a moment longer, enjoying his discomfort. "Oh, and Griffol? The next time you presume to question my decisions, remember this moment. Remember how close you came to becoming your own test subject."

"Y-yes, Your Majesty. Thank you for your mercy."

She terminated the connection with a sharp gesture, annoyed with the conversation. Technicians and scientists never grasped the larger picture. Their obsession with procedure and safety protocols made them useful for research, but utterly useless when decisive action was required.

Before she could turn away, another comm request demanded her attention. The identification tag marked it as coming from General Strix. She allowed herself a small smile—at least some of her servants understood the meaning of efficiency.

She tapped on her comm, accepting the transmission.

General Strix's weathered features appeared in the projection. His dark gray scales bore the scars of countless battles, and his horns were adorned with bands marking his many victories. Even through the comm screen, his presence carried the weight of authority earned through decades of faithful service.

"Your Majesty," he said, bowing his head slightly. "You requested an audience the moment I touched down. I just landed at the spaceport with my family to find my home has burned completely to its foundation, as have the mansions surrounding it.”

“We had an incident,” Morgana replied. “Bring your family to the palace. You’ll be offered the finest accommodations.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. I assume that isn’t what you wanted to speak to me about?”

“Initially, it was, but your timing is impeccable, as usual.” She settled into one of her favorite chairs, a masterpiece of Ursan craftsmanship she had bought on Camelot before she destroyed the planet. "I need the warriors we discussed before you left to be transferred to Visceral immediately. Turquine had a run in with Lancelot and needs his Flayers reconstituted before he rejoins them in the next few hours.”

Strix's vertical pupils contracted noticeably. "Are you certain about these selections, my Queen? Some of them seem..." He paused, choosing his words carefully. "Unusually aggressive."

"That's precisely why I chose them." A predatory smile crossed her features. "It takes a special kind of darkness to excel as a Flayer. These candidates have demonstrated the necessary...qualities."

“Your Majesty, the psychological profiles suggest they may be difficult to control," Strix pressed, though his tone remained respectful.

“They’re exactly what we need," Morgana interrupted. "The galaxy has grown too comfortable under our rule, too complacent. They've forgotten their place beneath our boots.” She leaned forward slightly. "These new Flayers will remind them."

"It will be done."

Morgana terminated the connection, turning back to her bed. Perhaps now she could finally get some rest. The day's events had left her mentally exhausted, though she would never show such weakness to her subordinates.

The comm system chimed again.

Her jaw clenched in barely contained fury as she spun back to the display. "What is it now?" she growled as she answered.

Mordred's massive form appeared, nearly filling the screen. "Mother," he said, his voice carrying an urgency she rarely heard from him. "We have a situation on Starbase Wrexler.”

“Wrexler? Why are you contacting me about it instead of Central Command?”

“I received a communication from Commander Yarax. She reported that an inspection team had boarded, insisting on penetration testing their security protocols. She told me that Central Command had confirmed the inspection, but something still felt off.”

Morgana's annoyance transformed into amused interest.

“Excalibur," she said with absolute certainty. "How delightfully bold of them. And so soon after the Lair." She couldn't help admiring their audacity, even as she plotted their destruction.

“Excalibur?” Mordred said. “Are you certain? I thought perhaps you had authorized the inspection personally. And what is this about the Lair?”

“Never mind the Lair. I didn’t plan any inspections, though now that you mention it, the idea isn’t all that bad. It has to be them. Are you still in contact with Commander Yarax?”

“She spoke to me after the inspection team completed their review and left.”

“Left?” Her amusement vanished like smoke in a high wind. “You mean escaped. How?"

Mordred shifted uncomfortably. “From what Yarax relayed to me, they informed her that she had passed their security testing by checking with me on their authenticity.”

Morgana was so angry, she couldn’t do anything but laugh. “And she didn’t find that suspicious?”

“She did, which was why she contacted me a second time.”

“After they had left.”

“Yes, Mother.”

Morgana could barely contain her fury. “And does Commander Yarax still have her head?”

“She does. As this is generally a matter for Central Command, I didn’t want to overstep.”

“Thank you for showing both respect and restraint. Contact General Strix immediately. I want Yarax's head in payment for her incompetence."

"It will be done, Mother." Mordred hesitated before adding, "Though perhaps some leniency might be warranted. She did attempt to verify⁠—"

“Leniency?” She hissed. “This is the third time Excalibur has slipped right through our grasp. It seems incompetence is running rampant in my military, and I won’t stand for it. Someone needs to be an example to the rest of them.”

“Of course, Mother. I'll relay your orders to General Strix immediately."

She terminated the connection with more force than necessary, her claws leaving deep enough scratch marks in the control surface that it would need to be replaced. This had Taliesin’s fingerprints all over it. The infiltration was too well-executed and thought out to be anyone else's plan. Only he would have the knowledge and experience to guide them through such a complex deception.

Turquine’s failure at the Lair, coming back to bite them already.

Too angry to sleep, Morgana crossed to her private bar. She selected a crystal decanter containing a deep red liquid. Her favorite blood wine. The stopper made a soft crystalline note as she removed it, a single tone of relaxation in a night that had quickly turned sour.

She had barely finished pouring when her comm chimed yet again.

"What?" she snarled, her patience finally exhausted.

"Your Majesty," General Strix said quickly, clearly recognizing the danger in her tone. “I’m sorry to bother you again.”

“Is this about Commander Yarax?” she asked wearily. “Did you contact me to ask for leniency as well?”

“Of course not, Your Majesty,” he replied. “I’ve already sent the order to Lieutenant Bask to see your orders carried out and replace Yarax as commander of Starbase Wrexler.”

“Then there’s nothing else for us to discuss. I’m trying to wind down so I can get some rest, General.”

“Again, I apologize, Your Majesty. However, if you’ll allow me. Well…”

“Spit it out, Strix.”

“Sir Lancelot commed into Central Command. He’s requesting to speak with you directly."

Morgana froze, the glass halfway to her lips. Now this was unexpected. "Put him through."

The ancient knight's image appeared, his lined features set in determination. Despite the century that had passed, she could still see traces of the warrior who had once fought at Arthur's side. His white hair caught the light like a crown of his own, and his mismatched eyes—one silver, one gold—held the weight of his years and experience.

"Morgana," he said, his voice carrying none of its usual hostility.

"Lancelot." She took a deliberate sip of her drink, savoring both its taste and his obvious discomfort. "To what do I owe this...unexpected pleasure? You aren’t the gloating type.”

“I’ve nothing to gloat about,” he answered.

“The Lair? Sir Turquine?”

“Means to an end. Despite what I’ve spent the last century believing, I have confirmation that Merlin didn’t betray Arthur as I suspected.” His words came out in a rush, as if he'd been holding them back. "Which means either I did, or you did something to make me do it. I need to know which, and why I can't remember."

Morgana stared at the old knight, hardly able to believe the conversation they were having. Finally, a low chuckle escaped her throat. "My, my. This must be eating you alive, to drive you to contact me directly." She settled into her chair, arranging her nightgown with casual grace. "The great Sir Lancelot, reduced to begging answers from his arch nemesis.”

"You were kind once," he said quietly. "Good, even."

Her amusement vanished. "I warned Arthur what would happen if he continued to deny the Draconite our rightful place at the head of the galaxy. My rightful place as his Queen and heir to the throne. He chose not to take me seriously."

“Arthur was already married to Guinevere. And as blood of his blood, not to mention a hybrid of another species entirely, you had no option as his queen and you know it.”

“He was the king. He could have changed the rules.” She shrugged. “But that’s all ancient history now. I solved the problem in the only way that could get Arthur’s attention.”

“Billions died.”

“There are billions more still thriving.”

“If you call being crushed beneath the claws of the Draconite thriving.”

“I do, actually. What do you really want, Lancelot? I know it wasn’t to reminisce for old times’ sake.”

“I don’t know what’s happened to me. Why I can’t remember betraying Arthur. But I believe you do.”

"Perhaps." She studied him over the rim of her glass, watching the emotions play across his features. "Though I fail to see why I would share that information with you.”

"Because you enjoy watching others suffer," Lancelot replied, his voice tight with barely contained desperation. "And what could cause me more pain than finally learning the truth?"

"An interesting argument." She took another sip, letting the silence stretch uncomfortably. “I’m not admitting to any specific knowledge. But it is possible I know something about your…predicament. On consideration, perhaps we could come to an arrangement."

His eyes narrowed dangerously. "I won't betray Excalibur again."

"Nothing so dramatic," she assured him, though her smile suggested otherwise. "Though I warn you, it won't be easy. Even for you."

"What do you want?"

"Patience, old enemy.” She leaned forward slightly, mouth slightly open to show her teeth. "Complete a simple task for me, and I'll tell you everything you want to know about that day. Every detail you've forgotten." Her voice dropped to a seductive whisper. "Including why you forgot in the first place."

She watched the conflict play across his features—the desperate need for answers warring with his hatred for her. The legendary knight who had fought at Arthur's side, now reduced to bargaining with his greatest enemy.

"What's the task?" he finally asked, each word seeming to cost him physically.

"All in good time," she purred. "I'll contact you with the details soon enough. For now, consider carefully how badly you want those answers." She paused for effect. "How many more sleepless nights you can endure, wondering if you truly betrayed everything you believed in."

Before he could respond, she terminated the connection. The silence that followed felt alive with possibility.

Alone once more, her mental torture of Lancelot helped Morgana finally relax. Despite Excalibur’s uncanny ability to evade capture, other pieces were falling into place better than she could have hoped. Turquine would soon be enhanced beyond anything Lancelot could match. And Lancelot himself? His desperate need for answers would drive him exactly where she most needed the aid of a man like him.

She lifted her glass in a mock toast to the empty room. "Sleep well, my enemies," she murmured. "While you still can."

Rising gracefully, she moved to her bed at last, settling into the soft center of the sunken bed, curling so that her head wrapped between her legs at the knees, as if she were a full dragon. While the events at the Lair had tested her in every way, she could go to sleep pleased with how the day would end. Tomorrow would bring new challenges and new opportunities.

But for now, even immortal queens needed their rest.

As she drifted off to sleep, her lips curved in a satisfied smile. Let them think they had won some small victory at the starbase. Soon enough, they would learn the true meaning of loss.

The last thing she saw before sleep claimed her was the golden beam from her palace, still piercing the night sky like a spear through the heart of the galaxy.

Her galaxy.

Forever.


CHAPTER 8


Pain.

That was Turquine's first sensation as consciousness returned. Not the agony of the transformation—that had faded to a dull burn coursing through his veins—but a different kind of pain. A hunger. A need for violence that consumed his thoughts with terrifying intensity.

He kept his eyes closed, analyzing this new feeling. The nanites flowing through him weren't just machines anymore. They felt alive. Aware. They enhanced every sensation, every nerve ending singing with potential energy that demanded release. He could feel them rebuilding him from the inside out, making him stronger, faster.

Deadlier.

Scents flooded his enhanced awareness. The sharp tang of antiseptic barely masked the lingering metallic odor of his own blood mixed with nanite solution. And fear. He could smell it radiating from the technicians monitoring his transformation. The complex cocktail of stress hormones and pheromones made his mouth water.

Especially from Griffol. The copper-scaled tech's terror was particularly potent. Sweet. Intoxicating.

Turquine had always enjoyed inspiring fear in others, but this was different. More intense. The nanites responded to it, urging him to act. To hunt. To kill.

He tested the reinforced restraints holding him to the medical platform. They felt absurdly fragile now, like paper chains trying to hold back a storm. He could break them easily. But not yet. First, he needed to understand exactly what he had become.

The nanites burned through him like liquid fire, but it wasn't an uncomfortable sensation. If anything, it felt right. Natural. As if his previous existence had been somehow muted or dulled, and only now was he experiencing the world as it truly was. Every breath brought new scents, new information. Every tiny sound carried meaning. Even the air pressure against his scales told stories his old senses could never have decoded.

But it was the hunger that truly consumed him. An overwhelming thirst for violence that made his previous bloodlust seem pale by comparison. The nanites demanded action, movement, combat. They yearned to test their capabilities against worthy opponents.

Against Lancelot.

The memory of their last encounter sent fresh fire through his veins. He remembered the ancient knight's blade slicing through his defenses, remembered the humiliation of defeat. His claws flexed unconsciously, scoring deep gouges in the platform beneath him. This time would be different. This time he would prove himself worthy of Morgana's faith. This time...

"Sir Turquine?"

Griffol's voice carried barely controlled fear. Turquine savored it, letting the tech's terror wash over him. He could hear the rapid flutter of Griffol's heart, smell the cold sweat beading on his scales.

"Please remain calm while we verify stable integration."

Calm? How could he be calm when every nerve ending crackled with untested power? When the nanites sang songs of violence in his blood? When such delicious fear saturated the air around him?

Turquine opened his eyes.

The world moved in slow motion, as if reality itself had shifted to accommodate his enhanced perceptions. He could track the individual droplets of nanite solution falling from the tubes, see the subtle patterns of energy flowing through the containment field that separated him from the main laboratory. Through the shimmering barrier, Griffol's copper scales had dulled with exhaustion, but Turquine could see every minute shift in color that betrayed the tech's growing terror.

"The integration process appears complete," Griffol continued, trying to keep his voice steady as he consulted his tablet. "But we need to run final diagnostics before⁠—"

The hunger surged through Turquine at the word before. He was done with waiting. Done with tests. The nanites screamed for action, and he could no longer resist their call.

The reinforced restraints shattered like glass as he surged upright, sending fragments of metal bouncing off the energy curtain. Sensor leads tore free from his scales in a shower of sparks. The monitoring equipment shrieked in electronic protest, their alarms painfully loud to his enhanced hearing.

He barely noticed the cacophony as he rolled off the platform onto his feet. The movement felt impossibly smooth, his muscles responding with precision that bordered on precognition. Even that simple motion sent waves of pleasure through him. Such power. Such potential.

"Sir, please!" Griffol's voice cracked with panic as he stumbled backward from the curtain. "The nanites are still stabilizing! We need to ensure you maintain proper control before⁠—"

"I am in control," Turquine growled, though the fire in his blood screamed otherwise. Each word carried the promise of violence to come. He could smell Griffol's fear spike at his tone, sending fresh fire racing through his veins.

The technician clutched his tablet against his chest like a shield. Pathetic. As if such a flimsy barrier could protect him from what Turquine had become.

"The new nanites are more dynamic than your previous strain," Griffol pressed, his scales shifting to an even paler shade of copper. "They have looser control parameters, and could override rational thought if not properly regulated. Please, just let us complete the verification protocols. Her Majesty⁠—"

"Her Majesty," Turquine interrupted, stalking closer to the energy curtain, "wants me hunting Excalibur. Not wasting time with your tests." Each step felt like coiled lightning, power barely contained. He could sense the energy field's resistance even before touching it, could see the complex patterns of force designed to repel anything that tried to pass through.

"Y-yes, of course," Griffol stammered, backing away further. “But we need to be sure that⁠—”

"Let. Me. Out." Turquine infused each word with deadly promise. The nanites surged in response to his anger, heightening every sensation. He could hear Griffol's heart thundering in his chest and smell his genuine terror. The tech knew, on some primal level, that he was no longer dealing with just another enhanced warrior. Turquine had become something else.

Something more.

"I will, sir. I swear it." Griffol's voice shook. "But first you need to demonstrate calm. Show me you can master these new impulses. Please, sir. Just a few minutes of monitoring. That's all I ask. Then you can return to Visceral. Your new crew is already assembled and waiting."

The mention of his ship caused Turquine to pause, considering. Yes, he had a mission to complete. Excalibur still eluded him. The memory of his failure at the Lair burned almost as hot as the nanites in his blood. But now, with these increased capabilities, he would prove himself worthy of Morgana's faith. He would bring her the legendary vessel and Lancelot's head as a trophy.

His arm shot through the energy curtain faster than eyes could track. The barrier's resistance felt like fire against his scales, trying desperately to repel the intrusion, slowly searing through his arm. He ignored the pain, his strength proving greater than the containment field's design specifications. His claws closed around Griffol's throat before the technician could even process what was happening.

The tablet clattered to the floor as Turquine lifted him off his feet. Through his grip, he could feel every terrified pulse of blood through Griffol's arteries. He could sense the desperate flutter of the smaller Draconite's heart. The nanites surged in response to the violence, demanding more. Wanting him to squeeze. To feel bones crack beneath his grasp.

"Sir... please..." Griffol choked out, fumbling desperately at his belt for the curtain controls.

"I am in control," Turquine said softly, savoring each sensation. The energy field continued trying to sever his arm, but his accelerated healing fought against the damage. It was a fascinating game of destruction and regeneration. "Now turn it off."

The technician's trembling fingers found the control panel. The curtain vanished with a dying hum. Turquine immediately released him, letting him collapse to the floor gasping for air. “See? Perfect control,” he growled.

He could have crushed Griffol's throat in an instant, but he had chosen not to. The nanites might hunger for violence, but he would decide when and how to feed that hunger.

"Y-yes, sir," Griffol wheezed, struggling to his feet. “Her Majesty wants you to resume the hunt for Excalibur as soon as possible. Your new crew has been specially selected to match your profile. They await you aboard Visceral and⁠—"

Turquine's claws closed around his throat once more, cutting off his words. He lifted the struggling technician until their eyes were level, admiring how the fear had transformed to absolute terror. He could smell death approaching—that unique cocktail of hormones released when prey knew its end was near.

"One final lesson," he said softly, watching the light fade from Griffol's eyes. "Never tell me no."

The crack of the technician's neck breaking sent a shiver of pleasure through him. The nanites sang in his blood, satisfied with this small taste of violence. Turquine let the body fall, stepping over it without a second glance. He had a ship to reclaim, a crew to meet, and prey to hunt.

And now, he had the power to ensure his success.

His scales caught the harsh laboratory lighting as he strode from the chamber, still gleaming with residual nanite solution. Behind him, alarms continued to shriek their electronic protest, but he barely heard them. His senses were already reaching outward, tasting the air, analyzing his surroundings.

Everything felt new. Different. Better.

A smile curved his scaled lips as he walked. Soon, Lancelot would learn what true strength meant. Soon, Excalibur would be his. Soon, the hunt would begin anew.

And this time, nothing would stop him.


CHAPTER 9


Tension crackled through Excalibur's flight deck like static electricity before a storm. Thomas sat in his command pod, the neural gel embracing him with its familiar chill as he tried unsuccessfully to still the rapid beating of his heart. Through their shared connection, he could sense Burl and Tivan's anxiety mixing with his own, their merged consciousness rippling with shared concern.

"Are you absolutely certain about this course of action?" Merlin's GOLEM asked.

“It’s a little late for second thoughts,” Thomas replied with more certainty than he felt.

"We're about to fly straight into the heart of an imminent Draconite planetary assault. Even with the element of surprise, our chances of success are..." Merlin paused. Calculating the odds would only make things worse.

"I'm well aware our chances aren’t good. But no, I haven’t changed my mind," Thomas replied honestly, appreciating that Merlin wasn't trying to sugarcoat the situation. ”Those resistance fighters don't know they've been betrayed. If we don't warn them, they'll all die. I'm not sure I could live with myself if we did nothing."

"And if we fail, we'll die right along with them," Amren pointed out from his observation seat. "The Draconite won't send a small force for this. They'll bring overwhelming numbers to ensure total victory. We’ll be massively outgunned."

"Then we better not fail," Thomas said, still trying to project more confidence than he felt.

Sitting between Amren and Taliesin, Sir Orvix listened carefully to their discussion. Although his expression was unreadable, the massive Draconite's claws flexed anxiously against his palms.

Thomas wondered if he was having doubts of his own. "Sir, Orvix, are you okay?”

"I do share Merlin's concerns about our readiness for this engagement,” the knight replied. “We’re still learning to work together as a crew. To face such odds so soon..."

"Whether we're ready or not doesn't matter," Thomas replied. "Time's up. Every second we debate this is another second closer to the rebels’ deaths." He took a deep breath. “I’m initiating the wormhole formation."

The familiar sensations of the wormhole generator’s activation filled Thomas' awareness through the neural interface. He pushed aside his doubts, focusing on the task at hand. They had to try. The alternative was unthinkable.

“The spatial distortion is complete,” Burl reported, his consciousness tight with focus. “The wormhole is...stable. I think. It feels different somehow.

Thomas sensed it too. The portal from one side of the galaxy to the other felt more chaotic, as if space itself was resistant to being bent in such a way. “Merlin, what’s going on?”

"The coordinates are in a highly active region," Merlin explained. “Likely close to a black hole or supernova, and certainly chosen by the resistance precisely because wormhole formation is more challenging. The system is compensating as much as possible, but the transition may be rougher than usual."

"Wonderful," Thomas muttered. “Tal, is there anything you can do about it, engineering-wise?”

“Not immediately, I’m afraid,” Taliesin replied.

“Then I guess we’re going in hard. Everyone ready?"

“As we'll ever be,” Burl replied.

"Coordinates locked," Merlin announced. "Though I feel compelled to point out one final time that this course of action carries significant risk."

"Noted," Thomas said. "Here we go."

He sent them surging forward into the breach. The transition hit them like a physical blow, reality twisting around them in ways that set Thomas's teeth on edge. Through their shared awareness, he could feel Burl and Tivan's discomfort as well. But they held together, maintaining their focus. Outside the pods, the entire flight deck shook and shuddered as if they were an aircraft in heavy turbulence. Thankfully, the disruption only lasted a few seconds, though it was more than enough to leave them all disoriented on emergence.

The wormhole collapsed behind them, the stability lost as a wave of what the sensors registered as dark matter crashed through space where it had been. A second earlier, and they would have been crushed in the middle of the transit.

"By the stars, Tivan breathed, his mental voice carrying equal parts awe and horror. "Look at that planet. It's like a frozen hell.”

Thomas couldn’t take his eyes off the main planet on the sensor display. A massive white giant of a world, its surface was a wasteland of ice and snow, with mountain ranges that looked like the jagged teeth of some ancient beast trying to bite its way through the frozen crust. Perpetual storms raged across the hemisphere, their sensors detecting wind speeds that would tear an unprotected human apart in seconds. Absolutely nothing about the initial readings suggested a ship could even land there, never mind anyone actually living on the surface.

“I'm not detecting any signs of habitation,” Burl reported, confirming Thomas’ initial reaction as he processed the sensor data. “No energy signatures, no structures, nothing but ice and storms. Are we sure about these coordinates?”

“They’re the coordinates sent by the Fourth Assault Flight,” Taliesin replied.

"The rebels have to be here somewhere," Thomas said, returning their discussion to encompass everyone as he extended their sensor sweep to maximum range. The amount of data flooding through the neural interface was almost overwhelming, but he focused on processing it methodically. “The Draconite wouldn't send forces to attack an empty planet."

"Unless they received false intelligence," Tivan suggested. "It wouldn't be the first time spies have provided misleading information. Especially if the rebels captured them and forced them to send bad intel.”

“I hope that’s the case,” Thomas said. “If there really is nothing here and the Draconite show up, we can beat a hasty retreat and nobody has to die.”

“And then what?” Burl asked. “We didn’t get any additional information out of the starbase.”

“One thing at a time,” Thomas insisted. “I’m not convinced they aren’t here.” Something about the planet's brutal environment nagged at him. “I mean, what better place to hide than somewhere no one would think to look? Somewhere so inhospitable that regular scans would assume it's uninhabited?"

He opened a wide-band communication channel with no encryption. "This is the starship Excalibur calling any resistance forces within range of this transmission. Please respond."

Silence answered him. He repeated the message, with the same result. A few more tries yielded nothing.

“The storms may be blocking the transmission from reaching the surface,” Merlin suggested. “I advise adjusting the signal strength.”

“Good idea,” Thomas agreed, making the change. "This is Excalibur. We've come to warn you. There's a spy in your midst. Draconite forces are inbound to your location. Please respond."

More silence. Through their neural link, Thomas could feel Burl and Tivan's growing uncertainty. What if they were wrong? What if they'd risked everything for nothing?

Thomas was about to adjust the signal strength again when a burst of static rippled through his mind, resolving slowly into what might have been words. The transmission was garbled with interference, making it almost impossible to understand.

"Merlin, can you clean that up?" Thomas asked.

"Working on it," the adviser replied. The static gradually cleared, revealing a voice filled with equal parts authority and suspicion. Thomas passed it through to the flight deck speakers.

"Identify yourself immediately," the voice demanded. The interference still made it sound distorted, but the words were clear enough now. "How did you obtain these coordinates?"

"My name is Thomas Drake, captain of Excalibur," he replied carefully. "We intercepted Draconite communications about your location. They're sending the Fourth and Seventh Assault Flights to wipe you out."

A long pause followed. When the voice returned, the suspicion had deepened considerably. "Do you think we're foolish enough to fall for such an obvious deception? Excalibur was lost centuries ago."

"It's not a trick," Thomas insisted, frustration creeping into his voice. "This really is Excalibur. We have Merlin with us. He can⁠—"

"Anyone can claim to be Merlin," the voice cut him off harshly.

“Merlin, what should we do?” Thomas hoped the adviser or someone else in the crew might have an idea. “How can we convince them we are who we say we are?”

“I’m not sure, my boy,” he replied. “I’m considering options.”

“You should create a starburst,” Taliesin said, as if the answer should have been obvious.

“What do you mean?” Thomas asked.

“Of course,” Merlin said. “I should have thought of that.”

“What’s a starburst?” Thomas asked again.

“It’s a relatively useless maneuver that Arthur came up with,” the engineer replied. “A show of Excalibur’s power and advanced utilization of magic and technology. It’s trivial for a full complement of knights, but will be more challenging for just the three of you. However, I believe you can do it.”

“How does it work?”

“You need to focus on the energy that surrounds the hull. Gather it, and then channel it out at full strength in all directions at once. It will create a tremendously bright light, but only for a few seconds. Like a bursting star. No other ship in the galaxy can do it.”

“It sounds incredible,” Thomas admitted.

“My boy, you should know,” Merlin said. “The power requirements are significant, and the level of control needed is advanced. You've grown significantly in your abilities, but if you fail…”

"What happens if we fail?"

"Best case? Nothing. Worst case? We overload several key systems and leave ourselves vulnerable when the Draconite arrive."

"That's reassuring," Thomas muttered. But what choice did they have? He unmuted the comms channel. “Rebel forces, are you familiar with Excalibur’s starburst?”

“I grew up hearing stories of Excalibur’s power and majesty,” the voice replied. “I know of the starburst.”

“Can you see it through all the storms down there?”

The voice chuckled. “Who says we’re anywhere near where you are?”

“It doesn’t help to trigger a starburst if you can’t see it.”

“If you do it, we will know.”

Thomas reached deeper into his connection with the ship, feeling the energy coursing through its systems. He had controlled the energy before, sending out bursts of it as an energy weapon, but to gather it all to emit in every direction at once would be like trying to cup a river in his hands.

They had to try.

Having Burl and Tivan merged with him helped. Guiding their joined consciousness, he began collecting the energy, increasing its output and holding it ever-tighter to the hull. Within seconds, he began to feel the strain, as sensor data and other information tried to overwhelm his limited bandwidth. He forced it out, using mind-calming techniques Lancelot had tried to teach them to help them focus in combat. He nearly lost his grip then, his mind slipping to thoughts of Lancelot’s departure, wondering where he might be now.

He recovered quickly, before the energy could escape. He could sense his mind fatiguing from the effort. But he didn’t relent. Couldn’t relent. Too many lives were at stake.

The power built within Excalibur's systems, threatening to escape their control. Through their neural link, Thomas could feel Burl and Tivan struggling to help contain and direct it. Their merged consciousness vibrated with the effort, like a string pulled too tight and about to snap.

"Thomas," Burl's mental voice carried clear warning. "I'm not sure how much longer we can hold this."

"Just...a few more seconds," Thomas replied, his own thoughts strained. The energy was fighting them now, trying to break free of their guidance. If they lost control at this point...

“Thomas, systems are beginning to overload,” Merlin warned.

It didn’t matter. He was committed. Either they would pull this off, or they would be sitting ducks when the Draconite arrived. He held the energy fast, making sure he had every last atom.

“Now!” he finally commanded. He released his rigid control, but instead of letting the power dissipate, he guided it. Like a conductor leading an orchestra, he directed the energy to flow outward from the hull. The effect was like a star going nova in miniature, sending lances of brilliant blue radiance exploding outward from Excalibur in all directions.

For several breathtaking seconds, they lit up space around them with pure energy. The display was beautiful and terrifying—raw power turned into artistry—all at once. Thomas could sense Burl and Tivan's amazement mixing with his own.

Then it was over. The energy faded, leaving them drained but intact. For a moment, silence filled their comms. Then the voice returned, all suspicion replaced by reverence and awe.

“I heard the rumors, but I didn’t dare believe it. Another Draconite trick, I was sure. But it really is you, isn’t it? Excalibur has returned to us."

"Yes," Thomas replied, forcing himself to focus past his exhaustion. His hands trembled slightly in the neural gel. "Now please, if you are on the planet, you need to evacuate immediately.”

“Of course. Standby.” The comms link went silent.

Thomas used the opportunity to check the ship for damage. Thankfully, he had released the energy just in time, preventing overloads that would have left them dead in space. Of course, using all of their energy left them currently without weapons or shields while the power regenerated.

“Let’s hope our luck holds out,” Burl said.

Thomas expected the comment and fate to summon the Draconite, but the sensors remained clear. They still had a chance.

“Excalibur,” the voice said, returning to the comms. “My name is Gareth, grandson of the mighty Sir Gareth who fought alongside Arthur himself.”

“Sir Gareth,” Merlin said. “That explains a lot about the rebels’ success.”

“It’s good to meet you. I’m Thomas Drake. I’m the ship’s commander. If you’re related to Sir Gareth, perhaps you’re familiar with Taliesin or Sir Orvix? They’re both onboard. Or maybe Sir Bedivere? His son, Amren, is also with me.”

“Taliesin? Of course, I know of him. And of Bedivere as well. Sir Orvix is unfamiliar to me.” He paused long enough that Thomas was sure he was speaking to someone else. “My people are preparing for emergency departure. The timing is unfortunate, as the storms are worse than usual and will make the launches difficult.”

“Well, you need to get out of there asap. I don’t know when the Draconite will arrive, but they’re on their way. How many people are with you?”

“Two thousand, on ten ships,” he answered.

“There’s a spy among you. They gave your position to the Draconite.”

“So it seems. I’ve had my most trusted people round up the newcomers. They won’t have a chance to betray us again.”

“How long do you need to launch?”

“A few minutes. Ten at most. We’re warming the engines as we speak.”

Thomas sensed the shift in the sensors a split-second before Burl’s mental voice informed him.

"Multiple wormholes forming!" Burl said. His consciousness was sharp with alarm as he processed the sensor data. "I'm detecting two dozen distortions. No... wait... twenty-eight distinct signatures!"

Thomas swallowed hard. “Gareth, you’re out of time. The Draconite are here.”


CHAPTER 10


“Shit! How long until they get here?” Thomas asked, forcing himself not to panic. Twenty-eight Draconite warships, against Excalibur and ten rebel vessels, the condition of which he couldn’t even begin to guess. He wasn’t even sure they were armed, not that it mattered. The only good news was that they didn’t have to win a fight here and now. They just had to escape intact.

“Ten seconds,” Burl replied. “They're emerging through their wormholes in a spread pattern, trying to cut off all escape vectors."

"It's too many," Amren said grimly. "Even for Excalibur."

"Gareth," Thomas called out, pushing down his own fear. "You need to move now! They're already here!"

"We're mobilizing as quickly as we can,” Gareth replied. “There’s an issue with the bay doors. You need to stall them as long as possible. Please!”

Struggling to hold his panic back, he remembered Lancelot’s training and made sure to keep breathing. He could almost hear the knight’s calm voice telling him to control the moment, not project into the future. The moment was all that mattered. “Tivan, focus on sensors. Burl, weapons and shields. I’ll handle the flying.” He felt their confirmation through the interface.

“One of the wormholes just collapsed!” Tivan reported excitedly a moment later. “I’m picking up another particle wave.”

Thomas didn’t want to get his hopes up. But would the nature of this region of space save them?

“Another collapse,” Tivan said.

Thomas shifted his attention to the sensor data, cautiously optimistic.

His hopes faded as the first Draconite warship emerged from its wormhole intact. More ships began appearing, their weapons already charging as they vectored toward the planet. Only two had failed to emerge.

So much for hoping they’d each exit slowly enough to get caught in a wormhole collapse.

"Thomas." Merlin's GOLEM interrupted the discussion.. "Perhaps we should⁠—"

"We're not running," Thomas said firmly.

"Draconite vessels entering firing range in forty-five seconds," Burl reported. "Multiple target locks detected."

Thomas took a deep breath, settling deeper into his connection with Excalibur. They were outnumbered and outgunned. But they had something the Draconite didn’t, a reason to fight beyond blind obedience.

And maybe, just maybe, that would be enough.

"Time to show them what Excalibur can really do," he said grimly. "Burl? Tivan?” Through their neural link, he could feel them each align their consciousness with his, preparing for battle. “You ready?”

“Ready," they replied in unison.

The first volley of Draconite weapons fire lit up space like a meteor shower. As the light from the brilliant red beams reflected off the ship's hull, Thomas threw the ship into a series of desperate evasive maneuvers. His merged consciousness with the ship allowed him to sense the incoming beams almost before they were launched, letting him anticipate and react with inhuman speed.

He could feel Burl's focus as his friend directed power through Excalibur's systems, strengthening shields where needed while keeping their weapons primed. Tivan's consciousness remained sharp and alert, processing the flood of sensor data that would let them know the moment the situation changed.

"This isn't good," Tivan’s mental voice carried clear concern, "They're deploying in a standard containment pattern. Trying to cut off all escape vectors."

"Let them try," Thomas replied, though his anxiety rippled through their shared awareness. He pushed Excalibur into a tight spiral, threading the ship between overlapping streams of energy beams. The maneuver bought them precious seconds as the Draconite warships adjusted their firing solutions.

A corvette suddenly surged forward to directly engage them, its weapons blazing. The smaller ship was fast and agile, its captain clearly skilled. As energy bolts filled space around them, Thomas snap-rolled, bringing Excalibur around in an arc that put them on the corvette's tail.

"Now!" he called out mentally to Burl.

Their weapons responded instantly, brilliant blue energy lancing out to strike the corvette's engines. The ship's shields flared like a dying star, desperately trying to absorb the power of their attack. Burl didn’t hold back, pouring everything into the strike. The corvette's shields collapsed under the assault, allowing their follow-up beams to tear through its hull. Secondary explosions rippled along its length as it tumbled out of control.

"Good shot," Amren commented, watching the scene unfold in the central projection.

“Multiple ships advancing from sector three," Tivan reported, his consciousness tight with focus. "They're coordinating their movements. Trying to force us away from the planet."

Thomas opened the comm channel to the surface. "Gareth! What's the status of those bay doors? There’s too many of them! We can't hold them off forever!"

"We’re working as fast as we can," Gareth replied, his voice strained. "The mechanisms aren’t frozen; they were sabotaged. Just a few more minutes!"

"You don't have a few more minutes," Thomas declared. “Can you blow them?”

“No! The charge we’d need to take them out would bring tons of rock and ice down on us.”

“Damn,” he muttered, keeping that note of despair off the channel. “Just hurry, Gareth.” He could sense the Draconite ships tightening their net, methodically cutting off potential escape routes while maintaining constant pressure.

Another corvette vectored in from their starboard side, its captain apparently eager to avenge his sister ship. Thomas had to break off his planned attack run, throwing them into a dive that carried them beneath the new threat. Their hull vibrated as enemy fire scraped across the shields, the impacts sending feedback through their neural interface like a series of punches to his ribs.

Burl retaliated immediately, their weapons catching the corvette's ventral surface. The ship's shields held, but Thomas could sense the damage they'd inflicted. If they could just get in closer for another shot...

"Thomas," Tivan's mental voice carried fresh urgency. "Dropships launching from multiple vessels. They're heading for the surface."

"How many?"

"At least twelve that I can detect through all this interference. More probably launching as we speak."

Thomas swore under his breath. He wanted to pursue the dropships, but the corvette was still on them, its weapons tracking their every movement. He jinked hard to port, then starboard, maintaining an erratic pattern that made them difficult to target effectively.

"More capital ships moving to support positions," Tivan added. "Three minutes until they complete their blockade formation. We're about to be boxed in."

"They're herding us," Amren observed. "Drawing us away from the planet while their dropships move in to hit the rebels before they can launch.”

Thomas' mind raced as he processed their tactical situation. They were badly outnumbered, and the Draconite weren't giving them any room to maneuver. But maybe he could use that to their advantage. The Draconite relied heavily on coordinated tactics, which meant they would expect him to react in certain ways. To run when pressed, to seek open space when threatened.

So he did the opposite.

He suddenly reversed course, driving straight for the corvette that had been pursuing them. The move caught the Draconite ship completely by surprise, its weapons fire going wide as Thomas closed the distance. At the last possible moment, he rolled Excalibur onto her side, scraping past the corvette with mere meters to spare.

Burl didn’t waste the opportunity. Their weapons struck home at point-blank range, burning through shields and armor to reach vital systems. The corvette's lights flickered and died as catastrophic explosions spread through its frame.

Thomas had no time to celebrate. A massive destroyer bore down on them, its heavy weapons tracking their position. Energy gathered along the monster’s length as it prepared to unleash a devastating barrage.

"Here we go," Thomas warned his neural-linked companions. He threw them into another series of evasive maneuvers, staying as close to the destroyer's hull as he dared, preventing the massive ship from firing on them with any kind of spot on aim.

"More company!" Tivan called out. "Multiple starfighter launches detected. Looks like at least three full squadrons."

Thomas caught glimpses of the smaller craft through their sensors as they streaked past, their sleek forms dark against the stars. Fast and agile, they moved to cut off potential escape routes. Through their neural link, Thomas could sense Burl and Tivan's shared concern. A single fighter wasn't much of a threat, but three squadrons working together was another matter entirely.

"Excalibur!" Gareth's voice crackled through the comms, tension evident in every word. "The bay doors are almost repaired. But those dropships...they’ve nearly reached the surface. If they breach our defenses before we can launch..."

"We see them," Thomas replied. The Draconite assault craft were already entering the planet's atmosphere, their hulls glowing as they began their descent. He wanted desperately to pursue them, but the fighters pressed their attack, forcing him to focus on Excalibur’s immediate survival.

A plasma bolt from one of the warships caught their stern, the entire ship shuddering from the impact. Its force sent feedback through their neural interface like a spike of ice being driven into Thomas' skull. He responded by rolling them through a half-loop that brought them face-to-face with the attacking starfighters. Burl's energy beam caught the lead fighter dead center. The small craft simply ceased to exist, vaporized by the power of a single energy bolt.

The other fighters scattered, breaking formation to avoid sharing their wingman’s fate, and Thomas pounced on the opportunity they gave him. He pushed Excalibur into a tight spiral, its flight path well inside the fighters' turning radius. Two more fighters fell prey to Burl’s weapons before the enemy squadrons could regroup.

"Thomas." Merlin caught his attention. "The rebels need covering fire to launch safely. We should break off and assist them."

Thomas gritted his teeth. He knew Merlin was right, but leaving now felt like admitting defeat. Still, they couldn't save anyone if they got themselves killed trying to take on the entire Draconite fleet.

"One last run," he said, both to himself and his neural-linked companions. He could feel their agreement through their shared consciousness—a blend of determination and controlled fear that perfectly matched his own emotions.

Thomas pushed their engines to maximum acceleration, charging straight for the nearest destroyer. Enemy fire filled space around them as every weapon that could target them opened up simultaneously. The barrage created a web of deadly energy, while the remaining fighters moved to cut off their escape routes.

What the enemy didn’t know was that the three men in Excalibur’s flight deck pods had spent hours training for this kind of situation. Their combined minds now sensed and reacted together at a level above what any single human was capable of. The flow of data through their neural interface guided their intricate fusion of movements with almost supernatural precision.

Excalibur responded to Thomas’ commands instantly. He wove through the barrage aimed at them, each adjustment perfect, each vector calculated to bring them closer to their target while presenting the smallest possible profile to enemy fire. Compared to his first efforts to set a simple vector, it was an unbelievable step forward. And still, Thomas could sense he was only scratching the surface of what the ship might be capable of with a full crew.

A fighter tried to intercept them, but Burl's targeting caught it with a glancing blow that sent it tumbling away. Another shot passed so close to their hull that Thomas could feel the heat through their sensors. But still they pressed forward, closing the distance.

"Watch that cruiser on our port side," Tivan warned. "They're moving to support the destroyer."

"Let them come," Thomas replied, his focus absolute. "Just be ready..."

They reached optimal firing range just as the destroyer began to bring its main batteries to bear. But Thomas had anticipated the move, rolling them inverted relative to the larger ship's orientation. The maneuver put them in the destroyer's blind spot for a crucial few seconds.

"Fire!" he commanded, and Burl didn't hesitate. A single, powerful energy beam slammed into the shields defending the destroyer's primary power core. At this range, with this level of energy, they didn’t stand a chance. Their attack burned straight through the massive ship's defenses, finding vital systems and tearing them apart.

The destroyer's lights flickered and died as catastrophic damage spread through its systems. Secondary explosions blossomed along its hull as power conduits overloaded. As if inhaling its last breath, it expanded and then deflated, the mighty vessel left drifting intact but neutralized.

“Yes!” Taliesin cried from his seat. “Well done!”

"Time to go!" Thomas announced, already vectoring them toward the planet. "Gareth, we're incoming to provide cover. Get those ships launched!”

"Acknowledged," Gareth replied. "Bay doors are repaired and beginning to open. We’re almost there.”

Thomas flew Excalibur straight down into the atmosphere, her hull blazing as they hit the upper layers at combat speed. The pursuing fighters broke off, unwilling to join them in the storms below.

Through their neural interface, Thomas could feel the growing turbulence as they plunged deeper into the planet's atmosphere. The storms were even more violent than the sensors had suggested, with wind speeds that would tear apart a lesser vessel. Lightning flashed around them, while streams of frozen particles hammered their hull.

"This is insane," Burl commented through their link. "How can anyone live down here?"

"The rebels must have found some way to shield themselves from the cold,” Tivan replied, his consciousness focused on trying to track the dropships through the interference. "There! Seven dropships detected! Preparing to land.”

"Not for long," Thomas replied, trusting in Excalibur's systems to protect them from the worst of the storm as he pushed them faster. Their sensors were struggling with the conditions, but the ship's magical components provided additional awareness that pure technology couldn't match. He could almost feel the currents in the air, letting him anticipate and adjust for the powerful wind shears that threatened to knock them off course.

“Burl, I’ll line them up, you knock them down.”

“Sounds good to me, boss.”

Burl carefully sighted in his first shot, leading the target to account for the storm's effects. Their weapons lanced out, blue energy cutting through the swirling snow and ice to strike one of the dropships. Its shields, already battered by the storm, couldn’t hold out. The Draconite vessel exploded in a brilliant flash, its wreckage quickly swallowed by the clouds.

They dove after the remaining dropships, the storm's fury masking their approach. Two more fell to their weapons before the others realized they were under attack. The surviving craft scattered, diving deeper into the maelstrom in an attempt to escape.

"Multiple energy signatures launching from the surface," Tivan announced suddenly. "The rebels are taking off!"

Thomas registered the ships through Excalibur’s sensors—sleek vessels of various designs, their engines glowing bright against the darkness—as they fought their way into the air. But his attention was drawn to a dark crevasse in the ice where Draconite soldiers in environmental armor were already advancing toward what had to be the entrance to the rebel base.

“We can't let them get inside," he said.

Immediately, Burl brought their weapons to bear. The soldiers never saw the attack coming. Energy beams swept across the ice, catching multiple groups of troops in the open. Environmental suits provided no protection against the level of power that hit them. Many of the Draconite warriors simply ceased to exist, vaporized in mid-step. The surviving soldiers scattered, trying to find cover among the ice formations, but Thomas wasn't about to give them the chance to regroup. He strafed their positions again and again, each pass leveling ice formations and leaving fewer enemies standing. Through breaks in the storm, he could see a few more rebel ships emerging from the crevasse, fighting their way up through the turbulence.

"Incoming!" Tivan warned. A late arriving dropship emerged from the clouds behind them, its weapons already firing. Thomas snap-rolled to avoid the attack, bringing them around to face the threat. Before they could respond, a brilliant energy beam from above caught the dropship's engines. Tumbling out of control, it crashed into the ice and exploded.

Thomas looked up to see a sword-shaped vessel diving through the storm. It was similar enough to Lancelot's ship that at first he thought the knight had tracked them here and had come to their aid. Then he realized the vessel was smaller and even more weathered than Arondight and shaped more like a rapier than a broadsword. It swung past them, close enough that he could make out battle damage and hasty repairs across its hull.

"Excalibur," Gareth's voice came through clear now that they were closer. "That's the last of our ships launching. Time to get out of here before the Draconite fleet decides to simply bombard the entire area from orbit."

"Agreed," Thomas replied, already angling Excalibur back toward space. The rebel ships formed up around her, their larger vessels shielding the smaller craft from the worst of the storm. Together, they began their ascent, fighting against wind and gravity to return to space where the Draconite fleet would be waiting for them.

And this time, they'd be ready for them.

As if reading his thoughts, Gareth spoke again: "I hope you have a plan for getting us past that blockade up there. I have to tell you, most of our ships aren't exactly in prime fighting condition."

Thomas didn’t have a particular plan. All he had was hope, his crew, and a powerful starship in Excalibur.

It would have to be enough.


CHAPTER 11


As they burst through the upper atmosphere toward space, Thomas sensed the tension rippling through the interface. The rebel ships formed a rough sphere behind Excalibur, their engines and superstructures straining against the atmospheric friction while Excalibur’s superior systems were better able to handle the brutal conditions. Through their shared awareness, he could feel Burl and Tivan's focus matching his own as they prepared for the coming battle.

"Multiple capital ships holding positions directly above us," Tivan reported through their link. "They've adjusted their formation to cut off all obvious escape vectors." His consciousness rippled with controlled anxiety as he processed the sensor data. “It…it looks like they picked up reinforcements,” he announced, dismayed. “A third assault flight, nearly forty ships, is waiting for us up there, plus support vessels and fighter squadrons."

"That's a lot of firepower," Burl commented, his thoughts tight with trepidation. "They really want to make sure we don't get away."

“They must have informed Central Command or the Queen that we were here,” Thomas said. "How many rebel ships made it out?"

“I count nine,” Tivan replied. “One must have failed to launch. The others are maintaining formation, but their shield strength varies significantly. Some of these ships have seen much more than their share of better days."

Thomas opened a channel to Gareth's vessel. "Any suggestions for getting through that blockade?"

"A few," Gareth replied, his ancient sword-ship sliding into formation beside Excalibur. Despite its weathered appearance, the vessel moved with deadly grace. "But none you're going to like. The Draconite have positioned destroyers to cover the standard escape routes. They're expecting us to try to slip past their flanks."

"So we do something they don't expect," Thomas guessed.

"Precisely. We go straight up the middle."

Through their neural link, Thomas could feel Burl and Tivan's shock at the suggestion. A head-on assault against superior numbers was virtual suicide.

"Those destroyers will tear us apart," Amren protested from his observation seat. "Even Excalibur can't take on that many ships at once."

"Not alone," Gareth countered. “But I’ve learned something from harassing the Draconite Navy over the years. Those capital ships’ targeting systems struggle to compensate for high velocity at close range. As long as we burn fast enough and cover one another, most of us should get through.”

“That doesn’t sound very promising,” Garant commented from his seat beside Kaelithan.

“We're not leaving without saving as many of these people as we can,” Thomas replied. “That's why we came."

As they broke through the last layers of atmosphere into space, the Draconite fleet hung above them like a web of metal and weaponry. Capital ships held position in a complex three-dimensional grid, while squadrons of fighters filled the gaps between them. The odds were overwhelming, but Thomas refused to let fear cloud his judgment.

"All ships, form up on Excalibur," Gareth commanded, his voice carrying the natural authority of a veteran commander. "Tighten your formation and follow our lead."

The rebel vessels complied, clustering around them in an arrowhead formation. Most showed signs of battle damage and hasty repairs, but their crews knew their business. They maintained perfect spacing despite the rapidly rising tension and the natural urge to break rank.

"Here they come," Tivan warned, his consciousness sharp with focus as he tracked multiple target locks. The Draconite fleet was already moving to engage, fighters diverting toward them while capital ships adjusted position to create overlapping fields of fire. "They're preparing to hit us with everything they've got."

"Wait for it," Thomas said, both to his neural-linked companions and the rebel ships. He pushed more power to their forward shields, feeling the energy build through their connection to Excalibur's systems. "Let them think they have us trapped."

Thomas anticipated the first volley of Draconite energy beams as they lit up space like a thousand suns. The devastating barrage lanced into them, turning the void into a killing field. Thomas sent Excalibur surging forward at maximum acceleration, their sudden burst of speed throwing off the enemy's targeting solutions. The rebel ships followed, staying tight in formation despite the withering fire.

“Burl, now!” Thomas commanded.

He didn't hesitate. Their weapons blazed, blue energy lancing out to strike the nearest destroyer. The massive ship's shields flared brilliantly but held, at least until the rebels joined the attack. Their additional beams and missiles hammered the same section, combining to punch through its hull. Resulting explosions vented atmosphere along its entire length.

Beside them, Gareth's sword-ship moved like quicksilver, its weapons finding weak points in enemy defenses. A Draconite cruiser fell to its attacks in short order, its defenses overwhelmed by the intentionally placed strikes. It was immediately obvious to Thomas that Gareth knew the Draconite ships well and exactly how to exploit their weaknesses.

"That's some impressive flying," Burl commented.

"Now we know how the rebels were able to strike and retreat like ghosts,” Thomas agreed, remembering the comments he had overheard on Caerlyon Station. "Stay focused, we've got company!"

Fighters vectored in, quickly swarming around them like angry insects, their weapons spitting death. Thomas was ready. He wove through their attacks with increasing skill, letting the incoming data from the neural interface guide his movements instead of fighting it. Where a human pilot would be overwhelmed by the sheer volume of threats, their merged consciousness simultaneously tracked and responded to multiple vectors.

"Rebel ship in trouble," Tivan reported suddenly. “Its shields are failing!"

Thomas spotted the clearly struggling vessel—an older, larger ship—through their sensors. A spread of missiles already tracked toward it, while the Draconite destroyer that fired them closed to finish the cruiser off.

"Not happening," Thomas growled. He rolled Excalibur into an attack position, their weapons already moving into line to fire. "Burl?"

"On it!"

Their energy beams caught the missiles before they could reach their target, detonating them safely away from the rebel ship. The destroyer tried to adjust its attack run, but Thomas was already moving to intercept. They dove between the massive vessel and its prey, their shields easily absorbing the attacks meant for the weaker ship.

The rebel ship responded immediately, its engines flaring as it made for a safer position, the other ships quickly adjusting to protect it. Thomas kept Excalibur close to the enemy destroyer while Burl hammered it. Finally, the destroyer broke off its attack, retreating before its shields failed entirely.

“Nice shooting," Gareth commented, his sword-ship sliding past them to finish off a particularly persistent Draconite starfighter. "But we need to push through before they can fully adjust their formation. They're already trying to tighten the net."

He was right. The Draconite capital ships were shifting position, trying to close the gaps in their defensive screen. If they didn't break through soon, they'd be caught in a killing zone with nowhere to run.

"Agreed. Time to punch through," Thomas announced. His heart thundered in his chest despite his attempt to project confidence. "Everyone give it everything you've got. This is our only chance!"

The rebel ships tightened formation around them, their engines blazing brilliant blue-white against the void as they prepared for one final push. The Draconite fleet loomed ahead, their ships arranged in an ever-tightening web designed to trap and destroy the resistance.

The seconds stretched. The calm before the storm. Excalibur’s sensors captured the entirety of the battlefield, allowing Thomas to instantly understand the position and vector of both friend and foe. Tense anticipation built within him, awaiting the moment when all hell would once more break loose

The moment arrived all too quickly.


CHAPTER 12


Space erupted in a fury of weapons fire as both sides simultaneously engaged. The Draconite fleet unleashed everything they had, filling the void with a deadly lattice of energy beams and missiles that trapped Thomas' breath in his throat. He threw Excalibur into a series of evasive maneuvers, their merged consciousness helping them to weave through the barrage.

"Sweet stars," Burl breathed through their link as a particularly massive beam passed close enough to make their shields flare. "I don't think I've ever seen this much firepower in one place."

The rebel ships followed in their wake, using Excalibur's superior defenses as cover while adding their own fire to the exchange.

"Draconite destroyer to port!” Tivan called out through their link, his consciousness spiking with alarm. "They're accelerating hard, trying to cut across our vector!"

Thomas saw it through their sensors—a massive vessel moving to block their advance—its weapons already charging. Before he could react, two rebel ships suddenly broke formation to engage it. Their combined fire hammered the destroyer’s shields, forcing it to adjust course.

"No!" Thomas called out as he realized what was about to happen. His stomach lurched as he saw the trap closing. "Get back in formation! Now!"

But it was too late.

A wing of Draconite starfighters swooped around from the far side of the destroyer, pouncing on the exposed ships like raptors. Their weapons tore through the rebel ships’ already weakened shields. One vessel simply exploded. Thomas doubted its crew even had time to scream. The other spun out of control, venting atmosphere from multiple hull breaches.

"Keep moving!" Gareth commanded over the comms, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. "We can't help them now. Don't let their sacrifice be in vain!"

Thomas gritted his teeth and pressed forward, knowing Gareth was right but hating the necessity of it. Through their neural interface, he could feel Burl and Tivan's shared anguish at leaving their allies behind. The sensation echoed his own guilt, amplified by their merged consciousness until he had to forcefully push it aside to maintain focus.

More Draconite ships moved to block them in, their weapons creating a deadly net of energy. Thomas pushed Excalibur's engines to the maximum, trusting in their superior systems to protect them. The rebel ships stayed close, though their formation was beginning to show signs of strain from the constant barrage.

"Another rebel ship is in trouble," Tivan reported, his consciousness tight with concern. "Their shields are failing.”

Thomas spotted the vessel through their sensors—an older corvette, its systems clearly overtaxed. Enemy fire was already starting to penetrate its weakening defenses.

"We can't lose any more ships," Thomas said, already calculating possible vectors to help. "Burl, can we⁠—"

"Thomas," Sir Orvix cut in from his observation seat, his voice carrying decades of combat experience. "If we slow down or alter course now, we'll lose our momentum. The enemy will tighten their formation and we'll never punch through."

Even as he spoke, a missile from a Draconite destroyer found the corvette’s vulnerable starboard side near the stern. A moment later, its stern section simply ceased to exist. Through their sensors, Thomas caught a glimpse of bodies ejecting into space from the open compartment before more explosions consumed what remained of the vessel.

“She’s gone," Tivan reported needlessly, his mental voice hollow.

"Three ships lost," Burl added quietly through their link. "We're running out of time."

He was right. The Draconite fleet was still tightening their formation, closing the gaps in their defensive screen. Each passing second reduced their chances of breaking through.

"Another wave of fighters incoming!" Tivan warned, his consciousness spiking with fresh alarm. "Multiple squadrons!"

The space around them filled with smaller craft, their weapons adding to the already overwhelming volume of fire. Thomas threw them into an elaborate series of defensive maneuvers, pushing Excalibur's systems to their limits. Through their neural link, he could feel the strain on Burl and Tivan as they worked to track and respond to the countless threats.

"Shields are losing power,” Burl reported. "We're taking more hits than I can handle."

"Just hold us together," Thomas replied, his focus absolute as he wove through the enemy formation. “We’re almost there.”

A shot from one of the enemy starfighters caught the engines of another rebel ship. The vessel began to tumble as its systems failed. More hits found their mark, tearing into the already damaged hull.

“They’re hit bad,” Tivan reported. “Hull temperature is rising quickly. I think their core is going critical!”

Instead of trying to continue on, the stricken vessel suddenly adjusted course with its remaining maneuvering thrusters. Thomas realized their intention just as Gareth's voice cut through the comms.

"Everyone break to starboard! Now!"

The dying vessel drove straight for the nearest Draconite destroyer, its remaining power diverted to engines. The destroyer's gunners tried desperately to destroy it before impact, but the rebel crew's sacrifice run was too perfectly aimed. The ships collided in a massive explosion as the corvette’s reactor detonated, the blast catching several nearby fighters as well. The explosion created a momentary gap in the Draconite formation as remaining ships scrambled to avoid the blast radius.

"Now!" Gareth commanded. "While they're reorganizing! This is our chance. Give it everything you've got!"

Thomas didn't hesitate. He pushed Excalibur straight for the gap created by the kamikaze attack, their weapons blazing at anything that tried to stop them. The remaining rebel ships followed, their own guns adding to the barrage.

"Multiple destroyers attempting to close the gap," Tivan reported, his consciousness razor-sharp with focus. "They're pushing their engines hard, trying to cut us off before we can get through."

"Targeting solutions locked," Burl added through their link. "But there are too many. I can't keep them all back!"

“Focus on shields,” Thomas replied. “We're not stopping.” He could feel the strain through their neural interface as they pushed Excalibur's systems to their absolute limits.

Space seemed to hold its breath for a moment as they entered the gap. A lone Draconite destroyer loomed directly ahead, its weapons already tracking them as fighters swarmed around them like angry insects. On the starboard flank, two more capital ships raced toward them.

"Shields are in bad shape, boss,” Burl reported. "We're not going to have much protection left if we make it through."

"When we make it through," Thomas corrected. He refused to consider failure an option. Not when they'd come so far. Not when so many had already died to get them here.

The destroyer ahead was growing larger by the second, filling their sensor view. Its weapons blazed, sending streams of energy toward them with what could be killing blows.

"All power to forward shields!" Thomas commanded. He could feel Burl instantly reacting through their link, the energy surging through Excalibur's systems like blood through veins.

"Here we go," Thomas muttered, more to himself than the others. Time seemed to slow as they reached the crucial moment.

The world exploded into chaos. Enemy fire hammered their forward shields from all sides as they threaded the needle between enemy fleets, the rebel ships right behind them.

Then suddenly they were through, the bulk of the Draconite fleet too far behind for their captains to even think about catching up. The stars ahead were clear and open, promising escape if they could just maintain their speed.

"We did it!" Burl exulted through their link, his consciousness bright with triumph and relief. "We actually did it!"

"Don't celebrate yet," Thomas cautioned, though he felt the same surge of cautious emotion. "We're not clear until we can make the jump to burst speed."

“Excalibur,” Gareth said. “I’m transmitting coordinates now. Burst and final wormhole destination. A secure backup facility we’ve kept ready for months.”

"Good. Let's get out of here before they can regroup,” Thomas replied. Shifting to the sensor data, he could see that five rebel ships remained, including Gareth’s sword-ship. None of them were in great shape, but at least they remained functional.

Still…how many people had they lost?

Through the sensors, he detected the rebel ships accelerating with them as they accelerated away from the battle. Enemy fire continued to chase them, but their increasing distance from the pursuing ships made both missiles and energy beams decreasingly accurate.

“Triggering burst,” he announced once they reached a safe distance to initiate it. Space distorted around them, and they were safely away.

Thomas could only wonder where they would end up.


CHAPTER 13


Sir Turquine paced Visceral’s bridge with barely contained agitation. The nanites coursed through his veins like molten steel, denying him rest, demanding action. He flexed his claws unconsciously, scoring shallow grooves in his palms that sealed instantly as the microscopic machines repaired the damage.

Days had passed since his transformation, and while the raw agony of the integration had faded, the constant burning need for violence remained. It was different—more primal, more demanding—than his original enhancement. At first, he had found their inaudible whispers intoxicating. Now, he wasn’t as sure. The nanites never truly let him rest, always whispering at the edges of his consciousness, urging him toward destruction. They gave him no relief. No ability to close his eyes and relax.

He hadn’t slept since he awoke, and while the nanites repaired him, removing the need to sleep to heal, it had been the only time he ever had a chance to escape from himself.

Still, he decided, it would be worth it to destroy Lancelot and prove his value to his Queen.

"Status report," he growled, his voice carrying a metallic rasp that hadn't been present before the enhancement. The sound still caught him off guard sometimes, a constant reminder of what he had become.

"Still no sign of Excalibur, my lord," reported Kesper from the helm.

"How long has it been since our last confirmed sighting?" Turquine demanded, continuing his restless circuit of the bridge.

Kesper checked his displays before answering. “Since the Lair, my lord. They've gone completely dark since then."

"Impossible," Turquine snarled. "A ship that size can't simply vanish. Someone must have seen something."

“My lord,” Cartigan said. “As you’re aware, their wizard can disguise⁠—”

“Have we become so pathetic that we can’t see through a simple magical glamour?” Turquine roared.

“It was Her Majesty’s decree to begin the elimination of magic usage across the realm,” Cartigan replied. “She only tolerates me because I’m in your service, my lord.”

Turquine smoldered at the response, but managed to keep his anger in check. Cartigan had saved his life at the Lair. He was the only one who hadn’t completely failed him. “I hate to question Her Majesty’s wisdom, but…” He trailed off. The nanites refused to let him speak poorly of his queen.

"The moment they show themselves—" Kesper began.

"The moment they show themselves, we must not fail again." Turquine's claws dug into the back of Kesper's chair, the metal creaking under his strength. "The Queen's patience is not infinite. And neither is mine.”

"Yes, my lord."

Turquine's gaze swept across his new Flayers, studying each in turn. Braxeth, his tactical officer, worked the weapons console. His dark green scales were marked with scars, the patterns telling stories of violence that had earned him his position. Beside him, Vorex monitored long-range sensors. A smaller blue Draconite, he had only one intact horn that rose high above his head, the other broken off in battle, damaged beyond repair.

At the engineering station, Lorteth coordinated the search patterns of their scout ships, his slender frame belying the predatory nature that had made him a Flayer.

At communications, Sarax maintained contact with their network of informants, his scaled features set in constant concentration. A red Draconite, where the others were apprehensive about Turquine’s intensity and anger, he had shown an unexpected delight.

All had been specially selected by General Strix to match Turquine's aggressive nature. But they had yet to prove themselves in actual combat. The thought made the nanites surge with irritation.

"My lord," Cartigan spoke up from his position near the rear of the bridge. "Perhaps I could attempt a tracking spell? Something to give us a general direction at least?"

Turquine started to dismiss the suggestion, but caught himself. The nanites made it harder to think strategically sometimes, pushing him toward immediate violence rather than careful planning. "What would you need?"

"Something of theirs. A piece of debris from our last encounter, a shred of their armor or blood from your sword, perhaps.”

“My sword was lost in the Lair,” Turquine replied, frustration building. “We have nothing to⁠—”

"My lord!" Sarax called out suddenly. “I’m picking up a communication from the Llanwyn Cluster. Excalibur was just spotted during an attack on a rebel base!"

Turquine spun toward the communications station, crossing the distance in two massive strides.

"Coordinates?" he demanded, looming over Sarax's station.

"Yes, my lord. The Fourth Assault Flight engaged them at these coordinates." Sarax's claws flew across his console. "Transmitting to navigation now."

"Finally," Turquine breathed. The nanites surged in anticipation, flooding his system with fresh waves of aggressive energy. "Kesper, set course immediately."

“I’m working on the calculations now, my lord," Kesper replied, his claws dancing across the controls. “It appears the region is known for instability, making stable wormhole formation more challenging."

“I want action,” Turquine growled, crossing to the pilot and looming behind him. “Not excuses.”

“I’m trying to compensate, my lord.” Kesper assured him, though his fear-scent had amplified.

The nanites roared in Turquine's blood, demanding immediate results. His vision clouded with red as he fought the overwhelming urge to rip Kesper's throat out for his incompetence. Only the memory of the pilot's years of faithful service stayed his hand.

“I’m having some difficulty with the calculations,” Kesper reported nervously, clearly aware of the danger. “This may take a few minutes to resolve.”

Turquine's claws dug into the back of Kesper's chair, the metal groaning ominously. "Work. Faster."

Kesper’s fear-scent increased. Turquine leaned in to breathe it in more deeply. One of his hands left the chair, reaching for his pilot’s neck. One squeeze, and Kesper’s head would practically pop from his neck. The blood would⁠—

"Got it!" Kesper announced before Turquine could finish the thought. "Wormhole forming now."

Through the viewport, space twisted as the portal took shape.

"Take us in," Turquine commanded. "Now."

"Yes, my Lord. Beginning transit."

Visceral plunged into the wormhole, the instability shaking the ship like it was in the hands of an angry child, or perhaps Turquine himself. He could smell the fear of the crew. If the wormhole collapsed, they would be crushed with it. But it wouldn’t dare collapse on him.

The ship shuddered violently as they pushed through the final barrier, emerging into normal space above a massive ice world, the wormhole immediately slamming shut behind them. Perpetual storms raged across its surface, while jagged mountain ranges thrust up through the frozen crust.

But there was no sign of Excalibur.

"Multiple Draconite vessels detected," Braxeth reported from tactical. “The Second, Fourth and Seventh Assault Wings are still in the vicinity. I’m also registering a wide debris field that includes destroyed Draconite ships.”

“I don’t care about any of that,” Turquine hissed. “I care about Excalibur.”

“There’s no sign of her, my lord.”

Turquine let out a primal scream of rage. “Get me the commander of the Fourth Assault Flight.”

“Yes, my lord,” Sarax replied. “Opening a channel.”

"Visceral, this is Commander Jarith of the Fourth Assault Flight." The commander's voice carried a mix of exhaustion and poorly concealed fear. “Sir Turquine, I…I wasn’t expecting you. I heard about the Lair, I hope⁠—”

"Silence!" Turquine roared, infuriated by the commander’s mention of the Lair. Of his failure. He was tempted to fly Visceral into the bridge of the commander’s ship to kill him for the utterance. “Excalibur was here, and you let them escape? You had overwhelming numbers and you still failed?"

"They fought like demons," Jarith protested. "And they had help from the rebels. We lost six vessels before⁠—"

"Excuses," Turquine snarled. "Nothing but pathetic excuses from an incompetent fool. The Queen will hear of this failure."

"My lord, please, if you'll just let me explain⁠—"

Turquine cut the transmission with a savage swipe that nearly shattered the control panel. The bridge crew tensed as he stood motionless, practically vibrating with barely contained fury.

"My lord?" Kesper ventured cautiously. "Should we begin a search pattern of the surrounding systems?"

The nanites surged at the suggestion of more delays, more failure. Without a word, Turquine stormed off the bridge. He needed to vent his rage before the microscopic machines drove him to murder his entire crew.

The first compartment he found became the target of his frenzy. He tore through bulkheads like paper, leaving twisted metal in his wake. Support beams crumpled in his grasp like dried twigs. Equipment shattered under his claws, sparks flying as delicate systems were reduced to scrap.

Each act of destruction sent fresh waves of pleasure through his system as the nanites reveled in the violence. He roared his frustration, the sound echoing through Visceral's corridors.

"Lord Turquine?" Cartigan's voice came hesitantly from the doorway. "Perhaps I could⁠—"

"Leave!" Turquine snarled without turning around, his claws buried deep in what had once been a backup life support unit. "Before I forget why I still need you alive."

The wizard retreated quickly, leaving Turquine alone with his rage. He continued his rampage until finally, surrounded by the wreckage of the compartment, he felt his fury begin to subside. The nanites still burned in his blood, but their demands had been temporarily sated.

He studied his hands, noting how quickly the cuts from torn metal had healed. The enhanced healing was useful, but sometimes he missed the lingering pain of injuries. It had helped ground him, reminding him of his mortality. Now he felt more machine than living being.

Taking a deep breath, he composed himself and returned to the bridge. His crew struggled not to recoil from his presence, their fear-scent intoxicating. The nanites sang with predatory satisfaction at their terror.

"Set up a search grid," he commanded, his voice deceptively calm. "Coordinate with Central Command. I want every ship in the sector looking for them."

"Yes, my lord," Sarax replied quickly. "I'll begin transmitting orders immediately."

"And send word to our informants," Turquine added as he settled into his command chair. "Double the bounty for any confirmed sighting of Excalibur. Triple it for information leading to their capture."

His crew scrambled to comply as he sat brooding. He would find them. And when he did, there would be no escape. The nanites pulsed eagerly at the thought of violence to come. Turquine smiled, showing teeth like polished daggers.

"The next time Excalibur is spotted," he said softly, "we will not be too late."


CHAPTER 14


Following a series of bursts designed to shake even the most ardent tail, Thomas felt the familiar disorientation as Excalibur emerged from its wormhole. As the tunnel in spacetime closed behind them, he exhaled his pent up tension, allowing himself to at last relax. Through the interface, he could sense Tivan and Burl doing the same.

“We’re finally here,” he announced. “Wherever here is. Everyone okay?"

"Define okay," Garant replied. "My stomach feels like it's still three systems back."

“All is well here,” Amren said. “Though I’m not eager to bounce around the galaxy like that again anytime soon.”

“A necessity, I’m afraid,” Merlin said, ”but I believe we should be safe here.”

Thomas smiled despite his own lingering discomfort. The rebel ships were emerging behind them, their wormholes spitting them out before closing up. He counted five vessels—half of what they'd started with—including Gareth's sword-ship. He wished he’d succeeded in saving them all.

Difficult as it felt, he knew that had been a long-shot at best.

He turned his attention to their surroundings. They'd exited the wormhole into a sparse field of tumbling asteroids, the rocks painted by the dim light of a distant star. Spinning slowly through the void, most were no larger than Excalibur, but one massive asteroid dominated the local space.

“Is that our destination?” Amren asked, indicating the massive asteroid. Its surface was cratered from countless impacts before it arrived in its current orbit, which he assumed was a long trip around that local star.

“It’s the only rock on sensors large enough to be considered solid ground,” Tivan replied. "Though I'm not seeing anything that looks like a base."

"That's rather the point, isn't it?" Kaelithan replied.

Thomas sensed an incoming transmission, and accepted it automatically, extending it through to the flight deck speakers.

"Excalibur," Gareth said, his voice weary with loss but clearly pleased to have escaped. "Welcome to Gryphon’s Roost. I know it isn’t much, but it’s better than being scattered among the stars.”

“I agree,” Thomas replied. “Though I’m sorry we couldn’t help more of your people make it here.”

“As am I.” Gareth paused. “If not for you, none of us would have survived that attack. We owe you a tremendous debt of gratitude.”

Warmth swept through Thomas. He had been focusing too much on his failures, instead of his successes. If only Vin could see him now. To see where fate had taken him, and what he had chosen to do with that opportunity. He knew the old Marine would be proud.

“You don’t owe us anything,” he answered. “Though we could use as much intel as you might be able to provide.”

“Of course. We’re on the same side. We’ll share everything we have.”

As they drew closer to the massive asteroid, Thomas began to spot signs of habitation that weren't immediately obvious from a distance. Several docking arms protruded from the rocky surface at irregular intervals, their metal surfaces dulled by exposure to space. Tiny lights winked in the shadows of deep craters, marking airlock and landing bay entrances.

"You're cleared for docking at arm three," Gareth continued. "The approach can be a bit tricky with the asteroid's rotation, but after seeing you fight, I'm sure that won't be a problem. I’ll be coming in right behind you.”

Thomas adjusted their course, compensating for the slowly spinning mass ahead. The structure grew larger in their view, its surface marked by patches of hasty repairs.

A sudden vibration shuddered through the arm as they approached. The lights along its length flickered briefly before stabilizing.

"Sorry about that," Gareth said quickly. "Power fluctuations. We're still working out some infrastructure issues."

"Some?" Burl commented privately through their link. "The whole place feels like it's held together by hope and good fortune.”

Thomas kept that observation to himself as he guided them in for docking. The arm's magnetic clamps engaged with a solid thunk that they felt through the hull. A flexible docking tube extended from the arm's airlock, reaching out to mate with the hatch in their hull.

Thomas started to disengage from his pod, but hesitated as another power fluctuation rippled through the docking arm. The vibration transmitted through their hull, making the deck plates hum beneath them.

"I don't like this," he said. "The whole station feels unstable."

“Their reactor is badly tuned,” Taliesin replied. “It’s repairable, though I don’t know if they have the necessary skillset.”

“Maybe you can help them.”

“I’ll offer my assistance if the opportunity presents itself.”

“Excalibur,” Gareth said. “I’ll meet you in the docking arm. It will be good to meet you all face-to-face.”

“Definitely,” Thomas agreed. “We’ll see you there.”

He exited his pod, the neural gel receding. After all the intense flying, emerging from the pod this time left him momentarily disconnected from his physical body, like his mind wasn't quite sure where his limbs ended. He took a few deep breaths, letting the sensation pass.

"Everyone ready?" he asked, looking around at his crew. They had all been through hell—the battle, the desperate escape, the loss of so many rebel lives—today, but they had survived, and that had to count for something.

They made their way through Excalibur's corridors to the cargo bay. Opening the hatch in the deck, Thomas descended the ladder into the docking tube, where he had to turn around to match the orientation of the arm and its attachment to the asteroid. The vibration from the station was more noticeable as he crossed the semi-rigid umbilical, a reminder not only of the likely jury-rigged systems that kept this place functioning, but also the nature of the fight against the Draconite. The rebels had been chased from one hellish landscape to another.

It made it hard for Thomas to consider a future free of Morgana’s tyranny, but he resolved himself not to give in to despair or to ever give up. Despite everything, he’d never felt so sure he’d finally found his place in the universe.

The airlock cycled with a hiss of equalizing pressure. As the inner door slid open, Thomas got his first look at Gareth in person. The rebel leader stood waiting with a small group, his tall frame lean but sturdy, like a blade that had been tested in combat but never broken. He was younger than Thomas expected, no more than ten years older than himself, though his sharp eyes held the wisdom of rapidly forced maturity as they studied each member of Thomas' crew.

"Captain Drake," he said, stepping forward with his hand extended. “Such an honor to meet you, and to thank you in person for what you did. If not for Excalibur…” He trailed off, the weight of what might have happened clear in his expression.

Thomas clasped his hand, noting the strength in Gareth's grip and the calluses that spoke of someone who'd done more than just give orders. "We're glad we could help. I just wish—" He paused, the memory of those lost ships still fresh. "I wish we could have saved more."

"The ones we lost knew the risks," Gareth replied, though Thomas caught the flash of pain in his eyes. "They died fighting for what they believed in. We'll honor their memory by continuing the struggle."

More rebels were emerging from the other ships now. Some approached to offer quiet thanks to Thomas and his crew. He noticed how several drew back uncertainly upon spotting Sir Orvix, their expressions shifting from gratitude to wariness.

The Draconite knight bore their reactions with dignity, but Thomas could see the subtle tension in his massive frame. Before he could address it, one of the braver rebels—a young woman with close-cropped blonde hair—stepped directly up to Sir Orvix.

"You fought for us," she said simply. "Against your own kind. Why?"

Orvix's answer came without hesitation. "They are not 'my kind.' My loyalty is to Arthur's dream of unity, not Morgana's tyranny. A dream worth dying for."

“We rescued Sir Orvix from the Lair,” Amren cut in. “He spent over fifty years as a prisoner of war, tortured by Morgana for his beliefs.”

“Did you say the Lair?” The woman studied the Draconite with newfound awe and respect. “I’m sorry for doubting you, Sir Orvix.” She took his clawed hand in both of hers to shake it.

He smiled back at her. “No harm done, young one,” he replied.

She turned to Thomas. "Thank you, all of you. We'd heard rumors that Excalibur had returned, but..." She gestured at the legendary vessel. "Seeing her in person..."

“Lanis,” Gareth said, putting a hand on her shoulder. "Help Kestry get the wounded to medical."

"Of course, sir." She offered them one last grateful smile before hurrying off.

"My crew," Thomas said, motioning to each in turn. “Sir Orvix, one of Arthur’s Avalonian Knights. Amren, son of Sir Bedivere. Kaelithan, our wizard. Burl, and the twins Tivan and Garant. And last but not least, Taliesin.” Thomas motioned to the humanoid GOLEM at the rear of the group. “And Merlin.”

"Bedivere's son?" Gareth's eyes lit with recognition. "Your father was a great man. I grew up hearing stories of his valor at Camlan, fighting alongside my grandfather until the end."

"Your grandfather?" Amren asked.

"The original Sir Gareth," he replied, a mix of pride and old pain in his voice. "He fell defending the retreat. Or so the stories say. There are many versions of what happened that day."

“He did,” Orvix confirmed. “I was there. He fought as bravely as any knight.”

“That was so long ago,” Gareth said. “I know Draconite have longer lifespans than Ursan, but⁠—”

“If you’re suggesting nanites, you would be wrong,” Orvix said. “I attribute it to my intense desire to see justice done.”

Gareth laughed. “We will be good friends, you and I,” he announced, turning to Taliesin. “And you. A legend in your own right. As is the great Merlin. Seeing you in person is more than I could have ever dreamed.”

“You can thank Sir Dragon for that,” Taliesin replied, pointing to Thomas. “I would still be in the Lair if not for him and his crew.”

“Amazing,” Gareth replied. “The Lair was always thought to be impenetrable.”

“Not anymore,” Thomas said, swelling slightly with pride.

“You’ll have to regale us with tales of your valor,” Gareth said. “I want to hear every detail.”

“I’m not much of a storyteller,” Thomas demurred.

“Don’t worry,” Taliesin said with a grin. “I am.”

Thomas turned as another man approached. Built like a bulldog, he was short and barrel-chested, with strong arms and a spread of dark hair tied back in a top-knot.

"This is my cousin and second-in-command, Lestain,” Gareth said, clapping a hand to his shoulder. “He’s been in Gryphon’s Roost for the last six months, getting this place up and running, such as it is."

"Speaking of which," Lestain said, "we should get you all inside before the next power cycle. The artificial gravity gets a bit unpredictable during the transitions."

As if to emphasize his point, the deck beneath them shuddered. Thomas staggered, catching himself with a hand to the bulkhead beside him as the gravity lessened and then stabilized.

"Does that happen often?" Kaelithan asked.

"Often enough," Lestain replied with a grimace. "We've got backup systems, but they're...temperamental. We started building this place as a worst case scenario. That worst case happened way too soon. Damn Morgana.” He spat on the deck. “Come on, I'll show you to the command center. Mind your step. Some of the corridor plating gets a bit loose from all the shifting."

They followed their hosts from the docking arm into the station proper. The interior was a maze of curved corridors carved directly into the asteroid's rock, their surfaces lined with panels of salvaged metal. Cables and conduits snaked along the walls and ceiling, some wrapped in protective sheathing, others exposed. The air carried a mix of recycled staleness and ozone, along with the constant underlying vibration that Thomas could feel in his bones.

"Your power systems need work," Taliesin commented, studying an exposed junction box as they passed. "I can help stabilize the main reactor, given some time."

“How would I get to sleep without the vibrations to rock me?” Lestain joked, drawing a chuckle from the others. “Any assistance would be appreciated," he continued more seriously. "We've done what we can with salvaged parts, but none of us are true engineers.”

They reached what appeared to be a primary junction, where multiple corridors converged, leading to a central compartment. Newly arrived rebels hurried past, many bearing signs of the recent battle in their haunted expressions, their determined bearing speaking volumes as to their bravery.

"The command center is just ahead," Gareth said. “We can talk there.”

He led them down the passageway and through a set of heavy blast doors. Like the rest of the base, it showed signs of hasty as well as improvised construction. Banks of mismatched displays lined the walls, their screens flickering occasionally as power fluctuated. Bundled cables snaked across the floor and ceiling, connecting salvaged equipment that hummed and clicked as it processed data. The air was noticeably warmer here, heated by all the electronics.

"Not exactly a proper CIC,” Gareth said with a wry smile. "But it serves our needs."

"We didn't think we'd ever really need it," Lestain added, moving to check a particularly noisy console. "This was meant to be a fallback position, somewhere to regroup if things went wrong. Which they obviously did."

"What happened to the potential spies?” Thomas asked. "The ones most likely to have betrayed your location?"

A shadow crossed Gareth's features. "They were being held on the Defiant. The ship that rammed the destroyer, and allowed us to escape.”

"I'm sorry," Thomas said quietly.

"Don't be. Captain Mira made her choice. She knew what was at stake and she died a hero.” Gareth's jaw tightened. “And good riddance to the spy.”

"The Draconite are getting better at infiltration," Lestain added. "More subtle. It's becoming harder to spot their agents before they can do real damage."

“They’ve spent so many years lying to the Ursan that some are beginning to believe them,” Gareth added. “They fight freely for Morgana, even when they can see the pain she causes everywhere they go.”

"How long have you been fighting the Draconite?” Amren asked.

“Myself? About fifteen years," Gareth replied. He settled into a chair that creaked under his weight. “But our group has been operating since Camlan, in one way or another. We’re accustomed to struggle.”

“As are our allies,” Lestain said. “There’s a whole network of resistance out there, though ours was the largest and most successful.” His face darkened. “Until today, I suppose.”

“Are you in contact with the other rebels?” Merlin asked. “We would be keen to unite them, if that’s at all possible.”

“With Excalibur, it might be possible,” Gareth answered. “We try to keep in touch, but of course, with everything passing through a Draconite-controlled nexus, it’s impossible to send regular communications.”

"That's why we rely on old-fashioned methods," Lestain said. "Dead drops, coded transmissions hidden in routine commercial traffic, that sort of thing. Slower, but harder to trace."

"Tell them about the shipping raids," a voice called from one of the monitoring stations. A young technician had turned to listen, her expression eager.

Gareth smiled slightly. "We've had some success disrupting their supply lines. The Draconite rely heavily on automated cargo ships—minimal crews, predictable routes. Easy targets if you know where to look."

"And how to look," Lestain added. "Their patrols seem random, but there are patterns if you study them long enough. We hit fast, take what we can carry, and vanish before they can respond."

“We heard rumors of your raids when we were on Caerlyon,” Thomas said. “They made it sound like you did more than steal supplies.”

Gareth laughed. “The Draconite have added escorts more recently. But Starlight is up to the task.”

“Starlight?”

“My ship. My father rebuilt her from the wreckage of my grandfather’s vessel. They don’t make them like that anymore.”

“The Draconite forbade it,” Lestain grumbled.

"The supplies help," Gareth continued, "but the real value is in showing people the Draconite aren't invincible. Every successful raid encourages more to resist."

"The problem is sustainability," Lestain said. "We can bloody their noses, cost them credits and resources, knock out some of their ships, but we can't hold territory. And now our bases aren’t even safe. Even if it takes another fifteen years, they’ll find this one eventually, too.”

"We've lasted this long by staying agile and striking targets of opportunity,” Gareth said. “But that's not enough anymore. The common folk are tired of Morgana's rule, tired of watching their worlds stripped of resources while the Draconite grow fatter. They really need something to believe in." His gaze fixed on Thomas. “And here you are.”

Thomas shifted uncomfortably under that intent stare. “We want to help, but we're still finding our footing. Excalibur needs a full flight crew, and right now there are only three of us able to hold a pod. And I'm not even from Avalon. I'm just trying to do what seems right."

“Not from Avalon?” Gareth asked with surprise. “Then where are you from? And how did you come to command Excalibur?” His tone was carefully neutral, but Thomas caught a sudden edge beneath it. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful but…you don’t deserve that ship.”

The command center fell silent, save for the clicking and humming of the machinery. A sharp tension filled the void while Thomas formulated his response.

"I'm from Earth," he replied, fighting to keep his own tone even. "A planet far from here. Excalibur was trapped there. I came across the ship by accident, but she found me worthy to be her captain."

"She chose you?" Gareth's eyebrows rose. His voice held no malice, only genuine bewilderment. "The ship chose someone who isn't even from our galaxy?"

"Thomas has proven himself worthy multiple times over,” Merlin interjected.

"I don't doubt his worthiness as a warrior," Gareth said, his tone respectful but firm. "What you did today proves your courage and skill. But Excalibur isn't just any vessel. She's the physical embodiment of everything Avalon once was, everything we're fighting to restore." He turned to Thomas. "How can you truly understand what that means when you aren't even from here?"

"I understand more than you might think," Thomas said quietly. "I've seen what the Draconite do to people who oppose them. I've already watched good people die fighting them. And believe me, tyranny isn’t unique to this galaxy. It’s not a foreign concept to me. So the fact that I'm not from here doesn't mean I don't understand what's at stake. I also understand the other side, because I’ve done some pretty horrible things myself.”

"It's not about understanding," Gareth replied, his voice tinged with passionate conviction rather than anger. "It's about heritage, about carrying forward the dreams of those who came before. My grandfather died at Camlan. My father spent his life building this resistance. We've kept Arthur's dream alive through a century of darkness." He gestured at the command center. "Everything we've built, every life we've lost, has been in service to that dream."

"And you think I can't be part of that dream because I wasn't born to it?"

"I think..." Gareth paused, choosing his words carefully. "I think you're a good man. A brave warrior. But Excalibur should be captained by someone who has that dream woven into their very being, someone who understands in their soul what Avalon means."

"Someone like you?"

"Yes," Gareth replied without hesitation. "Not out of pride or ambition, but because it's right. Because it's what she deserves."

The command center remained quiet. Thomas felt the weight of Gareth's conviction, understood the deeply held beliefs behind it. This wasn't about personal power—it was about preserving something sacred.

But that didn’t change the fact that Excalibur had chosen him. This was his fate. His destiny. His duty. It took effort for him to remain calm and respond with both maturity and sensitivity. A few months ago, he might have reacted more violently, or at least more angrily. It proved to him how much he had grown and matured.

"I respect what you and your people have accomplished," Thomas said. "I respect your dedication to Arthur's dream. But Excalibur chose me. Until she decides otherwise, I'll continue giving all that I have to remain worthy of that choice."

Gareth studied him for a long moment before nodding slightly. "You speak well, Captain Drake. Perhaps I've judged too quickly.” He offered a peacemaking smile. “It’s been a long day for all of us, and I really should see to getting my warriors settled. Lestain can show you to temporary quarters, if you’d like?”

“I appreciate that,” Thomas said. “But we should return to Excalibur. We need to check our systems following the battle. Also, I don’t want us to be an extra burden on your resources.”

“Of course,” Gareth said. “But I’d like to insist you join us for supper. I want to hear all about how you came to command Excalibur, as well as your impressive success at the Lair. I have a feeling that legends will one day be told of today, and of the days ahead.”

“As long as you can spare the food,” Thomas said.

“Don’t be concerned. I’ll send Lestain for you in a few hours.”

“That sounds good,” Thomas agreed. “Thank you.”

As they made their way back through the corridors toward Excalibur, Thomas considered Gareth's words. True, he wasn't from Avalon and didn't have its heritage in his blood. Before Nimue’s test, before the Lair and the fighting today, he might have despaired at the man’s words, and used them to question his worthiness anew.

Not today.

Not ever again.


CHAPTER 15


Thomas settled into the command pod, letting the neural gel embrace him as he connected to Excalibur's systems. After the intense battle and desperate escape, he wanted to assess any damage they might have sustained. The familiar tingle of the interface washed over him as data began flooding his consciousness.

"How are we looking, Merlin?" he asked, methodically reviewing the ship's status through the neural link.

"Minor damage to several systems," Merlin replied. "The defensive enchantments were heavily utilized during our escape, as were offensive energy pulses. There is some residual instability from minor overloads and the like, and some age-related damage that could be a problem if we got into another scrape like that tomorrow. But it’s nothing I can't repair, given some time.”

“How much time?” he asked.

“Two or three days. Once I’m finished, we’ll need to review our supply inventories to ensure we have replacement parts for the most critical and failure-prone systems.”

“That makes sense, but I don’t think we can replenish with the rebels.”

“No, they don’t even have enough for themselves.”

Thomas continued his inspection. Something felt different about the ship—and it wasn’t destabilized power flows. It was as if the ordeal had created a deeper connection between him and the vessel. He could sense Excalibur's systems more clearly than ever before, understanding their functions on an almost instinctive level.

"The neural interface seems stronger," he commented.

"Indeed," Merlin agreed. "Your growing experience and the intensity of recent events appear to have strengthened the bond. The ship recognizes you more fully as her captain with each challenge you overcome."

Thomas smiled slightly at that, though Gareth's words still echoed in his mind. He disengaged from the pod, the neural gel receding as he climbed out. His muscles ached from the tension of the battle, but it was a good kind of pain—the kind that came from giving everything you had for something that mattered.

Amren, Burl, and the twins entered the flight deck, their expressions concerned. They'd clearly been discussing something before they arrived.

"How bad is it?" Burl asked.

"Nothing serious," Thomas replied, "though Merlin will be busy with repairs for a few days.” He hesitated before continuing. “What did you all think about what Gareth said? About me commanding Excalibur?"

“I understand he’s the grandson of one of Arthur’s greatest knights,” Amren said, his features hardening slightly. “But that doesn’t make him right. Where you come from doesn't matter nearly as much as what you do with the opportunities you're given."

"Besides," Burl added with a grin, "I didn’t see him rushing into danger to save folks he's never met. You didn't hesitate to send us in to help his rebels, even though the odds were terrible."

"And you refused to leave without saving as many as possible," Tivan pointed out. "That's what matters. Not whether you were born in this galaxy or another."

“I think he made some fair points though," Thomas said. "About understanding what Avalon means to people here. About carrying forward the dreams of those who came before."

"And what do you think we've been doing?" Garant asked, his tone passionate. "Fighting the Draconite? Rescuing prisoners from the Lair? Saving his ass from certain death. Those actions speak louder than any heritage. He had no right to question it.”

Thomas felt warmth spread through his chest at their support. These men had fought beside him, shared consciousness with him through the neural interface. They knew him better than anyone else in either galaxy ever had.

"Thank you," he said simply. "That means a lot."

"Just don't let his words make you doubt yourself," Amren advised. "You've more than proven your worth as Excalibur's captain."

“Yeah. I’m not doubting myself. Not like I used to. But I was curious to hear your opinions.”

“We appreciate that, boss,” Burl said.

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to go get ready for this dinner Gareth wants us to attend.”

“We should do the same,” Amren agreed.

They dispersed after that, each heading off to rest and recover from the day's events. Thomas made his way to his quarters to enjoy the luxury of a shower. The hot water helped ease some of the lingering tension from his muscles.

As he dressed for the evening meal with Gareth, he found himself hesitating over what to wear. His first instinct was the finery Merlin often left for him—the rich colors and soft materials that would project an image of authority and capability. But after some consideration, he instead selected simpler clothes—leather pants and an off-white tunic that made him look more like a farmer than anything else. He didn't want to seem pretentious or like he was trying too hard to prove himself. And he didn’t want to be out of place among a group that had fought so hard and lost so much.

He was just finishing up when Merlin's voice echoed in his mind. “Lestain has arrived to escort us to dinner.”

"Already? I guess I lost track of time. Tell him I'll be right there."

He hurried to the docking arm where the others were already gathering. Lestain waited patiently, his stocky frame somehow managing to project both military bearing and casual ease.

"Ready?" the rebel asked with a mischievous smile.

"Lead the way," Thomas replied, suspicious of what Gareth had planned.

They followed Lestain through the station's winding corridors. The constant vibration from the struggling power systems created an almost musical undertone to their footsteps. The frequency of exposed conduits and junction boxes spoke to the hasty nature of the base's construction.

“The place still has plenty of rough edges," Lestain said, noticing Thomas studying a particularly chaotic bundle of cables. "We had to work with what we could salvage. Not exactly the engineering standards they teach at the universities. It might have been nice to have a wizard help add some safety enchantments as well, but wizards are getting harder and harder to find.”

“The way Morgana has started going after them, it’s no wonder,” Kaelithan said.

“I heard she closed down one of the major academies,” Lestain added. “And killed the headmaster and some of the professors.”

“I heard the same,” Thomas said. “She planned to destroy the magical energy collectors on Avalyeth as well, but Kaelithan here put a stop to it.”

“Truly?” Lestain said, awed.

“Not on my own,” Kaelithan replied, face reddening. “Thomas, Amren, and Burl helped turn the tide.”

“I miss Master Grenyth,” Burl said. “And Ren and Halvy. I hope Halvy is okay.”

“It was Grenyth that Turquine wanted,” Kaelithan said. “I’m sure Halvy’s fine. Even Morgana wouldn’t stoop to harming a child.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Thomas said.

“Sir Turquine is involved with all of this?” Lestain said. “You really have upset our good Queen, haven’t you?” He laughed.

“I think that’s a discussion for another time,” Taliesin said. “This should be a pleasant evening, and there’s nothing pleasant about Turquine.”

“Except that he’s dead,” Garant said.

Lestain stopped walking, turning to face them. “Truly?”

“My master, Grenyth, brought half the Lair down on him,” Kaelithan said. “There’s no way he could have survived. But Tal is right. I’d rather not think about him right now.”

“My apologies.” Lestain started walking again.

“In any case, it's impressive that you got it working at all," Kaelithan added, returning to the original subject. "Building a habitable base inside an asteroid isn't exactly simple."

"Especially with the materials you had available," Taliesin added. "Though I noticed several clever adaptations in your power distribution network."

"You should see the reactor setup," Lestain replied with a grimace. "But that's a horror show for another time.” He brought them up to a heavy curtain hanging across the tunnel. “We're here." He swept the curtain back.

The mess hall, clearly expanded from a natural cavern in the asteroid, was larger than Thomas expected. Simple stone tables filled the space, with what looked like salvaged chairs of various designs scattered around them.

But that wasn’t what sent the chill down Thomas’ spine.


CHAPTER 16


Thomas expected a simple meal with Gareth, Lestain, and possibly a few other rebels and their loved ones. Instead, the room—packed with both the rebels they'd helped rescue, along with who he assumed to be the station's regular crew—exploded in a standing ovation.

Thomas felt his face flush with heat as everyone cheered, but he maintained his composure as Gareth, at the head table, raised a battered metal cup toward them. "Welcome! Tonight we honor you, the captain and crew of Excalibur!" he called out, a broad smile spreading across his face. “You came to our aid when we needed you most. Without your courage and skill, none of us would be standing here right now."

"To Excalibur!" someone shouted from the back. The assembled rebels raised their cups in response. Despite their earlier losses, despite the utilitarian setting and simple fare being served, their faces shined with gratitude and hope..

"To Captain Drake!” another voice shouted, and Thomas recognized the soldier who'd thanked him earlier.

The cheers grew louder, echoing off the cavern walls. Thomas noticed how even those who'd been injured in the escape joined in, their pain forgotten in the moment of triumph.

“Come! Come!” Gareth motioned them to the head table, gesturing for Thomas, as everyone sat down, to take the seat beside him. The table was worn but clean, set with mismatched plates and cups that spoke of years of scavenging. Simple loaves of dark bread filled wooden boards, accompanied by bowls of what looked like root vegetables and small portions of cooked meat.

"I apologize that we can't offer better fare," Gareth said as they settled in. "But what we have, we share gladly."

"After living on nutrition cubes, as delicious as they are, real food of any kind is welcome," Thomas replied honestly. He took a bite of the dark bread, savoring the hearty flavor. It was dense and slightly sweet, clearly made with care despite limited ingredients.

"Our hydroponics section provides the grain," Gareth explained, noticing Thomas's appreciation. "It's not much, but it helps supplement our supplies. The meat is from our last raid on a Draconite supply convoy. Of course, we prefer ours seasoned and roasted.” He laughed heartily, his good humor helping Thomas relax.

"Your people seem to be adapting quickly,” he observed, watching the interactions around the room. Despite their recent brush with death, the rescued rebels were already mixing with the station's crew and with Excalibur’s crew, sharing stories and forming bonds.

"We've had practice," Gareth replied with a hint of weariness. "This isn't our first hasty relocation. Though I hope it will be our last." He paused, seeming to wrestle with something before continuing. "About earlier..."

"You don't need to⁠—"

"Yes, I do," Gareth cut him off firmly. "I spoke hastily. It's just...finding Excalibur in the hands of someone from beyond our galaxy was unexpected. Surprising." He took a drink from his cup. "And perhaps it stirred up some old dreams I thought never to come so close to.”

"I understand," Thomas replied. “It’s not a big deal.”

"Perhaps. But I've been thinking about what really matters. It's not where someone comes from; it's what's in their heart." Gareth studied him thoughtfully. "You mentioned having a troubled past. Would you tell me about it?"

Thomas hesitated, taking a sip from his own cup. The liquid was slightly bitter but refreshing, like a herbal tea blended with a small amount of alcohol. "I'm not proud of who I was," he answered. "I did things...hurt people…because I was young and stupid and trying to belong somewhere. My father died when I was very young, and my mother, she…she had a problem with drugs. I don’t know if Avalon has addicts, but it’s an issue on Earth. My planet. I didn’t really have anyone to look up to until it was too late. Not that it’s an excuse for my actions.”

“Yes, we have addictions here,” Gareth replied. “Taros. It’s a root that can be enchanted to cause hallucinations and euphoria. But too much of it is deadly.” He shrugged. “We all make mistakes when we're young.”

"Not like mine," Thomas replied quietly. "I took a life. Not in self-defense or the heat of battle. Just to prove myself to people who didn't really care about me anyway." He stared into his cup. "But I've changed since then. Or I'm trying to, at least."

"Clearly," Gareth agreed, his voice free of judgment. "Few would risk everything to save strangers as you did today." He leaned forward slightly. "Speaking of which—how did you know we were about to be attacked? The timing of your arrival was remarkable."

Thomas described their infiltration of the Draconite starbase, explaining how they'd intercepted the communication about the imminent attack. Gareth's eyes widened as he detailed their desperate race to warn them, and the battle that followed.

"Incredible," the rebel leader breathed. "No wonder Excalibur chose you."

"We got lucky," Thomas said modestly. "And I have good people with me.” He glanced around at his crew, who were sharing their own stories with eager listeners. Burl was gesturing animatedly as he described some part of the battle, while Kaelithan spoke quietly with a group fascinated by his magical abilities.

"What are your plans now?" Gareth asked, lowering his voice. "For Excalibur, I mean? You've proven you can strike at the Draconite. What's your next move?"

Thomas was quiet for a moment, considering his answer. The noise of celebration provided cover for their private conversation. "We want to rekindle hope," he replied finally. "Show people that resistance is possible. That the Draconite aren't invincible." He smiled slightly. "Something you've been doing for years with your raids."

"Our raids are pinpricks," Gareth said, though pride crept into his voice. "Annoying, perhaps costly, but not truly threatening to their power. But what you did at the Lair... that was different. That showed our people that the Draconite have real vulnerability."

"Speaking of vulnerability," Thomas said, "how did you manage to stay hidden from them for so long? Their intelligence networks seem pretty thorough."

"Careful protocols. Limited communications. Vetting recruits over long periods of time.” Gareth's expression darkened. "Though clearly we weren’t careful enough. That spy must have been feeding them information for weeks."

"At least they went down with their own treachery," Thomas offered.

"True. Captain Mira made sure of that." Gareth raised his cup slightly. "To the fallen."

Thomas matched the gesture solemnly. They drank in silence for a moment, remembering those who hadn't made it.

"Word of what happened at the Lair and today will spread quickly through our channels,” Gareth confided. “We can also help you reach other resistance groups and coordinate attacks on strategic targets. With Excalibur's power and our intelligence..."

"I'm definitely interested," Thomas said. "Though we need to be careful. The Draconite will be looking for us now, more than ever."

"True enough. But they can't be everywhere at once. I know this isn’t the time or place to go into detail, but I believe we can be of great service to your goals, and in turn those goals will be of great service to us.”

“I agree.”

Gareth fell silent, seeming to wrestle with something. Finally, he spoke again. "There's something else I'd like to discuss. A more personal matter."

"What is it?"

"I...I would like to try for a position on Excalibur's flight crew." The words came out in a rush, as if the otherwise confident man was nervous to speak them. "I know how presumptuous it might seem, especially after my earlier words, but..."

"What about Starlight?" Thomas asked, surprised by the request. "She's a valuable asset to the resistance. And you fly her extremely well."

"I have other pilots who can pilot her just as well," Gareth replied. "But Excalibur…that’s always been my dream. If not to command her, then to be part of her crew.” His eyes held an almost desperate intensity. “My grandfather used to tell me stories about Excalibur, and about serving under Arthur. How the neural interface made you feel like you were part of something greater than yourself. Do you think I would be worthy?”

Thomas studied Gareth's face, seeing the raw yearning there. The rebel leader had set aside his earlier pride, his certainty about heritage and birthright, to essentially beg for a chance. The humility of it touched Thomas.

“There’s only one way to find out,” he answered.

“Truly? Would you allow me the honor?” Gareth’s eyes beamed with excitement.

“You’re right that we need more crew. And you seem like a damn good candidate to me.”

“Can we do it now?" Gareth's eagerness was palpable, though he tried to temper it. "Unless you're too tired from the battle. I would understand if⁠—"

"Now might not be the best time," Thomas interjected gently. "The neural interface can be draining even when you're fresh. After everything today..."

"Please," Gareth said softly. "I've waited my whole life for this chance. I don't think I could sleep tonight without at least trying."

Thomas considered refusing, suggesting they wait until morning. But he could see how much this meant to Gareth. And truthfully, he was curious to see how the rebel leader would handle the neural interface.

"Alright," he agreed after a moment. "Let's go."

They made their excuses to the celebration, Gareth delegating oversight to Lestain. As they walked through the corridors back to Excalibur, Thomas noticed the barely contained excitement in Gareth's stride.

"I should warn you," Thomas said, "the first connection can be...intense. Don't try to force anything. Let it come naturally."

"I understand," Gareth replied, though Thomas suspected he really didn't. No one truly understood until they experienced it.

Merlin's GOLEM was on the flight deck when they arrived, its blue eyes studying them with what might have been concern.

"Are you sure about this?" the Advisor asked as Thomas guided Gareth to one of the empty pods. "After such an eventful day..."

"We'll take it slow," Thomas assured him. He turned to Gareth, who was staring at the pod with barely concealed awe. "The neural gel will feel strange at first. Don't fight it. Let it embrace you and breathe it in normally."

"Like my grandfather described," Gareth murmured, running his hand along the pod's edge. "He said it felt like being cradled in liquid starlight."

Thomas helped him settle into position, explaining the basics of the interface. "Remember, don't try to control everything at once. Start with simply feeling the ship's presence."

Once Gareth settled calmly into the gel and his canopy closed, Thomas climbed into his own pod, the familiar sensation of the neural gel welcoming him home. Through the interface, he felt Gareth's consciousness tentatively joining with the ship. The rebel leader's mind was disciplined and focused, quickly adapting to the strange sensation.

"This is...incredible," Gareth whispered. His thoughts rippled with wonder through their shared awareness. "I can feel everything...the hull, the engines, every system..." His mental presence surged with excitement. "It's everything I ever imagined, and more!”

"Easy," Thomas cautioned, feeling Gareth's consciousness trying to expand too quickly. "Don't try to take it all in at once. It could overwhelm you." But Gareth was already pushing deeper into the connection, his enthusiasm overwhelming his caution. Through their shared awareness, Thomas could sense him trying to touch everything simultaneously—reaching for weapons control, propulsion, sensors—all while attempting to process the flood of data from the ship's systems.

"Slow down," Thomas warned, feeling the strain building in Gareth's mental presence. "You're trying to do too much."

"I can handle it," Gareth insisted, though his thoughts were becoming increasingly chaotic. "I just need to..."

His consciousness flickered suddenly, like a flame in a strong wind. Thomas felt the moment Gareth's control began to slip, his disciplined focus shattering under the overwhelming input.

"Disengage," Thomas commanded, already pulling back from his own connection. "Merlin, shut down his pod!"

The neural gel receded quickly as Thomas climbed out. He rushed to Gareth's pod to find the rebel leader slumped unconscious, his face pale and drawn.

"I tried to warn you," Merlin said, moving to help. "The first connection can be quite draining, especially if attempted too aggressively."

"Will he be alright?" Thomas asked, checking Gareth's pulse. It was steady, at least.

"He simply overtaxed himself," Merlin assured him. "Rest is what he needs now. I'll carry him."

The GOLEM easily lifted Gareth's limp form. "We should return him to his quarters."

They found Lestain back at the celebration and explained what had happened. The stocky rebel didn't seem surprised.

"Typical Gareth," he sighed. "Always pushing too hard. Come on, I'll show you to his rooms."

They followed him through the station's winding corridors to a simple set of rooms. Thomas was surprised to find they weren't empty. A woman sat in a chair near a makeshift crib, a sleeping infant cradled in her arms.

She stood up in alarm as they entered. "Gareth! What happened?" Her voice was sharp with worry but controlled, careful not to wake the baby.

"He's alright," Thomas assured her quickly. "Just exhausted from testing the neural interface. I'm Thomas Drake, captain of Excalibur."

“Anise,” she replied, studying him intently as Merlin's GOLEM carried Gareth into the bedroom. “Gareth’s wife. I would have come to the banquet, but…” She shifted the infant in her arms. “Little Gareth had other plans.” She sighed heavily. “So he tried connecting with Excalibur? Of course he did. It's all he's ever dreamed of." Her tone carried both exasperation and deep affection.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Thomas replied, watching the gentle rise and fall of baby Gareth's chest as he slept. “I…I didn't know he had a family. I won't ask him to join the crew. It's too dangerous, and you need him here with you and your child."

Anise’s eyes flashed with sudden intensity. "That's not your decision to make, Captain Drake." She shifted the sleeping infant carefully, rising to face him. "If Excalibur found him worthy, then he needs to be there. His grandfather died fighting for Arthur. This is Gareth's chance to continue that legacy."

"But your child..." Thomas gestured to the infant. “He needs his father."

“He needs a galaxy worth living in more," she replied firmly. "One where he can grow up free from Draconite oppression. Where he doesn’t have to hide in an asteroid, scraping by on purloined supplies." Her voice softened slightly. "Besides, what kind of example would we set if we let fear of loss stop us from doing what's right?"

"It's not just about fear," Thomas argued. "It's about responsibility. About family."

"And what do you think we've been fighting for all these years?" she countered. "Family. Not just our own, but everyone's. The family of Avalon itself. This is all Gareth ever wanted. The chance to make a real difference, like his grandfather before him. Please don't deny him that chance because of us."

Thomas looked at her determined face, then back at baby Gareth's peaceful expression as he slept. He remembered his own burning desire to make a difference, to be part of something meaningful. Hadn't Vin taught him that sometimes the greatest gifts came with the heaviest responsibilities?

"I'll speak with him in the morning," he said finally. "If he still wants to join us after he recovers, I won’t say no, but I will tell him how growing up without a father affected me.”

Anise smiled, shifting baby Gareth to one arm so she could clasp his hand. "Thank you, Captain Drake.” She offered a warm smile. “I can see why he regretted speaking to you the way he did, earlier. You have his way about you.”

“What way is that?” Thomas asked.

“A leader of men,” she replied. “Though you don’t seem as sure of it as Gareth often does.”

Thomas stared at her, taken aback by her insight. “I…I appreciate that.”

The baby stirred slightly, and she began rocking him gently. "You should return to your celebration. Let him rest. He'll need his strength for tomorrow."

Thomas nodded, leaving with Merlin’s GOLEM.

“He’ll be okay, won’t he?” he asked Merlin as they walked back the way they had come.

“It’s not an unexpected reaction,” Merlin answered. “More importantly, Excalibur found him worthy.”

“I just feel hesitant to take him from his family.”

“It’s what they both want, my boy. And you can’t get a better pedigree. We need him.”

Thomas nodded. “Is she right? Do I have what it takes to be a leader?”

The GOLEM’s eyes brightened as he chuckled. “My boy, you already are a leader.” The mechanical clapped him on the shoulder. “Go and enjoy the banquet in your honor. I must continue my repairs.”

Thomas made his way back to the ongoing celebration in the mess hall, his mind turning over the conversation with Anise. The simple happiness of the rescued rebels was infectious, and for the first time in a while, he spent the evening relaxing and enjoying himself.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges, but for the first time since he arrived in Avalon, he was eager to meet them.


CHAPTER 17


Despite a late night of eating and drinking with the beings of Gryphon’s Roost, Thomas still woke early, slightly hungover but alert and ready to face the challenges of a new day. Sliding out of bed, he paused at his head’s complaint, wondering if he had drank more than he remembered.

“Merlin,” he said out loud, certain the Advisor could hear him. “Do nutrition cubes cure hangovers? Or the regeneration pod, maybe?”

“A little too much relaxing last night, then?” Merlin replied in his head. “Not that I can blame you. My organic version would do the same. And yes, the nutrition cubes are capable of easing the after effects, somewhat.”

“Excellent news,” Thomas replied, walking to his closet and selecting another simple outfit, similar to what he had worn the prior night. Only this time, his tunic was a deep crimson rather than off-white. “Can you ask Amren, Taliesin, and Orvix to meet me at the docking port in thirty minutes?”

“Of course,” Merlin answered.

Thomas showered and dressed before making his way to the galley. He found Burl, Tivan, and Garant already there. Tivan was talking about a woman he had danced with at the banquet, obviously smitten.

“She had the most luxurious hair,” he said wistfully. “And her scent. It was like a field of wildflowers. I could have danced with her all night.”

“So why didn’t you?” Thomas asked, entering the room.

“Good morning, boss,” Burl said, grinning.

“He didn’t because she needed to be up early to work,” Garant answered with an uncommon smile. “They have a lot to do to get the station running more smoothly, and fixing the reactor won out over love.”

“Sorry, Tivan,” Thomas said, activating the cube dispenser. “I’m with her on that one. I think half my headache is from the alcohol. The other half is from the shaking.”

Tivan shrugged. “We aren’t leaving for a few more days, right? Maybe I can find her and speak to her again.”

“She’s pretty busy,” Burl said. “It might be better to just let her do her work, especially since we aren’t sticking around.”

“Did you even get her name?” Thomas questioned.

“I think it was Hania. Or Hannah. Or Loraine.” Tivan grimaced. “Damn. I think I had too much wine.”

They all laughed. Thomas quickly downed his nutrition cube. It tasted like Cinnamon Toast Crunch, his favorite childhood cereal. His headache calmed almost immediately. “This stuff is magic.”

“In part,” Kaelithan agreed, entering the galley. “Good morning.”

“Morning, Kael,” Burl replied. “You’re looking rested.”

Thomas noticed the wizard did look much healthier than he had, pretty much since they had picked him up on Avalyeth. “You do look much better. Were you in the regen pod?”

“No,” Kaelithan replied, sidling up to the dispenser to get a cube. “I turned in early last night, unlike the rest of you. I also don’t drink.”

“I’m sorry,” Burl joked.

“Yeah,” Garant agreed. “Sorry you’re boring.”

“A wizard needs his strength if a wizard is going to save your lives again,” Kaelithan answered with a grin.

Thomas turned to the twin. “You seem to be in better spirits this morning.”

Garant nodded. “I enjoyed watching you destroy those Draconite ships and rescuing the rebels. It was a nice kick in the enemy’s teeth, just as you’d hoped. A little payback for Mother.”

“With more to come,” Tivan added. “This is just the start.”

“I’ve also spent a lot of time thinking about what Sir Lancelot said,” Garant added. “I’d like to try the pod again, in fact.”

Thomas hesitated before nodding. “I have to go speak with Gareth and Lestain right now, but we can do it before we leave Gryphon’s Roost.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

“Speaking of which,” Thomas said. “Burl, Tivan, I’d like you to stay on the flight deck while I’m gone. Just in case.”

“Or I could go look for Hania,” Tivan suggested.

“Or whatever her name was,” Garant laughed.

“We need to be disciplined,” Thomas said. “It’s only going to get harder from here. Not easier.”

“Harder than breaking into and out of the Lair?” Tivan said. “I’m not so sure about that. But you’re right. Loraine can wait.”

Thomas left the galley and headed down to the docking port in the cargo bay. Taliesin, Orvix, and Amren were already waiting outside. Merlin’s small GOLEM perched on the engineer’s shoulder.

Taliesin was engaged in an animated discussion with Merlin about the station’s stability issues, while Amren looked on with patient amusement.

"I'm telling you," Taliesin was saying, “they need to realign the conduits to create a more uniform resonance cascade⁠—"

"Which would require completely reprogramming the containment field geometry," Merlin countered. “Which can’t be done without powering down the entire reactor.”

“No, that’s wrong. They can introduce a temporary containment field using an adjustment to the output harmonics.”

“That’s not in the manual.”

“No. It’s a trick of the trade. Trust me.”

"Good morning," Thomas interrupted with a smile. "Should I be worried about you two trying to rebuild the entire asteroid?"

"Hardly," Taliesin replied. "Though this place could certainly benefit from some improvements. The power fluctuations alone are enough to drive an engineer mad."

"One problem at a time," Thomas said. “We need to meet with Gareth and Lestain about our next moves. We’ve had some success, and I want to keep the momentum going.”

“A sound idea,” Merlin agreed.

They made their way through the winding corridors to the command center. The morning shift was just beginning, and they passed several rebel crews performing maintenance or heading to their posts. Many offered respectful nods or quiet greetings as they passed.

"They certainly seem to have accepted us quickly," Orvix observed quietly.

"Nothing builds trust like saving someone's life," Amren replied. “Or camaraderie like sharing food, drink, and in some cases a dance or two. Though I notice some still give you wary looks, my friend."

The Draconite's shrugged it off. "As expected. None have been outwardly disrespectful.”

They reached the command center to find Gareth and Lestain already there, just as Thomas had assumed. The two rebels were studying one of the displays with intense focus, speaking in low voices. They looked up as Thomas and his companions entered.

"Perfect timing," Lestain said, straightening up from the display. The stocky rebel looked tired but energized, as if running on nothing but determination and caffeine. "I've been going through our intelligence reports all night. I think I might have found a target for you.”

"All night?" Thomas asked, raising an eyebrow. "When was the last time you slept?"

Lestain waved off the concern. "Sleep is for people who don't have a rebellion to run. Besides, I need to deal with the reactor vibrations today. I take the time where I can get it.”

"Which is something we really should discuss," Taliesin interjected. “I have some ideas on mitigating the instability.”

Lestain grinned. “I was kind of hoping you would say that. I’d love to put our heads together on the issues.”

"Later," Gareth said firmly, though he offered the engineer an appreciative smile. "First, tell us more about the target you identified. We may have a limited window of opportunity."

Lestain manipulated the controls with practiced ease, bringing up a detailed star map of the Avalon galaxy. Points of light sparkled on the screen, connected by trade routes and patrol patterns that the rebels had painstakingly documented.

"I assumed you wouldn't want to hit anything in the Llanwyn Cluster right now," he began. "No sense making an already hot zone even hotter. So I looked for opportunities elsewhere." His fingers traced a path along the stars, tapping his finger on a specific section. "Here. The Faeden System."

"Sidhe territory," Amren said, leaning in to study the display. "Or it was, before the Draconite took control."

“Yes,” Lestain confirmed. "The resistance there is smaller than what we had built up, but they're determined. And we have reliable contacts who can help coordinate any action we take."

Thomas moved closer to the display, watching the flowing lines of projected ship movements. "What kind of targets are we looking at?"

"There's a significant convoy scheduled to move through in about a week," Lestain explained, isolating the route from the others with a red line. "Rare metals bound for one of their primary shipyards. Taking it out would definitely hurt their military production capabilities."

"How significantly?" Thomas asked, studying the patrol routes marked in dotted lines around the convoy's projected path.

“If history is any guide, six cargo haulers, each carrying enough refined metals to build a destroyer." Lestain's voice carried barely contained excitement. "Plus any other resources they're moving that we don't know about."

“Defenses?” Amren asked.

“Likely to be light,” Gareth said. “The Faeden System has never given them any problems. The resistance there is too small to think about attacking convoys. They primarily work in intelligence gathering and preparation.”

“Preparation for what?” Thomas asked.

“For the return of Excalibur,” Gareth answered with a proud grin. “Our numbers are fewer than ever, but those who have remained were waiting for this sign of King Arthur’s triumphant return.”

“But Arthur is lost,” Thomas reminded him.

“I know. But the ship is not. Your plan is to rally Avalon against the Draconite. I believe we can make it happen. And this would be a good start.”

“I’m not quite as convinced,” Merlin said, drawing everyone’s attention. “Thomas, if I might?”

“Go ahead,” Thomas approved.

“The concept of hitting a target in the Faeden System is sound, but I believe this target is too military-focused. While disrupting their shipbuilding capabilities would certainly be valuable, we need to consider the broader strategic picture."

"What do you mean?" Lestain asked, frowning.

"The common people need to see direct benefits from our actions," Merlin explained. "Military targets alone won't win their hearts. They need to know that supporting us means improving their lives, not just striking at the Draconite."

Thomas nodded. “I agree. We need something that helps the general population, something they can actually use. Food, supplies, materials that could benefit both civilians and possibly resistance fighters."

"That...complicates things," Lestain admitted. He clicked through several different overlays on the display, showing various shipping routes and patrol patterns. "The Draconite mostly use Faeden for military purposes these days. The sidhe who still live there are heavily restricted in their movements and trading."

"Surely they must move something besides military supplies," Amren said, moving closer to study the screen. "Even an oppressive regime needs to maintain basic infrastructure."

"Let me check the manifests our counterparts have intercepted," Lestain replied. He began typing rapidly on a control board below the display, bringing up shipping records and schedules. The text scrolled past almost too quickly to read as he searched.

“Lestain, wait,” Gareth said, bringing the scroll to a stop. "There," he said, pointing to a particular entry. "That supply chain originates from Ailill."

“Ahh,” Merlin said. “Of course.”

“You know of it?” Amren asked.

"Yes. They produce a specialized fabric there—tuathin—a unique textile used in military uniforms. It’s particularly resistant to the sharpness of Draconite scales.”

“Without it, they’d be replacing uniforms much more often,” Orvix said. “Tuathin is expensive to produce, which is why it's restricted to military use. And why Morgana doesn’t trade for it. The volume she needs would bankrupt her treasury.”

"Could civilians adapt it for other purposes?" Thomas asked, already seeing possibilities.

"Absolutely," Amren replied. "That kind of material would make improved armor for resistance fighters. And the common folk could certainly use more resilient clothing.”

“In fact, the Sidhe used to have access to tuathin for their clothing and other textiles,” Orvix said. “It appears Morgana has forced them to use materials of lesser quality for themselves so that she can claim it all.”

“That sounds promising then,” Thomas said. "When's the next shipment due to move?"

“Five days," Lestain answered, highlighting the relevant entry. "They're very regular with these runs. They can't have the troops going without proper uniforms, after all."

“That gives us ample time to prepare,” Amren said.

“Yeah, Merlin needs two more days to get Excalibur back into optimal shape,” Thomas explained.

“Perhaps that will also afford time for me to work with Taliesin on the reactor instability,” Lestain said.

“I’d be happy to assist,” Taliesin reiterated.

“I’ll also need time to regroup our forces,” Gareth said. “And prepare them for my absence.”

“Where are you going?” Amren asked.

“Oh, Captain Drake didn’t tell you? Excalibur found me worthy.” He puffed up slightly with pride.

Thomas saw the flash of dismay on Amren’s face before he wiped it away. Not because he didn’t want Gareth on board, but because he wanted to be in a pod, too.

“I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say we’re glad to have you,” Amren said. “Welcome aboard.”

“Thank you,” Gareth replied. “My wife, Anise, is proud enough for both of us. She could hardly sleep at all last night.”

“You’re sure you want to come with us?” Thomas asked. “And leave your baby behind?”

“I’ll miss him and Anise dearly. But we both want our son to grow up in a better galaxy than we did. And that means doing what I can to defeat Morgana. It’s a sacrifice I have to make.”

Thomas nodded. “I understand, but what if you die out there? Your son won’t ever remember you, and I know firsthand how that feels. He’ll never know who you were, the man he came from. Are you good with him growing up like that?”

Gareth considered that dark thought before finally answering. “No, I’m not good with it. But I have faith Anise will make sure he’ll know who I was, and because of her, I know he’ll be proud to be my son and who that makes him. I can live with that.”

Thomas nodded, speculatively, Gareth’s words reminding him that it was more than his father’s death that had left him rudderless. Unlike Anise, his mother was too much of a mess to ever tell him anything about his father. “All right,” he said, “Amren is right. We’re glad to have you with us.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

“You made me think of something else,” Thomas continued. “I’m wondering now if you have any additional candidates you can think of who may be potentially valuable members of our flight crew.”

Gareth rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That’s a good thought. None spring immediately to mind, but I'd welcome you to observe our training sessions. You may see something I don’t, especially since you have a better feel for what you’re seeking in a candidate.”

"I'd appreciate that," Thomas replied. "Amren, would you join me? Your experience would be valuable in observing potential candidates.”

“Of course,” he agreed.

"Good." Thomas looked around at his companions. “We all have jobs to do. Let's get to work.”


CHAPTER 18


The training area was easily capable of holding the four hundred rebels assembled in neat rows. A chill ran down Thomas’ spine at the realization that it felt spacious because the many who had died during their escape weren’t there.

Like the rest of the asteroid base, the space showed signs of having been hastily constructed. Exposed pipes and conduits ran along the high ceiling, their dull metal surfaces occasionally dripping with condensation that made the stone floor treacherously slick in spots. Uneven boring in the walls suggested the excavating machines had rushed through, while hastily installed light strips cast uneven light across the cavern.

Thomas studied the assembled fighters from his position beside Gareth. All wore simple training clothes—loose pants and sleeveless tunics in a variety of colors—but they weren’t all Ursan. He spotted several Elvin Fae with their pointed ears and pale skin, as well as a few dark-skinned Sidhe. But it was the pair of Sylphs that truly caught his eye. Their lithe forms, pale skin, and silver hair stood in sharp contrast to the others.

"Attention!" Gareth's voice rang out through the chamber. The assembled rebels snapped to perfect attention, their backs straight and eyes forward. Considering their ragtag nature, their discipline was impressive. “By now, I’m sure most of you recognize Captain Drake and Sir Amren of the starship Excalibur. They’ve expressed a desire to observe our training session today, and considering we’re only here because of them, I thought it fair to accommodate that request. So please, try not to embarrass me.”

The recruits laughed at the comment. Still unaccustomed to so much admiration, Thomas burned with unease beneath all the eyes locked on him. He nodded to the recruits, but didn’t say anything.

“I know we’re all still hurting from our losses yesterday,” Gareth continued. “But the enemy won’t take a break from hunting us, and so we can’t take a break from training to hunt them back. Use your pain as motivation. Focus your anger into determination. Honor the memories of the fallen.”

The recruits barked out an affirmation that echoed in the cavernous space and rose goosebumps across Thomas’ arms. Gareth’s wife had said she saw leadership in him, but he saw it in Gareth.

“Cadell,” Gareth called out. A tall, thin man stepped forward from the ranks. “As you will.”

Cadell nodded and turned to the recruits. Despite his stern features—all sharp angles and hard lines—his voice when he spoke was surprisingly soft and measured, almost melodic in its cadence. “Warriors, take your positions."

Thomas watched with growing interest as the rebels moved through their hand-to-hand combat drills. The instructor's quiet commands carried clearly through the chamber, somehow more effective than the harsh barking Thomas remembered from his own training under Vin. There was something almost hypnotic about his tone that demanded attention and compliance.

“Cadell was born into the resistance,” Gareth said quietly while they observed. “A friend of my father’s. I’ve known him my entire life. He can teach anyone to fight.”

“He is impressive,” Amren agreed. “Perhaps he would make a good candidate for Excalibur?”

“He might,” Gareth replied. “But I would prefer not to lose him here. We need his teaching ability, especially when we start drawing in more recruits.” He looked at Thomas. “Once word of Excalibur spreads, more and more will answer our call.”

“How do you reach out to them now, without being caught by the Draconite?” Thomas asked.

“Subtly. Whispers in taverns. Interactions in shops. Underground meetings and the like.”

“Do they ever get raided?”

“Of course. I would say recruitment is more dangerous than the missions we undertake. And you saw for yourself the effect a single poor choice of candidate can have. We vet the recruits as carefully as we can, but this time, it wasn’t enough.”

A loud thump drew their attention back to the training floor. One of the fighters had landed wrong during a practice throw, hitting the stone with enough force to drive the air from his lungs. But before anyone could move to help, Cadell was there, his soft voice carrying clearly to where Thomas, Amren, and Gareth stood watching.

"You hesitated," he said, helping the fallen fighter to his feet. "Your body knew the correct response, but your mind interfered. Why?"

"I...I was worried about hurting my partner," the fighter admitted, still catching his breath.

"And in doing so, you hurt yourself." Cadell's tone held no judgment, only calm certainty. "In real combat, such hesitation will get you killed. Or worse, get your companions killed. You must trust your training. Trust your instincts." His eyes swept the assembled fighters. "The Draconite will not show mercy. Neither can you."

The words sent another chill down Thomas's spine. He had experienced that truth firsthand. Had seen the brutality the Draconite were capable of.

For the next hour, Thomas watched as Cadell guided the rebels through increasingly complex combat sequences. The instructor watched one hundred sparring pairs with the eyes of a hawk and the softness of a mother hen, his dedication to the survival of his warriors obvious in his body language.

"Wider stance," Cadell instructed one of the fighters. "Feel your connection to the ground. The Draconite are naturally stronger than most of us, but proper leverage helps negate that advantage." He adjusted the fighter's position slightly. "Now try again."

This time when the fighter attempted the throw, his partner went flying exactly as intended. A small smile crossed Cadell's normally stern features.

"Have you seen anyone who stands out?" Gareth asked as the hand-to-hand training began to wrap up. "Anyone with potential?"

Amren nodded toward a pair of Ursan fighters who had shown particular skill. "Those two have potential. Good balance, quick learners. And they work well with others. I’ve seen them helping the other fighters during their rest periods.”

“They are good fighters,” Thomas agreed. “But I don’t know. There’s something missing.”

“Are you looking for something specific?” Gareth asked.

“Not exactly. It’s just a feeling. Like I’ll know it when I see it. Maybe that sounds strange. The more information we have, the easier it will be. I’m not ruling out Amren’s picks just yet.”

Gareth led them through a connecting tunnel to another cavern ahead of the rebels. The area was smaller, with a lower overhead and only a single electrical conduit running into it rather than the array of pipes and wires Thomas had seen elsewhere. The conduit split into multiple wires that snaked across the floor to the room’s primary equipment.

A pair of flight simulators stood there. Each was a patchwork of salvaged parts, every component carrying the scars of their former lives. The pilot's seats were bolted onto crude hydraulic frames, the worn surface cracked and patched with what looked a lot like duct tape. The hydraulics were rusted and scuffed, but appeared functional, ready to mimic the violent inertia of space combat. A series of mismatched screens encircled the seats, forming fragmented panoramas. Some of the screens were faded and scratched, others flickered with a faint, persistent hum, but together they provided a serviceable field of view. Likewise, the control sticks were mismatched, clearly from two different kinds of vessels. The same was true of the throttles. The switches and toggles were arranged similarly, but they had come from a diverse array of scavenged parts.

The two simulators were wired into a central computer system, its casing scuffed and dented, its cooling fan rumbling like the stomach of a hungry beast. A bundle of cables spilled out like the entrails of that same beast, but the system hummed with life.

The entire rig wasn’t sleek or refined, but it had heart—a machine cobbled together with ingenuity, grit, and a touch of madness. It promised something irreplaceable to those who practiced on it—a chance to survive the real thing.

"Not quite the same as the flight simulators of Arthur’s time,” Gareth said, noting Thomas's study of the setup. “Or even as good as what we just left behind. But we make do with what we have."

"I'm impressed," Thomas replied. “You do a lot with a little.”

“That’s all we can do,” Gareth agreed.

A small group of rebels had entered behind them with Cadell. Thomas counted sixteen, their numbers suggesting they were arranged by squadron.

“Unfortunately, we can train all our warriors to be pilots,” Gareth said so softly only Thomas heard him, “but we don’t have many ships for them. I hope that will change in the future, but there were so many times I’ve felt like this is all for nothing.” He glanced at Thomas. “And then you arrived.”

“Lina, Traven,” Cadell called out. “You’re up first.”

Two Ursan fighters—a male and female who moved with the easy confidence of experienced pilots—stepped forward. They settled into the simulators as Cadell began configuring the scenario.

“I think you’ll enjoy this,” Gareth said quietly to Thomas. "These two are among our best. They were co-piloting one of the corvettes during the escape.”

The screens came to life, displaying a simple star field. Thomas could see the scenario from both pilots' perspectives thanks to auxiliary monitors mounted above the simulators. The female pilot immediately began scanning for targets while her partner took up a covering position.

"Hostile contacts detected," she announced. “A wing of Draconite fighters on attack vector."

The simulated enemies appeared on the screens. Not fully rendered ships, but basic wireframe models that nonetheless moved with realistic aggression. The rebel pilots reacted instantly, splitting apart to divide the attackers' attention. Their coordination was impressive, each instinctively covering the other's blind spots.

“You’re right, they are good," Thomas admitted, watching as the female pilot executed a particularly clever maneuver that put her on one enemy's tail.

"They've been flying together for almost two years now. They’ve completed eight missions so far. I would consider allowing one of them to fly Starbright, but I’m hesitant to split them up.”

The pair quickly dispatched the simulated enemies with methodical efficiency. Their movements were precise and economical, wasting no energy on flashy maneuvers.

Throughout the next four hours, Thomas watched as different pairs cycled through the simulators. Some showed natural talent, while others struggled with basic flying, just as he had in the beginning. A few stood out—particularly a young Ursan who demonstrated an almost intuitive grasp of combat tactics. While Traven’s skill appeared to stem from practice and experience, this young one was a born natural.

Various fighters approached between runs to speak with them. Most were more interested in simply meeting Thomas than anything else, having missed the chance the night before for one reason or another. But one pilot in particular caught his attention.

Lina approached him after completing another simulator run, her eyes bright with intensity. "Captain Drake," she said. “It’s an honor to meet you. Thank you for bailing us out yesterday.”

“You’re very welcome,” Thomas replied with a smile. “I just wish I could have done more.”

“You’re commanding Excalibur, sir. That’s more than any of us here ever dreamed we would see. I was wondering if I could ask you something?"

"Of course," Thomas replied.

"What does it take to be part of Excalibur's flight crew?" she asked, her voice carrying an eagerness she couldn't quite suppress. "I've trained extensively in both combat and piloting, and, well, not to be too forward, but I’m very interested in a position with you.”

"I'm sorry," Amren interrupted gently before Thomas could respond. "But you would need to be male."

Thomas turned to him in surprise. “Really?”

Lina's eager expression faltered slightly, but she maintained her composure. “You don’t think women are capable of flying the ship?”

"Not at all," Amren replied quickly. "The interface was designed for the synchronization of consciousnesses and optimized for King Arthur himself. As a result, the ship’s flight crew need to be highly compatible with one another. Males and females possess different traits, each with their own strengths. In this case, mixing them would create additional strain on the system. When split-second timing can mean the difference between life and death, even the smallest delay could be catastrophic.”

"I see." Lina absorbed this information with admirable poise, though Thomas could see the disappointment in her eyes. "Is there no way to compensate for the difference?"

“I would imagine that if there were, the original designers would have done so.”

Lina nodded slowly. "Thank you for explaining. I appreciate your honesty." She glanced at the simulators, where another pair was preparing for their run. "At least I can still fly and fight."

"You do both exceptionally well," Thomas offered sincerely.

A small smile crossed her features. "Thank you, Captain. I should get back to training." She walked away, her bearing still proud despite the evident disappointment.

After she was out of earshot, Thomas turned to Amren. "I had no idea about that limitation. Why didn't you mention it before?"

"It never came up," Amren replied. "My father explained it to me when I was young. It was one of Arthur's few regrets about the system's design. He wanted Excalibur's crew to reflect all of Avalon's people, but the technical limitations couldn't be overcome."

Thomas mulled this over as they continued watching the training. He couldn't help feeling that they were potentially missing out on valuable crew members due to this restriction. Yet he also understood the critical nature of neural interface timing—he'd experienced firsthand how even microseconds could matter in combat situations.

His attention was drawn back to the simulators as the young Ursan male he'd noticed earlier again took his turn. The pilot handled his simulated craft with remarkable intuition. Where others looked like they were trying to fly, he piloted as though he was one with the ship.

"Who's that?" he asked Gareth.

"Brennan," Gareth replied. “We brought him in about six months ago. He’s a natural pilot. He just hopped into the simulator, spent an hour learning the controls, and then started beating every scenario we have.”

Thomas watched as Brennan expertly wove through a field of simulated asteroids while simultaneously engaging multiple targets. There was something compelling about his flying style—a blend of technical skill and almost artistic flair.

"He's got potential," Thomas said, turning to Amren. "Have you noticed anyone else worth considering?"

He nodded. "A few. See that one over there?" He pointed to a muscular Ursan with close-cropped dark hair who was studying the simulator readouts between runs.

"That's Marwyn,” Gareth said. “A former cargo pilot before the Draconite killed his family. He’s been with us three years now."

“What about that one?” Amren asked.

"Corrin,” Gareth continued, indicating a lean, sharp-featured man waiting his turn. "He's got an interesting story. He used to work maintenance on Draconite warships. Then one day, he slit the throat of his commanding officer and escaped in a shuttle. He knows their systems inside and out."

As if aware of their attention, Corrin glanced their way. His eyes met Thomas's for a moment, keen and calculating, before returning to study the current simulation.

"What about him?" Thomas asked, nodding toward a smaller fighter who hardly looked tall enough to work the flight controls.

"Ah, that's Roreth,” Gareth replied. "One of our most experienced pilots. He’s led a few of our quick strike missions. He’d also be a candidate to fly Starbright in my absence.”

Thomas continued watching the training, making mental notes about various candidates. Some showed promise in raw skill, while others demonstrated the kind of adaptability and quick thinking that neural interface control required. By the end of the four-hour session, they had identified those four as candidates.

"I think we've seen enough," he said finally to Gareth, giving him the names. "Could you arrange for us to speak with them privately?"


CHAPTER 19


Gareth nodded, understanding immediately. "Of course. I'll have the four of them meet us in the command center in thirty minutes. That should give them time to clean up." He went to speak to each of Thomas and Amren’s selections for addition to Excalibur’s crew.

“You want to talk to them first?” Amren asked. “I thought we would bring them directly to the flight deck.”

“I’m worried about what might happen to them if they aren’t compatible,” Thomas replied. “Gareth can’t afford to lose anyone, and the effort to interface can be…debilitating.”

“As I know well. It’s thoughtful of you to consider that outcome. I should have as well.”

As the other fighters began filing out of the training area, Thomas noticed how some cast curious glances their way. Word would undoubtedly spread that certain pilots had been selected for special attention, though none knew exactly why.

"What do you think?" he asked Amren as they walked toward the command center.

"They all show promise," Amren replied thoughtfully, “though I have concerns about Corrin. Did you notice how he holds himself apart from the others? That kind of aloofness could be problematic in neural interface situations.”

Thomas nodded. He'd noticed the same thing. "We'll see how he interviews. Do you have any thoughts on what we should ask them?”

“I don’t think we need to make it too formal. But it is at least somewhat important that we get along with whoever we choose.”

“Considering what you said about the neural interface, I think it’s very important that we connect on a casual level.”

“And, as we’ve learned, it’s vital they’re able to take direction.”

“While we’re testing them, you could always step back into a pod yourself.”

Amren sighed, lowering his voice. “I’ve considered it. To be honest, I’m afraid I’ll fail again.”

“I don’t want to pressure you. We can always do it one-on-one, so no one else would know.”

“Merlin would know. The point being, I want to be more sure of myself before I make another attempt.”

“Whether you ever fly Excalibur or not, you’re still a valuable member of the crew. Second in command as far as I’m concerned.”

“Thank you, Thomas.”

They reached the command center to find it relatively quiet, with only a skeleton crew monitoring the various systems.

“This way,” Gareth said, leading them to a small side room clearly used for planning sessions. A rough stone table dominated the space, surrounded by mismatched chairs. "We can conduct the interviews here."

Thomas settled into one of the chairs, noting how it wobbled slightly on the uneven floor. Amren took position beside him while Gareth remained standing, his bearing formal as he prepared to call in the candidates.

"Before we start," Thomas said, "what can you tell me about their personalities? Their ability to work with others?"

Gareth considered for a moment. "Brennan is young but eager to learn. Good rapport with his fellow pilots. Marwyn tends to be more reserved, but he's respected. Roreth…” He paused. “Roreth is complicated. A strong fighter, but that loss I mentioned weighs on him heavily."

"And Corrin?”

"Efficient. Dedicated. But..." Gareth chose his words carefully. "He keeps to himself. Some find him difficult to work with."

Thomas nodded, remembering Amren's earlier observation. The neural interface required more than just skill—it demanded a certain openness, a willingness to truly merge consciousness with others. Someone who held themselves apart might struggle with that aspect.

A knock at the door interrupted their discussion. The candidates filed in, their expressions a mix of curiosity and nervous anticipation. Thomas studied each of them carefully as they entered.

"Thank you for coming," Thomas began once they were all seated. "I'm sure you're wondering why you were selected to speak with us."

"Something to do with Excalibur, I'd wager," Corrin said, his voice carrying a slight edge. "Given recent events."

“That’s right,” Thomas confirmed. “Before we discuss details, I'd like to hear about your backgrounds and experience." He turned to the youngest pilot. "Brennan, let's start with you."

The young man straightened in his chair. "Not much to tell, sir. Grew up on the streets after my parents..." He swallowed hard. “Well, my ma got into it with a Draconite shop keeper, and he called on the enforcers. Next thing I knew, pa got involved and both of them were dead.” He set his jaw, fighting not to tear up. “Been on my own ever since. Had to wait until I was seventeen to join the resistance, but I did as soon as I was able.”

“What about your piloting experience?” Amren asked.

“Just the simulator so far. But I like it. Flying just... makes sense to me."

Thomas nodded encouragingly before turning to Marwyn. "And you?"

The former cargo pilot's voice was deep and measured. "Ran supplies around the cluster for fifteen years. Kept my head down, tried to stay out of trouble. But with the Draconite, trouble has a way of finding you. They decided I was hauling for the resistance, even though at the time I wasn’t.” His jaw tightened. "They didn't even question my family. Just made an example of them. I barely escaped with my life. Been with the resistance ever since."

"How long?" Thomas asked quietly.

"Three years, four months, and twelve days," Marwyn replied without hesitation. "Not that I'm counting."

Roreth spoke next, his voice carrying the weight of long experience. “A long time ago, I was a merchant trader. Had my own ship and everything. I used to run from the Cluster out to the druidic worlds more often than not, with a focus on enchanted items. One day I got stopped by a Draconite patrol. They took my ship and everything on it, just because they felt like it. They left me living on the streets without a single coin to my name. So of course, I joined the resistance. I’ve been flying my whole life. I think I’m pretty decent at it.”

“According to Gareth, you’re one of his best.”

Roreth glanced at his leader. “You’re too kind, sir.”

Finally, Thomas turned to Corrin. The lean pilot sat perfectly still, his sharp features betraying nothing. "And you?"

“I was a slave on a Draconite warship," Corrin replied. His voice carried no emotion, but Thomas noticed his hands tighten slightly on the arms of his chair. “I escaped two years ago to join the resistance. I brought what intelligence I could."

Thomas studied him carefully. “That must have been hard for you.”

“Escaping? No. It was quite easy.” He shrugged without offering any elaboration.

The interview continued for close to an hour as Thomas and Amren worked into deeper conversations with the selections, getting a better feel for them as individuals. After the session wound down, Gareth escorted the candidates from the room.

“Thoughts?” he asked upon his return.

“Corrin’s out," Thomas said immediately. "His attitude toward teamwork alone would make neural interface connection difficult. Add in his obvious discomfort with emotional openness and..." He shrugged, lifting his palms wide.

"Agreed," Amren replied. "Though I hate to lose his technical knowledge."

“Marwyn seems solid," Thomas offered. "Steady, experienced, good with people. The kind others naturally trust."

“I worry about his past. And your ability to handle it when you interface with him.”

“I think we can say the same thing about any of the candidates,” Thomas countered. “They’re all here because the Draconite have hurt them somehow.”

“True. Brennan has raw talent, and the right personality.”

“I think he’s the best of the bunch. The most likely to be found worthy. But I’ve been wrong before.”

“Roreth seems like a strong candidate as well. Mature, intelligent, skilled.”

“I will say,” Gareth interjected. “Roreth is a great pilot, but not much of a warrior.”

“We need flight crew more than melee fighters,” Amren said. “I think we should try all of them in the pods, except Corrin.”

“I agree,” Thomas replied, looking at Gareth. “Should we give Corrin the news, or…”

“I’ll take care of it,” Gareth said. “He knows and respects me.” He left the room again, returning a few minutes later with all of the candidates save for Corrin.

"Thank you for your patience," Thomas began. "What we're about to discuss doesn't leave this room." He paused, making eye contact with each of them. “Each of you have shown qualities that we believe would make you good candidates to join Excalibur’s flight crew.”

He paused, watching as the faces of the rebels lit up in response. All of them were excited by the prospect of joining the crew.

“Before we proceed,” he continued, “you need to understand exactly what you're volunteering for." He leaned forward, his expression serious. "Excalibur's neural interface doesn't just add your mental capacity to the processing capabilities of the many. It merges your consciousness with your fellow flight crew members. Every thought, every memory, every emotion becomes a shared experience. There’s no privacy, no holding back. If you have doubts, if there’s anything you're not ready to share with others, there's no shame in declining. This has to be a completely voluntary choice."

Marwyn spoke first, his deep voice steady. "I'm willing. My memories aren't pretty, but they made me who I am. I'm not ashamed of them."

“Same for me,” Roreth said. “I’d love to join your crew. It would be an honor for me.”

Brennan shifted uncomfortably. "Even... even the really personal stuff? Things you've never told anyone?"

"Everything," Thomas confirmed. "The interface doesn't distinguish between what you want to share and what you don't. It's all or nothing."

"I...I understand," Brennan said after a long pause. His face showed an internal struggle that left Thomas curious as to what he was so nervous to reveal. He was so young, he imagined it was probably some embarrassing moment he felt particularly self-conscious about. “I want to try. Even if...even if it means sharing everything."

Thomas nodded. “You should also know…the interface process can be difficult and painful, even if you’re found worthy. There’s a good chance that whatever happens, you may need a few days to recover. If that’s a concern, speak up now.”

The three candidates looked at one another, but none of them spoke out against the risk.

“Great. Then let’s head over to Excalibur.”


CHAPTER 20


They made their way through the station's winding corridors toward the docking arm where Excalibur waited. The candidates walked in silence, each likely contemplating what they were about to experience. Brennan in particular looked lost in thought, his youthful features tight with what might have been anxiety or perhaps anticipation.

As they approached the legendary vessel, Thomas saw their expressions shift to awe. Even after witnessing her in action, seeing the ship up close was something else entirely.

"She's beautiful," Brennan breathed, and for a moment his inner conflict was forgotten in genuine wonder.

"Wait until you see her from the inside," Thomas replied, leading them into the docking tube to the cargo bay. "That's where the real magic happens."

The flight deck doors slid open as Thomas led the candidates inside. Despite their earlier composure, he noted how their steps faltered slightly at the sight of Excalibur's nerve center. The circular arrangement of neural interface pods demanded reverence, their dark surfaces gleaming beneath the soft lighting. Through the transparent canopies, the neural gel rippled with subtle movement, as if responding to their presence.

Burl and Tivan were already at their stations. They looked up as the group entered, offering encouraging nods to the potential new crew members.

"Merlin," Thomas called out. "Could you have Garant join us? I think he's ready for another attempt."

The GOLEM's blue eyes dimmed slightly. "Are you certain that's wise? Multiple simultaneous integration attempts could be... problematic."

"I've vetted them carefully," Thomas replied. "And we need to know if any of them are compatible. The sooner the better."

"Very well," Merlin said, though his mechanical features suggested continued doubt. "I'll summon him." Thomas leaned against his pod and studied the candidates. Which one was special?

Marwyn maintained his steady composure, but Thomas caught him flexing his hands nervously at his sides as he stared down into the rippling gel in one of the pods. Roreth was more relaxed, though his eyes kept darting between the available pods as if trying to determine which might best suit him. Young Brennan practically vibrated with barely contained excitement.

Garant arrived a few minutes later, his expression a mix of determination and lingering uncertainty. The twins had grown closer since their escape from the Lair, their shared experiences helping to temper Garant's rage. Thomas hoped that growth would translate to better neural integration.

"Before we begin," Thomas addressed the group, "there are a few things you need to understand. The gel is breathable. Breathe it in and don’t panic; it won’t suffocate you. Next, the neural interface isn't like any simulator you've ever used. It doesn't just connect you to the ship; it connects you to each other. Every thought, every memory, every emotion becomes a shared experience. There's no hiding anything once you're linked."

"You mentioned that before," Marwyn said. "We understand the risks."

"Understanding and experiencing are very different things," Thomas countered. "Once you're in there, you'll feel an overwhelming urge to push deeper into the connection. Resist that urge. Let the interface develop naturally. If you try to force it, you'll only hurt yourself."

"What exactly should we expect?" Roreth asked.

"At first, just awareness of the ship's systems. Basic sensor data, power distribution, that sort of thing. As the connection deepens, you'll start to sense each other's presence. That's usually when people either adapt to or reject the interface."

Brennan shifted anxiously. "And if we reject it?"

"Then Merlin will disengage you immediately. There's no shame in that. The interface isn't for everyone. Even some of Arthur's original knights couldn't handle it."

Thomas glanced at Amren, who had been quietly observing. The warrior nodded slightly, moving to help the candidates into their pods while Thomas climbed into his own. The neural gel embraced him with familiar coolness as he settled into position.

"Everyone ready?" he asked, both through the speakers and mentally as Burl and Tivan's consciousness joined his through the interface.

A chorus of nervous affirmatives answered him. Thomas took a deep breath, preparing himself for what was to come.

"Initiating neural interface," Merlin announced. "Stand by..."

The first wave of connection rippled through Thomas's awareness as the new candidates were brought online. He could sense their initial shock at the strange sensation, followed by their growing wonder as Excalibur's systems began feeding data into their minds.

Garant integrated surprisingly well, his consciousness finding its place in their shared awareness with far more stability than his previous attempts. The rage that had caused him such difficulty before was still present, but now it felt more controlled, channeled into determination rather than destruction.

Marwyn's steady nature translated into the interface, his mind methodically processing the flood of information. But then something changed. Thomas felt the former cargo pilot's consciousness begin to splinter, panic rising as the full implications of sharing minds became clear.

"Too much," Marwyn's thoughts echoed through their connection. "Can't... can't let anyone see..."

"Merlin," Thomas called out. "Disengage Marwyn before⁠—"

The cargo pilot's consciousness shattered before he could finish the command. The neural gel receded quickly as Merlin pulled him out, leaving Marwyn gasping and shaking in his pod.

Roreth lasted longer, but Thomas could feel him struggling as well. The experienced pilot's mind kept trying to retreat from the deepening connection, fighting against the very intimacy that made the interface work.

"Roreth as well," Thomas ordered. Another pod opened as Merlin complied.

Brennan however took to the interface like he was born to it. His consciousness flowed naturally into their shared awareness, adapting to the strange sensation with remarkable ease. Thomas felt a surge of hope. Perhaps they'd found their newest crew member.

Then the memories began to surface.

The first hit Thomas like a physical blow. He saw it all through Brennan’s eyes. He was sitting in a dimly lit room, speaking with a Draconite officer. The young man's voice shook with fear and uncertainty as he agreed to join the resistance as an informant for the Draconite. He saw himself reading the contract—a promise of riches and land in exchange for the rebels, signed in blood.

Another memory, of Brennan finding his way to a secret meeting with one of the resistance recruiters, a woman named Delilah. She asked him questions about his past, grilled him on his feelings toward the Draconite while using an enchanted device to detect possible lies. He passed with flying colors.

More memories followed in rapid succession: Brennan carefully feeding information to the Draconite over several weeks, the crushing guilt he felt each time he looked his fellow rebels in the eyes, his desperate rationalization that the resistance was doomed.

Through their shared consciousness, Thomas felt Brennan's panic and fear over having his treachery revealed. The young pilot's thoughts became a chaotic swirl of shame, regret, and terror.

"I'm sorry," Brennan's mental voice echoed through their connection. "I'm so sorry..."

Thomas didn't hesitate. "Merlin, full shutdown. All pods."

The neural gel receded immediately as the pods opened with a synchronized hiss. Thomas climbed out on slightly shaky legs, his mind still reeling from what he'd discovered. Burl and Tivan got out, expressions grim as they looked at Thomas and then at Brennan. He still sat in his pod, tears streaming down his face.

"What's wrong?" Gareth asked, moving closer. "What happened?"

"He's your spy," Thomas said quietly. "The one who betrayed your location to the Draconite."

The color drained from Gareth's face as he turned to stare at Brennan. "What?"

"I'm sorry," Brennan sobbed, finally climbing out of his pod. "I never meant...I didn't know Excalibur would come. I thought we were all going to die anyway, and they offered me so much..."

"After what they did to your parents?" Gareth's voice cracked with fury and disbelief. "You helped the very monsters who murdered them?"

"I know! I know it was wrong!" Brennan's words tumbled out in desperate confession. "That's why I volunteered for the interface. I knew you'd see everything. I wanted you to know the truth, I just... I couldn't find the words to tell you myself."

"How many died because of you?” Gareth screamed. “How many friends did I lose? We trusted you!”

"Please," Brennan begged. "I'll accept whatever punishment you decide. But you have to understand, if I'd known there was real hope, if I'd known Excalibur would return..."

"Enough!" Gareth's voice rang through the flight deck. “You’re going to pay for this, you dirty traitor!” He turned to Thomas. “He’s my problem to deal with, but I need help returning him to the brig.”

Thomas nodded, his jaw tight with tension from watching the scene unfold. "Kaelithan, restrain him."

The wizard stepped forward, his hands weaving a quick pattern. Shimmering bonds of magical energy wrapped around Brennan's wrists and ankles.

“Burl, Kael, help Gareth take him to the brig, please,” Thomas said.

“Sure, boss,” Burl said, grabbing Brennan roughly by the arm and jerking him out of his pod.

“I’m sorry,” Brennan said again, still crying.

“Follow me,” Gareth said, eyes like daggers whenever they landed on the young pilot. As they led him away, Thomas turned to Marwyn and Roreth. Both looked shaken by what had transpired.

"I'm sorry," Marwyn said quietly. "I thought I could handle it, but…the memories are too painful for me. I…I couldn’t bring myself to relive them. Or to have you live them.”

"The interface requires complete openness," Thomas replied. "There's no shame in recognizing your limits."

"It's not for me, either," Roreth added. “I hated the way it felt.”

"Thank you both for trying," Amren said. "It takes courage just to make the attempt."

“Thank you for the opportunity,” Marwyn said. “I hope you find the crew you’re looking for. We need you.”

They filed out, leaving Thomas alone with his current crew. Garant was practically glowing with pride at having finally mastered the interface.

"You did well," Thomas told him. "Your control has improved tremendously."

"It’s because of what Lancelot said about channeling emotions rather than being controlled by them," Garant replied. "The anger is still there, but now it serves me instead of ruling me."

"That's exactly right," Tivan said, clapping his brother on the shoulder. "Welcome to the flight crew."

"A most productive session," Merlin's GOLEM commented. "Despite the unfortunate revelation about young Brennan."

Thomas sighed heavily. "I really thought he was the special one. The way he integrated so naturally..."

"Don't be too discouraged," Merlin said. "Arthur went through many candidates before finding his twelve. And we've made progress. With Garant and Gareth, we now have five instead of three."

"You're right," Thomas agreed. "It's a big improvement. And we’re going to need it.”

But he couldn't shake the image of Brennan's tears, or the genuine remorse he'd felt through their shared connection. The young man had integrated so perfectly with the interface. In another reality, one where despair hadn't driven him to betray everything he claimed to believe in, he might have been exactly what they were looking for.

"What will happen to him?" Tivan asked quietly.

"That's up to Gareth," Thomas replied. "But given how many died because of his actions...I doubt mercy is high on his list of options." He paused, recollecting himself. “We have four more days to prepare. When Gareth returns, we’ll get him and Garant practicing on the interface.” He looked at Merlin’s GOLEM. “We need to get their minds hardened before we go after that convoy.”

“Of course, my boy,” he replied.

“I’m going to my quarters to rest for a bit. Let me know when Gareth is back.”

Thomas left the flight deck, returning to his quarters. His mind raced as he walked, unable to let go of what he had seen through the interface. So many were so willing to sacrifice their loyalties for personal gain. First Jocinda, and now Brennan. What chance did they really have against that?

He paused halfway to his room. Maybe instead of seeing this as a setback, they could find a way to turn it into an opportunity.

Turning around, he sprinted for the nearest teleportal, to quickly pass down to the cargo bay on his way back into Gryphon’s Roost.

He needed to catch up to Gareth before it was too late.


CHAPTER 21


Thomas's footsteps echoed off the stone walls as he sprinted through the Roost's winding corridors. He had to reach the brig as quickly as possible.

Before Gareth's anger led to decisions that couldn't be undone.

He burst through the command center's heavy doors, nearly colliding with a startled technician who barely managed to dodge out of his way. The room was dimmer than usual, many of its screens and monitors powered down. He wasn’t sure why, but when he saw Taliesin and Lestain hunched over a terminal, looking at diagnostics, he assumed it had to do with the reactor.

"Where's the brig?" Thomas asked, his voice rough from exertion.

Lestain looked up from the console, his weathered features creasing with concern at Thomas's obvious distress. "What happened?"

"Brennan," Thomas said, forcing himself to slow down and explain properly. "We tested him in a pod. He's the informant. The one who betrayed your location to the Draconite."

“What?” Lestain breathed, his hands freezing over the controls. A muscle twitched in his jaw. "Where is he now?"

"Gareth's taking him to the brig. Burl and Kaelithan are helping." Thomas took a step toward the door. "I need to get there. Now."

"I'll take you," Lestain said, but his hands remained over the console. He glanced at Taliesin, conflict evident in his expression. "But we're about to attempt a reactor reset. If Brennan is in the brig⁠—“

“I need to get to him before Gareth can have him executed,” Thomas interrupted.

Lestain put up a calming hand. “He won’t execute him without a proper hearing. He might accelerate the timeline, but that’ll still take an hour or two at least.”

Thomas exhaled and nodded. “Okay. I can wait for the reset, then.”

As if to accentuate the decision, the station shuddered as it went through a new power cycle.

“If it does that much longer, it’ll tear this place apart,” Lestain said.

“We’re ready,” Taliesin replied. “Go ahead.”

Lestain tapped on the controls, initiating the shutdown sequence.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then one of the monitoring stations sparked dramatically, causing a nearby technician to yelp in surprise. The lights overhead began to flicker erratically. The omnipresent vibration that had been their constant companion since arriving at Gryphon's Roost changed pitch, becoming deeper, more ominous.

"Is it supposed to do that?" Thomas asked, watching as more systems winked out.

"Probably," Taliesin replied, though his tone wasn't entirely convincing.

The lights gave one final, valiant effort to stay lit before dying completely. The hum of machinery that had filled the station since their arrival fell silent, leaving them in absolute darkness. Even the artificial gravity began to falter, and Thomas felt his stomach lurch as his feet started to leave the floor.

"Taliesin?" he called out, unable to completely mask his concern as he reached out blindly, trying to find something to hold onto.

"Remain calm," Taliesin's voice came from the darkness, maddeningly steady. "The system is cycling through the reset sequence exactly as planned."

"Exactly as planned?" Thomas asked, grateful the darkness hid his skeptical expression. "Including the part where we're floating?"

"A temporary side effect," Taliesin assured him. "The gravity will return with the main power."

"And when will that be?"

"Any moment now."

The seconds stretched painfully. Thomas could hear his own heartbeat thundering in his ears, along with the soft sounds of other crew members trying to maintain their positions in the zero gravity. His mind couldn't help spinning out worst-case scenarios. What if something went wrong? What if the reactor failed to restart? The entire station would become a tomb, silently drifting through space with all their hopes of resistance trapped inside.

"Come on," Lestain muttered from somewhere to his left. "Come on, you cantankerous pile of junkyard parts..."

A low hum began to build from somewhere deep within the asteroid. The sound grew steadily, resonating through the stone walls until Thomas could feel it in his bones. It wasn't the familiar vibration from before. This was different. Smoother.

The lights blazed back to life with almost painful intensity. Gravity reasserted itself without warning, and Thomas stumbled as his feet reconnected with the floor. Around the command center, others weren't so fortunate. Several technicians crashed to the deck with startled cries.

But as everyone regained their footing, Thomas noticed something extraordinary.

"The vibration," he said, realization dawning. "It's gone. Completely gone."

Taliesin's face broke into a satisfied smile as he studied the readouts. "Of course it is. A relatively simple matter of calculating the correct phase variance and applying it through a carefully timed power cycle."

"Simple, he says," Lestain laughed, clapping the engineer on the back hard enough to make him stumble. "You've just solved a problem that's been driving us mad for months. I could kiss you!"

"Please don't," Taliesin replied with a slight grimace as he held up his hands, palms out, as a barrier. "Now, shall we see about getting Sir Dragon to the brig? I can monitor the readings for now.”

"Yes," Thomas said, already moving toward the door. The brief delay had helped clear his head, letting him organize his thoughts about what he needed to do. "Which way?"

"Follow me," Lestain said, falling into step beside him.

They hurried through the corridors, descending deeper into the asteroid.

"How many prisoners have you held in the brig?” Thomas asked as they walked.

"Before today? None." Lestain's expression darkened. "We've never had to deal with a traitor in our ranks before. The Draconite would find most of our people dead before they'd betray us."

They rounded a corner and came face to face with Gareth, who was just emerging from a heavy door set into the rough-hewn wall. The rebel leader's face was a mask of barely contained fury, his shoulders tight with tension. He stopped short at the sight of Thomas.

"Captain Drake?" Confusion and suspicion warred in his voice. "What are you doing here?"

"We need to talk about Brennan," Thomas said.

"There's nothing to talk about." Gareth's tone could have frozen water. "He's a traitor. He betrayed everything we stand for. Everything we've fought for. His actions got good people killed."

"I know," Thomas said, holding up his hands in a placating gesture. “But I have an idea that might help us turn this situation to our advantage."

"Advantage?" Gareth practically spat the word. "What possible advantage could there be in discovering one of our most promising pilots was feeding information to the enemy?"

"Let me explain," Thomas said. He glanced at the heavy door. "Is he secured?"

"He's not going anywhere." Gareth crossed his arms. "What's this idea of yours?"

"Not here," Thomas replied, noting how their voices echoed in the stone corridor. "Somewhere more private."

Gareth studied him for a long moment, jaw working as he visibly fought to control his anger. Finally, he gave a sharp nod. "My office. This way."

As they walked, Thomas couldn't help wondering if he was making the right decision. But he remembered what he'd felt—Brennan's genuine remorse, the self-loathing that had driven him to volunteer for the connection knowing his betrayal would be discovered—through the neural interface. There was something there worth salvaging, if they were smart about it.

He just had to convince Gareth to see it too.

They made their way back up toward the command center. Gareth's office turned out to be a small room carved from the rock, furnished with a salvaged desk and a pair of worn chairs. His desk was barren save for a single data tablet.

Gareth dropped heavily into the chair behind the desk, his earlier fury now banked to a smoldering anger. "Alright, Captain. What's this idea that's going to make me forget one of my people sold us out to the Draconite?"

Thomas remained standing, gathering his thoughts. This had to be handled carefully. "First, I need you to understand what I experienced through the neural interface. What I felt from Brennan's mind."

"His excuses, you mean?" Gareth's voice dripped with contempt.

"No. His genuine remorse. His self-hatred." Thomas leaned forward, placing his hands on the desk. "He volunteered for the interface knowing we would discover his betrayal. He wanted to be caught."

"If he felt so guilty, he could have confessed at any time," Gareth countered. "Instead, he waited until he had no choice. Until Excalibur's systems exposed him."

"You're right," Thomas admitted. "He was a coward about fessing up. But I saw what was in his mind, Gareth. The shame is eating him alive. And more importantly, he wants to make amends."

"Amends?" Gareth laughed, but there was no humor in it. "How exactly does he plan to make amends to the dead? To the families who lost loved ones because of his treachery?"

"He can't," Thomas said quietly. "Nothing can bring them back. But he might be able to help us save others."

Gareth's eyes narrowed. "What are you suggesting?"

"I want to make you a trade," Thomas said. "Brennan for something that could give the resistance a real advantage."

"You're asking me to spare a traitor?" Gareth's voice was dangerously soft. "After everything he's done?"

"I'm asking you to be practical," Thomas countered. "To think about the bigger picture. Excalibur found him worthy. That has to mean something."

"It means nothing," Gareth snapped. "Excalibur found him worthy before we knew what he was."

"Maybe. Or maybe she saw something in him that we need." Thomas straightened up. "Tell me something—can your people pilot Draconite ships?"

The question caught Gareth off guard. "What?"

"Draconite vessels. Could your pilots handle them?”

"I...suppose so," Gareth said slowly as he considered it. "With some modifications to the controls, translation of their language...yes, we could probably manage it. Why?"

"I'll tell you why if you agree to the trade," Thomas replied. "Brennan for what I'm offering."

"And what exactly are you offering?"

"Draconite ships."

Gareth's eyes widened slightly. "How many ships?"

"I don't know yet," Thomas admitted. "But I have a plan to get them. Will you make the trade?"

Gareth stood and paced the small office while he thought about the offer, his footsteps echoing off the stone walls. Finally, he turned back to Thomas.

"Even if I agreed—and I'm not saying I do—how exactly do you plan to acquire these ships?"

"First, I need your word," Thomas insisted. "Brennan for the ships. I want him on Excalibur.”

Gareth's jaw clenched. "You're asking a lot, Captain. My people will expect justice."

“Would they rather have justice or freedom? He interfaced with Excalibur more easily than anyone I’ve tested, myself included. He’s a natural pilot. Incredibly gifted. He made a mistake. A horrible, deadly mistake. But so did I, once.”

“You killed one person. He killed hundreds. And he did it by betraying them. Stabbing them in the back.”

“I know. I’m not asking you to forgive him. I’m asking you to use him. And let me use him, too. He can do more for us alive than dead.”

“And what if he sells you out to the Draconite?”

“He can’t. He’d need to be interfaced with the core, with us, to send them a message. And I’d see the intention in his thoughts. So would you.”

Another long moment passed as Gareth wrestled with the decision. Thomas could see the conflict playing across his features, the need for vengeance warring with practical necessity.

"Fine," Gareth said finally. “I’ll make the trade.”

Thomas smiled. “Great. I⁠—”

“If your plan works out and we get the ships,” Gareth interrupted.

“Of course.”

“What’s the plan, then?”

"Not yet. I want to talk to him first." Thomas gestured toward the door. "Shall we?"

They made their way back down to the brig. The heavy door opened with a grinding sound that made Thomas wince. Beyond it lay a narrow corridor carved from the rock, with three rough cells on each side. Simple metal bars separated each space from the hallway.

Brennan occupied the first cell on the right. He sat on a thin cot, head in his hands, shoulders shaking with quiet sobs.

"Brennan," Thomas called out quietly.

The young pilot looked up, his face streaked with tears. He shrank in on himself at the sight of Gareth's cold stare.

"I can't change what I did," Brennan said, his voice hoarse. "I know that. I never should have done it.”

“What was your plan, Brennan?” Gareth asked. “How were you supposed to escape and collect your payment?”

“Next live flying drill, I was to burst off and call in to the Draconite for pickup. They would take me wherever I wanted to go, and give me a mansion there.”

Gareth shook his head. “You’re a fool, Brennan. Even if they honored that deal—which I don’t think they would—they’d make you tell them where Gryphon’s Roost was first. And they’d kick someone else out of whatever mansion they chose for you. And probably burn the place down the next day.”

“The deal was for one location, not two.”

“And you think you could trust them?”

Brennan shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m sorry, sir. Just please punish me. I deserve it.”

"What if, instead of punishment, I offered you a chance to help?" Thomas asked.

Hope flickered briefly in Brennan's eyes before dying. "How could I possibly help? No one will ever trust me again."

“We don't need to trust you," Thomas replied. "We just need to use you. The same way the Draconite used you." Brennan flinched at the words, but Thomas pressed on. "You're going to contact your handlers. Tell them you want a new deal. A bigger deal, in exchange for the location of the new resistance base."

"What?" Gareth's head snapped around. "Have you lost your mind?"

But understanding was already dawning in Brennan's eyes. "You want me to feed them false information?"

"Not false," Thomas corrected. "Incomplete. You're going to tell them exactly where to find Gryphon's Roost."

"And then what?" Gareth demanded. "We lose another base?"

"No," Thomas said. "Then we spring the trap. When their ships arrive to attack the station, we take them."

“And how do you propose we do that?”

“I have an idea. I’m not sure it will work yet. I need to talk to Taliesin and Kael, and also Corran. But it hinges on Brennan. The Draconite trust him. We need to use that trust against them.”

Brennan nodded. “I’ll do whatever you ask. I want to make up for what I did, in whatever way I can.”

Thomas turned to Gareth. “What do you say?”

“I don’t know what you intend, but I’m intrigued to find out. If there’s any way at all this might work, consider me in.”


CHAPTER 22


Two days later, Thomas stood in the Gryphon's Roost's command center with Gareth, Lestain, Taliesin, Kaelithan, Amren, and Brennan, watching the final preparations come together for his proposed plan to use Brennan's betrayal to their advantage. The young pilot's face was drawn with tension, but his eyes held steady determination rather than the despair that had marked him in the brig.

"Are we ready?" Thomas asked, looking first to Taliesin and then to Kaelithan.

"The enchantments are in place," Kaelithan replied. "I've tested them thoroughly. They'll hold."

"And the technical aspects are prepared as well," Taliesin added. He gestured to several modified components arranged on a nearby workbench. "Though I still think this is incredibly risky."

"Everything we do is risky," Thomas countered. "At least this time we're choosing the battlefield."

Gareth nodded from his position near the main display. "My teams are in position. Everyone knows their roles." He paused, studying the tactical overlay that showed their defensive preparations. "Though I share Taliesin's concerns about the plan."

“Corrin swore that this would be effective,” Thomas said. “He may not be a fit for Excalibur’s flight crew, but he hates the Draconite as much as any of us.”

“I know.” Gareth agreed. "But that doesn't mean I'm not worried." He turned to Brennan. "Are you ready?"

The young pilot swallowed hard but nodded. "Yes, sir. I won't let you down. Not again."

"You better not," Gareth replied, his tone carrying an edge of lingering distrust.

Thomas moved to the communications station where they had set up the encrypted channel using the codes Brennan provided. "Remember, you need to sound confident but not cocky. Make them believe you're desperate for a bigger payout, not setting a trap."

"I understand." Brennan settled into position at the console, his hands trembling slightly as he initiated the connection sequence. "This is the right frequency. It'll route through three different relays before reaching General Strix's office."

"How long until he responds?" Lestain asked.

"If he's there, immediately," Brennan replied. "He always told me to contact him directly if I had critical intelligence."

Within seconds, the console chirped. A harsh voice filled the command center: "This is General Strix. Identify yourself."

Brennan took a deep breath before responding. "General, this is Informant Beta-Seven.”

“Beta-seven?” Strix replied, clearly needing a moment to recall his existence. “Ah. So, you survived after all. When I didn’t hear from you, I assumed you had perished.” His tone oozed indifference. “Are you calling for retrieval?”

“Not exactly,” Brennan replied. “I’m still embedded with the remaining rebels. They have no idea I’m the informant. They rounded up the wrong recruits entirely.”

General Strix chuckled at that. “Unsurprising. Ursans aren’t known for their intellect. They don’t make very good servants most of the time, either.”

Thomas remembered Garant and Tivan’s mother, who had been one of Strix’s servants. His fists balled in anger, but he remained silent.

“What is it you want, Beta-seven?” Strix continued.

“We need to discuss our arrangement. I want a new deal."

"A new deal?" Strix's voice hardened. "The original contract was quite generous."

"That was before," Brennan countered, doing an admirable job of keeping his voice steady. "Before I saw what Excalibur can do. Before I realized just how valuable my information really is."

"And what information would that be?"

"The location of the rebel’s new base. Where Excalibur is docked right now."

The silence that followed stretched. Thomas could practically feel Strix weighing the possibilities, considering whether this might be a trap. Finally, the general spoke again.

"That would indeed be valuable intelligence," he said carefully. "But surely you understand we can't sign a new contract under these circumstances."

"I'll take your word for it, General," Brennan replied. "You've always been honest with me."

Another pause. "Very well. What are your terms?"

"Double the original offer. And I want an oceanfront estate on Meridian in addition to the penthouse in Llanton. At least ten square miles that are all mine. Somewhere I can disappear and forget about all of this.”

"Agreed," Strix said without hesitation. "Now, the coordinates?"

Brennan recited the location of Gryphon's Roost, his voice remaining remarkably steady despite the magnitude of what he was doing. Thomas watched the young pilot's face, seeing the conflict there as he once again betrayed people who had given him a chance at redemption. But this time, the betrayal served a greater purpose.

"Excellent," Strix said once Brennan finished. “How shall we retrieve you?”

“I’ll be in one of the rebel fighters, broadcasting the encrypted channel. I just need your commander to let me on board.”

“That won’t be a concern.”

The connection terminated. Brennan sagged in his chair, looking utterly drained.

"How long do you think we have?" Thomas asked.

"Not long," Gareth replied. "They'll want to move quickly before we can relocate." He studied the tactical display thoughtfully. "Since they know our forces have been reduced, they might send a single assault flight. Though there's a chance they might commit two flights just to be certain."

"I hope they send two," Lestain said, a predatory smile crossing his features. "More ships means more prizes when this is over."

"If this works," Taliesin cautioned.

"It'll work," Thomas said with more confidence than he felt. "But we need to get into position."

Gareth turned to Lestain. “You’re in charge of the defenses now. Show them what we’re made of.”

“I will,” Lestain replied, embracing his cousin. “Good hunting out there.”

Thomas turned to Amren and Kaelithan. “Stay safe. We’ll see you soon.”

“You’d better,” Amren replied, clasping Thomas’ hand.

“Good hunting to you as well, Sir Dragon,” Taliesin said.

Thomas, Brennan, and Gareth made their way through the station's corridors to the docking port. Thomas could feel the tension mounting with each step. Everything hinged on precise timing and coordination. One mistake, one delay, and they'd all die.

"I still can't believe you're trusting me in a pod," Brennan said quietly as they walked.

"I'm not trusting you," Thomas replied. "I'll be linked to your mind. You couldn't betray us even if you wanted to." He paused before adding, "But I don't think you want to. I felt your remorse through the interface. This is your chance to start making things right."

They reached Excalibur and headed directly to the flight deck. Burl, Tivan, and Garant were already beside their pods, waiting. Thomas helped Brennan and Gareth into position before climbing into his own command pod. The neural gel embraced him with familiar coolness as the interface initiated.

The merger of consciousness hit him like a wave as six minds joined together through Excalibur's systems. But unlike previous attempts at multiple connections, this felt remarkably smooth. He could sense each of them finding their place in the shared awareness: Burl's steady presence, Tivan's sharp focus, Garant's controlled intensity, Gareth's natural leadership, and even Brennan's raw talent flowing together into something greater than the sum of its parts.

"This feels incredible," Brennan's thoughts rippled through their connection. "So different from before."

"Because now you're not hiding anything," Thomas replied mentally. "No secrets, no fear, just purpose."

He could feel the others' agreement through their shared consciousness. Even Gareth's lingering mistrust of Brennan faded in the face of their merged awareness.

"Get ready," Thomas commanded both verbally and mentally. "We're the bait in this trap. Let's make sure we play our part perfectly."

The real test was about to begin. Through their neural link, Thomas could feel his crew's determination matching his own. Whatever came next, they would face it together.

They settled into position, minds merged through Excalibur's systems, waiting for the Draconite assault force to arrive. The trap was set. Now all they could do was hope things went as planned.


CHAPTER 23


Sir Turquine stalked across Visceral’s bridge, pacing as he had for the last three days, since Excalibur had appeared and then vanished again as if the ship were a phantom. His new nanites burned in his blood like fire, always hungry, always angry, always eager for action.

He could barely contain his impatience. He couldn’t rest at all. He knew, without a doubt, that if they didn’t find Excalibur soon, if they didn’t give him some other release for all of his pent up rage, he would be driven to straight out murder.

He could see how his bridge crew watched him with poorly concealed terror. He smelled their fear-scent, a complex cocktail of stress hormones and pheromones that made his mouth water, only making it harder for him to resist the temptation. To show them just how right they were to fear him.

"My lord," Kesper spoke up hesitantly from the helm. "Perhaps you should rest. We can alert you if⁠—"

"Silence!" Turquine snarled, causing the pilot to flinch. The nanites surged at even this small display of dominance. "I don't need rest. I need action. I need⁠—"

The comm system chimed, cutting off his tirade. Turquine spun toward it with unnatural speed, covering the distance to the communications station before Sarax could even reach for the controls. The red-scaled officer drew back quickly, fear rolling off him in waves.

"This is General Strix," a familiar voice announced without preamble. Even through the comm system, Turquine could hear the barely contained excitement in the general's tone. "We've found them."

The nanites screamed through Turquine's blood, every enhanced nerve ending suddenly alive with predatory anticipation. "Where?" he demanded, struggling to keep his voice steady.

"An asteroid field on the edge of the Llanwyn Cluster," Strix replied. "The Third and Fifth Assault Flights are already en route. I'm transmitting coordinates now."

Turquine's vertical pupils contracted as he processed this information. Two full assault flights meant over two dozen warships—a massive commitment of forces—that spoke to how seriously they were taking this opportunity.

He needed to reach Excalibur before they did. He needed to be the one to destroy it.

"You're certain it's them?" he asked.

“We have a reliable source," Strix answered, a note of smugness entering his voice. "One who has provided the exact location of their current base. Our informant claims Excalibur is docked there right now."

"Understood," Turquine growled into the comm. "We're on our way." He terminated the connection with more force than necessary, threatening to break the controls. Turning to his crew, he couldn't mask the anticipation in his voice. "Kesper! Set a course for those coordinates immediately."

The pilot's claws moved across his console. "Yes, my lord. Calculating wormhole parameters now."

"Don't calculate!" Turquine roared, the nanites pushing him toward violence at even this brief delay. He took a step toward the helm, causing Kesper to shrink back in his seat. "Just do it! I want us there before they can escape again!"

"B-but my lord," Kesper stammered, his scales paling noticeably. "Without proper calculations, we risk⁠—"

"The only risk," Turquine interrupted, leaning down until his face was inches from the pilot's, "is what I'll do to you if we miss this opportunity. Now. Open. The. Wormhole."

Kesper's fear-scent spiked as he rushed to comply. Space twisted before them as the wormhole formed, its swirling vortex promising the battle to come. Kesper opened the throttle, sending them through.

They emerged into normal space a few seconds later. A sparse field of tumbling asteroids stretched before them, the rocks painted by the dim light of a distant star. Most were no larger than Visceral herself, unremarkable debris spinning slowly through the void. But one massive asteroid dominated local space, its surface cratered and scarred from countless impacts over millennia.

"Multiple ships detected," Vorex reported from his station. "Confirming Third and Fifth Flight signatures. They're moving into attack formation."

"What about Excalibur? The rebels?” Turquine demanded. "Where are they hiding?"

"Scanning now, my lord," Braxeth replied from tactical. "I'm not detecting any signs of a rebel base, or Excalibur.”

The nanites surged through Turquine's blood, demanding action, demanding violence. But decades of military experience fought against their influence. Something wasn't right.

"Open a channel to the fleet commander,” he ordered, moving to the center of the bridge.

"Channel open, my lord."

"This is Sir Turquine aboard Visceral," he growled into the comm. "Are you certain about these coordinates? There are no signs of occupation or rebel presence.”

“Sir Turquine,” a more refined voice replied. “This is Admiral Norvex. Thank you for joining us.”

“Spare me the formalities, Admiral,” Turquine hissed. “I came for Excalibur, but the ship doesn’t seem to be here. Is this some kind of trick?”

“We’re still trying to determine that for ourselves. Our source has proven himself reliable, and he was very specific about…wait." There was a pause that made Turquine's enhanced muscles twitch with impatience. "We have a visual on artificial structures. Docking arms protruding from the primary asteroid’s surface. They're well-camouflaged, but definitely there. And...confirmed visual on Excalibur. The ship is docked to one of the arms."

The nanites exploded through Turquine's system at those words. He turned to Cartigan. “Is it an illusion?”

“No, sir,” the wizard replied. “No wizard is powerful enough to create an illusion that large, except perhaps Nimue. Possibly Merlin.”

“Both are gone,” Turquine spat. "Get me a firing solution on that ship! Now!"

"The fleet commander is ordering a full barrage on the asteroid," Braxeth reported, flinching slightly at Turquine's tone. "They want to damage their base before⁠—"

"I don't care what they want!" Turquine's fist slammed into the comms station hard enough to crack its surface. "Target Excalibur! I want that ship destroyed!"

Before Braxeth could comply, the Draconite fleet opened fire. Dozens of energy beams struck the asteroid simultaneously. The void lit up with deadly radiance as the assault pounded the rock.

But when the barrage ended, the massive asteroid remained largely intact. Its dense material had absorbed the worst of the attack, glowing slightly from the heat but showing minimal penetrating damage.

Movement on the main viewscreen caught Turquine's eye. His enhanced vision picked out Excalibur's sleek form as it detached from its berth, engines flaring to life as the Draconite warships unleashed a second barrage. The legendary vessel wove through the fresh round of energy beams with impossible agility.

The nanites screamed for blood as he watched his prey escaping yet again. He dropped into his command chair, eyes narrowing with focus. "Stay with them!" he ordered. "Don't let them get away this time!"

"Pursuing, my lord," Kesper reported as Visceral surged forward. The massive ship responded smoothly to his commands, accelerating after their target.

Encircling the asteroid, the fleet moved like a swarm of insects. In his peripheral vision, Turquine noticed the coordinated dance of capital ships and support vessels with growing impatience. His enhanced vision caught every detail—the precise formation patterns, the synchronized movements, the practiced efficiency of a veteran assault force.

But his attention remained fixed on Excalibur.

The legendary vessel danced through space ahead of them, its hull gleaming with blue energy.

"Multiple ships are moving to commence assault docking procedures," Braxeth reported. "The asteroid's density is proving resistant to our weapons. Ground forces are required to secure the facility."

"I don't care about the asteroid," Turquine snarled. "Stay with that ship!"

"Yes, my lord," Kesper replied from the helm.

“Why haven’t we destroyed them yet?” he demanded.

“Sir, maintaining weapons lock is proving difficult,” Braxeth replied. “Their evasive patterns are extraordinary."

Turquine's muscles tensed as Excalibur executed another impossible maneuver, threading between two Draconite destroyers.

“Forget the solution. Open fire!”

Visceral’s cannons opened up, sending blasts of energy out into space behind Excalibur. The ship juked and rolled, always a hair’s breadth from being hit, always managing to avoid the assault.

“Fire missiles!” he roared.

“Sir, without a target lock, we might accidentally hit our own⁠—”

“I said fire missiles!” he repeated more loudly, casting a look at Braxeth that demanded immediate compliance.

Missiles launched from Visceral’s flanks, corkscrewing through space toward Excalibur. The ship maneuvered around them before dropping suddenly to duck beneath a Draconite destroyer. The missiles, without guidance, slammed into the shields of the friendly warship, even as Kesper guided Visceral along Excalibur’s path.

“Sir Turquine!” Admiral Norvex growled over the comms. “Whose side are you on? Try to show some restraint, or I’ll report you to⁠—”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort if you want to live,” Turquine growled back, before tacking on a spiteful, “Admiral.” He reached over and disconnected the comms before Norvex could reply.

"My lord," Vorex called out from his station, "I'm detecting unusual energy readings from Excalibur’s hull."

"Explain," Turquine demanded, his voice carrying a dangerous edge that made the Flayer flinch.

"I...I can't, my lord. The energy pattern is unlike anything in our database. It seems to be building, but I can't determine its purpose."

The nanites surged at this fresh frustration, pushing Turquine toward violence. He forced himself to remain seated, though his claws dug deeper into his chair. "Keep monitoring them. Try to determine their intent.”

Through the viewscreen, he watched more Draconite vessels move to dock with the asteroid base. Their assault mechanisms extended like metallic tentacles, forcing their way onto the station's original docking arms. Troops would already be pouring into the facility, seeking out the rebels who had dared to resist Draconite rule.

"My lord…." Cartigan stood near the rear of the bridge. "...perhaps we should recommend to the fleet commander to exercise more caution. The number of troops being committed to this assault seems...excessive. And there's no concrete evidence the rebels remain on the station."

The nanites exploded through Turquine's system like a supernova. He launched himself from his command chair with unnatural speed, crossing the bridge before anyone could react. His enhanced hand closed around Cartigan's throat, lifting the wizard off his feet.

"You dare question our tactics?" Turquine roared, bringing their faces close enough that Cartigan could feel his breath. "After your failures at the Lair? After letting them escape?"

"My...my lord," Cartigan choked out, clawing ineffectively at Turquine's grip. "I merely suggest..."

"Suggest nothing, you pathetic Ursan!” Turquine shook him like a rag doll. "The only suggestion I want from you is how to destroy that ship! Now focus on your duties before I decide I no longer need a wizard!"

He threw Cartigan aside. The wizard crumpled to the deck with a pained gasp, the bridge crew hesitant to look at the scene, their fear-scent filling the air like an intoxicating perfume. The nanites sang with predatory satisfaction.

"Course change!" Kesper called out suddenly. "They're moving closer to the station!"

Turquine spun back to the viewscreen, tracking Excalibur's new vector. The ship was indeed adjusting course, bringing it nearer the asteroid while still maintaining its elaborate evasive patterns.

"Follow them," he commanded, returning to his chair. "Whatever game they're playing, they won't escape this time."

"My lord," Cartigan rasped. Having regained his feet, he rubbed his bruised throat. "Perhaps we should consider why they might be drawing us closer to the station..."

"Did I ask for your opinion?" Turquine's voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. "One more word, wizard, and I will paint my bridge with your blood. Am I clear?"

"Yes, my lord," Cartigan replied quietly, dropping his eyes in submission.

Turquine returned his attention to the pursuit, watching as Excalibur continued evading the steady stream of fire from Visceral. The legendary vessel had drawn them into an elaborate spiral around the asteroid, always staying just beyond effective firing range while gradually decreasing the distance to the station.

Some small part of him, the part not consumed by nanite-enhanced bloodlust, wondered at their strategy. That voice was drowned out by the burning need to destroy his prey. After so many failures, after so much humiliation, he would not let them escape again.

"Maintain pursuit," he ordered. "No matter what happens, stay with that ship."

The nanites sang in his blood as they followed Excalibur. Soon, he would have his revenge. Soon, the burning in his veins would be satisfied. Soon, everything would end in fire and blood.

The pursuit continued, Visceral's engines straining to keep pace with their elusive quarry. Turquine leaned forward in his command chair, enhanced muscles coiled with anticipation. Through the viewscreen, he could see they were gaining on Excalibur, their weapons fire drawing ever closer to landing a direct hit.

“Sir,” Vorex called out excitedly. “I think I’ve determined the purpose of the energy readings.”

“What is it?” Turquine demanded.

“It…” Vorex paused, voice dropping in volume as his excitement vanished. “It looks like they’re jamming the fleet’s long range communications.”

Turquine flinched. “What? Why?”

Suddenly, every alarm on the bridge simultaneously screamed to life. Before anyone could react, Visceral's power failed completely. Darkness descended over the bridge as the massive ship was set helplessly adrift.

"What happened?" Turquine roared as he began drifting up from his seat, their artificial gravity as dead as everything else. He grabbed onto he armrests to hold himself in place. "Report!"

"All systems are offline," Lorteth replied, struggling to remain in place well enough to use the dark console at the engineering station. “A total power failure. All systems are down. Backup systems have failed to initialize.”

"How?" Turquine demanded, pushing off with such force he reached the tactical officer in no time. He planted his claws in the back of the station, dragging across it until he came to a stop and wrapped his bare, clawed feet around the grated decking. "What did they do to us?"

"I...I don't know, my lord," Lorteth stammered. "There was no weapons fire, no energy surge. The systems just...died."

The nanites exploded through Turquine's system like liquid fire. He spun and launched himself at tactical, stopping as before. His hand shot out, closing around Braxeth’s throat with crushing force. "You had one job," he snarled. “Destroy Excalibur!”

"Please...my lord...I…" Braxeth choked out, clawing uselessly at Turquine's grip.

"Your failure ends here," Turquine growled. With a savage twist, he snapped the tactical officer's neck and threw the body away, letting it bounce off the bulkheads while he fumed.

"My lord…" Cartigan spoke hesitantly, keeping his distance after witnessing his fellow officer's execution. "I sensed magical energy just before we lost power. Some kind of enchantment…”

Turquine crossed to the other side of the bridge, pinning the wizard against the wall with one massive hand around his throat. "And you didn't think to mention this earlier?" he hissed, bringing their faces close enough that Cartigan could feel his breath. "Before we lost all power?"

"I...tried...to warn..." Cartigan gasped out.

The nanites screamed for blood, urging Turquine to crush the life from the wizard just as he had Braxeth. He tensed, ready to deliver the killing blow, but some small part of him, the part not consumed by bloodlust, recognized that he might still need Cartigan's abilities.

With tremendous effort, he released his grip, letting the wizard drift upward. "Get power back online," he growled, turning to address the entire bridge crew. "Now."

"My lord," Kesper spoke up from the helm, his voice shaking. "Without main power, we have no shields. Even a small hull breach would⁠—"

"I know what happens to ships without shields!" Turquine roared, causing the entire bridge crew to flinch. "That's why you're going to fix this immediately, or I'll throw you all out the nearest airlock!"

He floated across the bridge, catching every whimper of fear, every racing heartbeat of his terrified crew. They scrambled to comply with his orders, desperate to avoid sharing Braxeth's fate.

Without the viewscreen, he could only picture how Excalibur was growing smaller as Visceral's momentum carried them away from the station. He suddenly realized this wasn’t just about them. If Visceral had lost power, all of the ships in the fleet that were close to the station had gone dark as well.

Despite the nanites, or perhaps because of them, he started to laugh. A low, rumbling, furious, terrifying laugh. The trap had been set and sprung, their forces falling right into it without a second thought. He wasn’t the target. He was just collateral damage.

He had been so close to finally destroying his prey. And now he drifted helplessly through space while they escaped yet again.

The nanites demanded violence, but he forced himself to remain still. He needed his crew alive if they were going to restore power. But once systems were back online...

Someone would pay for this humiliation. Someone would bleed.


CHAPTER 24


The merged consciousness of Thomas’ expanded crew flowed smoothly through Excalibur’s neural interface. As the crew guided Excalibur through another series of elegant evasive maneuvers, Visceral's energy beams continued to pass harmlessly through their exhaust plume as it rapidly expanded and disappeared entirely in the vacuum of space.

“They’re getting sloppy," Brennan said. "The closer we get to the station, the more aggressive and less precise their beams become."

Thomas felt the truth of that observation through their merged consciousness. Where Visceral’s initial pursuit had been calculated and strategic, his current assault pattern showed increasing signs of desperation and rage.

At first, he had thought Morgana had given over command of the ship to someone else. But now, he wasn’t so sure. Had Turquine somehow survived the collapse at the Lair?

It sure seemed like it.

"Stay focused," Gareth projected, reminding him to keep his mind on the task at hand. "We need to maintain this dance a little longer."

Through their neural link, he could sense his crew's determination matching his own. Burl and Tivan managed shield distribution with practiced efficiency. Garant monitored the fleet's positions relative to the station, while Gareth's tactical experience helped anticipate the Draconite fleet's movements. Combined, it all allowed them to stay just beyond effective weapons range while drawing them steadily closer to their target.

But it was Brennan's natural piloting instincts that truly made the difference. His consciousness flowed through their shared awareness with ease, enabling maneuvers that would have been impossible for Thomas alone. The young pilot's gift for spatial awareness and timing elevated their entire crew's capabilities.

"Incoming missiles!" Tivan's announcement carried a spike of alarm through their connection.

Thomas didn't need to issue verbal commands. Their merged consciousness reacted as one, rolling Excalibur through a tight spiral, the missiles shooting harmlessly past. The projectiles, lacking proper target lock, impacted against one of the Draconite destroyers instead.

“Visceral appears to be losing patience," Gareth observed, his observation tinged with grim satisfaction.

Through Excalibur's sensors, Thomas tracked the positions of the Draconite fleet. Nearly two-thirds of their ships had moved into close proximity with the station, many extending docking mechanisms to begin their assault. Everything was proceeding exactly as planned.

"Merlin," Thomas called out. "Status update from the station?"

The GOLEM's voice came through clearly: “All preparations are complete. Taliesin has the harmonics wave dialed in to Corrin’s specifications. It’s fully powered, and Kaelithan’s enchantments are responding as expected. We’re ready upon your command."

Thomas felt his crew's anticipation building through their shared awareness. Everything they'd planned, everything they'd risked, came down to this moment. They'd drawn the Draconite fleet in close, using Brennan's betrayal as bait for an elaborate trap. Now they just had to spring it at exactly the right moment.

Visceral's weapons opened up again, forcing them into another series of evasive maneuvers. But even as they dodged the assault, Thomas could sense through their merged consciousness that the massive ship was drawing steadily closer to the station's sphere of influence.

"Almost there," Brennan projected, his thoughts steady despite the pressure.

A particularly close shot from Visceral made their shields flare briefly. Through their neural link, Thomas felt his crew's shared tension spike before smoothing out again.

Thomas studied the tactical situation through their shared sensor data. More Draconite ships were extending their docking mechanisms, committing fully to the assault, while the first group was just pulling away, still positioned close to the asteroid. The timing had to be perfect.

"All ships in position," Gareth confirmed. "Now would be the optimal moment."

Thomas took a deep breath, feeling his crew's readiness through their neural link. This was the moment everything hinged on. If their plan failed, they would have an entire Draconite fleet to contend with on even footing. While Excalibur might be able to escape, the rebel base—and all the rebels in it—would be lost.

"Merlin," he commanded. "Give the signal. Execute Operation Blackout."

Through their sensors, they detected a subtle vibration building within the station. The harmonics wave, amplified by Kaelithan's enchantments, began to pulse outward in an expanding sphere of silent and invisible energy.

“I hope this works,” Burl said.

“It’ll work,” Gareth replied, his tone full of hope.

“It has to,” Garant agreed.

The wave hit the docked Draconite ships almost immediately. Through their merged consciousness, they watched as vessel after vessel suddenly went dark, the carefully tuned frequency forcing their systems into an emergency shutdown, taking advantage of a weakness in their overall design.

When Thomas had approached Corrin with his idea to disable the Draconite ships, he had been thinking more along the lines of an electromagnetic pulse that would fry their circuits. It would have limited their recovery to the ships connected to the asteroid, and meant a lot more work for the rebels to repair the vessels. It was Corrin who revealed the dirty little secret, borne from switching out magical enchantment to pure technological solutions.

And now…

"The wave is performing exactly as designed," Tivan announced as they watched ships going dark in sequence. "Complete system failure across all affected vessels."

The wave reached them, passing harmlessly through. The only reason Thomas knew it had hit at all was the momentary distortion it created in the sensors. Through their neural link, Thomas felt Brennan's consciousness pulse with vindication.

"Visceral's next," Gareth observed. They watched through their shared awareness as the massive ship's weapons fell silent, its running lights flickering and dying as the harmonics wave struck. The vessel's momentum carried it forward, now completely powerless.

"The station's going dark," Burl reported, his thoughts steady despite the tension. "Right on schedule."

Thomas sensed the sudden loss of power on the station. Generating the wave had required overloading the reactor, bringing it to the edge of obliteration. After triggering, the rebels had shut down the power completely, using the side-effect to their advantage. Either they would win the fight against the Draconite, or they would vent the entire station, taking the enemy out with them. Meanwhile, the rebels were already outfitted and trained to fight in zero-gravity. According to Orvix, the Draconite wouldn’t be so prepared.

"Merlin," he commed out. “What’s happening on the station?"

“Everything is going to plan, my boy,” the GOLEM reported. “The Draconite are floating helplessly while the rebel forces move to engage."

“Is it just me who finds it amusing that the Draconite can’t handle zero-g when they used to be able to fly?” Tivan asked.

“Their arrogance will be their undoing,” Garant replied.

Gareth opened a channel to the rebel fleet, waiting a short burst away. “All ships, attack!”

Seconds later, Thomas sensed the rebel ships rapidly decelerating from burst speed, their engines flaring brilliant blue-white against the void. Excalibur's sensors captured every detail as the meager rebel fleet flipped over to orient in the right vector.

"Six targets remaining under power," Tivan reported through their merged consciousness, his thoughts tight with focus as he processed the sensor data. "The dreadnought, two destroyers, and three corvettes. They're moving to attack positions."

Thomas studied the tactical situation through their shared awareness. The Draconite vessels had abandoned their disabled comrades, spreading out in an aggressive but uncoordinated advance. The dreadnought charged forward like an enraged beast, red energy gleaming along its black hull. The sheer size of the vessel was intimidating, nearly a kilometer wide and half as long and tall. It resembled a great dragon from myth and legend, ready to reduce the rebel fleet to ash.

"They're not even trying to protect the disabled ships," Burl's thoughts rippled through their connection with surprise.

“I told you their arrogance would be their undoing,” Garant repeated.

"They can't stand being embarrassed like this,” Gareth agreed. “Each ship wants to be the one to destroy us."

"Then let's use that against them," Thomas replied. "Brennan, keep us mobile. Gareth, designate priority targets and coordinate the rebel ships. Tivan, track their attack vectors. Burl, weapons ready. We're going to show them what true motivation and hope looks like.”

He felt his crew's acknowledgement. The rebel fleet split into three attack groups at Gareth’s command, each vectoring toward pre-designated targets. Thomas could sense Brennan's natural piloting instincts elevating their capabilities as they guided Excalibur toward the nearest Draconite destroyer.

The space between ships erupted in deadly radiance as the Draconite opened fire, their weapons blazing in a chaotic display of raw power. But without coordination, many of their shots crossed paths or left gaps in their coverage, allowing the smaller, more agile rebel ships to evade with only minor hits to their shields.

"First target designated," Gareth's thoughts flowed through their connection. "Destroyer off our starboard side."

Thomas sensed the target, guiding Excalibur toward it with a thought. Brennan’s vector adjustments flowed through the connection, adding his skill to Thomas’ and allowing him to dedicate another portion of his consciousness to monitoring shields, weapons, sensors, and every other crew member’s functions, mutually enhancing their capabilities. The sensation was unbelievable and amazing, the raw power almost intoxicating. He had to be careful or it would be easy to feel invincible and become overconfident.

The rebel ships adjusted vectors to hit the same target, sweeping around incoming fire with skill borne of experience, training, and desperation.

“Seven of our ships have target locks,” Gareth said.

“Fire!” Thomas ordered, for both the rebel ships and Excalibur.

The seven rebel ships opened fire simultaneously, energy beams lancing through space with devastating precision. Excalibur's blue energy led the assault, striking the destroyer's shields as Starbright joined the attack. The destroyer's shields flared brilliant white under the synchronized assault before collapsing completely. The rebel fleet's weapons carved into the exposed hull, tearing through armor plating and vital systems.

"Multiple hull breaches detected," Tivan reported through their link. "Their reactor containment is⁠—"

The destroyer exploded in a silent flash.

“We’ve got company!” Tivan's consciousness spiked with alarm. “Starfighters. Multiple squadrons deploying!"

Thomas sensed the waves of starfighters pouring from the Draconite vessels. The smaller craft accelerated rapidly, their weapons already charging as they moved to engage.

"I count at least sixty fighters. Here they come!"

"Stay in formation," Gareth broadcast to the fleet.

“Starbright,” Thomas said. “Vector to our port side. We'll handle the fighters together while the others focus on the capital ships."

"Acknowledged," Roreth replied, the sword-ship quickly moving into position alongside Excalibur.

The Draconite dreadnought surged forward, its massive weapons blazing indiscriminately at the rebel fleet. The remaining destroyers followed without coordination, each captain seemingly intent on claiming glory for themselves. Energy beams filled space in a chaotic display of raw power, a storm of enemy fire that would have been so much more dangerous if the Draconite exhibited any hint of organization. Instead, Excalibur and Starbright carved through the approaching fighters like scythes through wheat, their coordinated fire destroying craft after craft as they swept through the swarm. The remaining rebel ships maintained formation despite the intense Draconite barrage, targeting a single ship at a time, their weapons striking the next destroyer to devastating effect.

“The target’s shields are down,” Tivan reported. "Their starboard weapons array is offline."

"Press the advantage!" Thomas ordered. "Don't let them⁠—"

A massive energy beam from the dreadnought cut through space, skimming along their hull. It nearly disrupted the enchantment jamming the Draconite’s long-range communications and preventing them from calling for reinforcements. Only Brennan, triggering vectoring thrusters at the last possible moment with his incredible reflexes, saved them from annihilation.

"That was too close," Burl's thoughts carried controlled tension.

More starfighters swooped in, their weapons blazing, but Excalibur and Starbright moved in perfect synchronization. When one ship's fire created gaps in the fighter screen, the other exploited them.

"Three squadrons breaking off to regroup," Tivan reported. "The others are pressing the attack."

"Let them come," Thomas replied.

“Captain, request to send target solutions to the nearest rebel ships,” Gareth said over the interface as an instantaneous thought.

“Do it,” Thomas replied just as quickly, barely two milliseconds passing during the exchange.

The rebel ships responded instantly to the targeting data, their weapons catching the approaching fighters in a devastating crossfire. Explosions blossomed across space as fighter after fighter disappeared in brief flares of light.

The Draconite capital ships didn’t just sit there watching. Their energy beams carved deadly paths through the void, forcing the rebel fleet to adjust formation. One beam caught a rebel corvette's shields, nearly breaking through its protection. The Draconite corvette that fired the shot quickly regretted it, a wave of return fire slamming into its shields. Thomas sensed the opening and Excalibur changed vectors, momentarily breaking off from the starfighters, gathering energy on the bow.

“I have target lock on the aft near the reactors,” Burl reported.

“Fire!” Thomas replied.

The beam lashed out, punching through what little remained of the corvette’s shields, burning through the hull and searing the engines. The ship exploded as Excalibur vectored away, returning to focus on the fighters.

“Keep an eye on that dreadnought,” Tivan warned. “It’s about to get a clear line of fire on the fleet.”

"All ships, evasive maneuvers,” Gareth broadcast in response.

The rebel fleet scattered just as the dreadnought's massive weapons opened up, its powerful beams sweeping past them with minimal effect.

“Tempest,” Gareth snapped suddenly, calling out to one of the rebel ships. “Watch your nine o’clock⁠—”

Thomas saw the Draconite destroyer’s beams pound into the rebel corvette, which had become too focused on the dreadnought and never saw the other ship coming. Her shields failed after the first few hits, the rest punching into the hull, creating huge gapes of venting atmosphere before the ship broke apart.

“Damn it!” Gareth cursed.

Thomas felt the man’s frustration as his own through the interface. Before he could refocus, another rebel ship disappeared from sensors as concentrated fire from two Draconite vessels caught it from opposite flanks.

"Focus fire on that destroyer," Thomas commanded, pushing aside his grief. "All ships coordinate targeting solutions. Roreth, swing around behind them while we keep their attention."

The remaining seven rebel vessels tightened formation, their weapons already tracking the nearest destroyer.

"Here come more fighters," Tivan warned through their link. "Three squadrons vectoring in from the port side."

"Let Starbright handle the destroyer," Thomas projected. "We'll clear these fighters."

Excalibur broke away from the main group, charging straight into the incoming fighters. Brennan's natural skills helped guide them through the storm, sending Excalibur in a series of quick, precise evasive maneuvers that kept them just ahead of the barrage, taking only glancing blows off the shields.

"Now!" Thomas commanded.

Burl unleashed a devastating spread of energy beams, catching multiple fighters as they tried to adjust their formation. Four disappeared in rapid succession while others scattered, their coordination broken.

"Starbright has breached the destroyer's shields," Tivan reported. "The rebel fleet is moving to exploit."

Thomas caught glimpses of the battle through their sensors as they continued engaging fighters. Roreth had positioned his sword-ship perfectly, his shots carving into the destroyer's vulnerable aft section. The remaining rebel ships poured fire into the wounded vessel until its reactor containment failed, the explosion briefly illuminating space.

"Two destroyers remaining," Gareth projected. "Plus the dreadnought. But they're finally starting to coordinate their actions."

"Too little, too late," Thomas replied. "Status of the fighter screen?"

"Less than twenty remaining," Burl answered. "They're losing their taste for the fight."

As if to confirm his assessment, several fighters suddenly broke off their attack runs, racing back toward the safety of their capital ships. Others followed quickly, their morale clearly shaken by watching more than half of their companions destroyed.

"The destroyers are moving to support positions around the dreadnought," Tivan reported.

“It’s too late,” Thomas replied. “They don’t have the advantage anymore.”

"All ships," Thomas broadcast, “focus fire on the destroyer. Let’s finish this.”


CHAPTER 25


The rebel fleet responded instantly, their concentrated barrage of energy beams lancing through space to flare brightly against the destroyer's hull.

"Their shields are weakening," Burl reported, his consciousness sharp with focus. "One more coordinated volley should⁠—"

The dreadnought's massive weapons returned to life, sending streams of deadly energy toward the rebel formation. Most ships managed to evade, but Thomas watched in horror as one of their cruisers took a direct hit. The vessel's shields collapsed instantly under the overwhelming power, its hull splitting apart and sending two large pieces drifting along opposing vectors, spilling debris and crew members as they spun off into space.

"No!" Gareth's furious anguish echoed through their shared awareness.

"Stay focused," Thomas commanded, though he felt the same grief rippling through their connection. "Don't let their sacrifice be for nothing. Keep firing on that destroyer!"

The rebel fleet recovered quickly, intensifying their assault. Excalibur's blue energy led the barrage, striking the destroyer's already weakened shields. The protective barrier flickered once, twice, and then failed completely. The combined fire of six ships carved into the exposed hull, tearing through armor and vital systems until the vessel's reactor containment failed. The explosion created a brief flash that lit up surrounding space like a flash of lightning.

“One destroyer remaining," Tivan announced, his thoughts carrying grim satisfaction despite their losses.

Thomas studied the tactical situation through their merged consciousness. The last destroyer had tightened formation with the dreadnought, their overlapping fields of fire creating a formidable defense. But the rebel fleet still held the numerical advantage, and more importantly, they had something the Draconite lacked—a unified purpose and the determination that came with fighting for survival.

“One more time,” he broadcast. “Then we can tackle the big boy.”

The rebel ships moved with practiced coordination, spreading out to attack from multiple vectors while maintaining mutual support. The destroyer and dreadnought responded with a withering barrage, but their fire was becoming predictable, and the rebel ships managed to maneuver around it, preventing any direct hits.

“Here we go,” Thomas said, lining Excalibur up for another run. They shot toward the destroyer, approaching over the top of the dreadnought, threading the needle around the barrage of fire peppering space around them. “Burl, now!”

Blue energy lanced from Excalibur, multiple beams sinking into the destroyer’s shields. At the same time, three of the rebel ships approached from the destroyer’s flanks, adding their firepower to the mix. Then Starbright swooped in from below, energy pulses pounding the destroyer’s hull. Thomas’ frustration rippled through the interface as Excalibur closed the distance, still hitting the capital ship with energy beams but failing to penetrate. He wasn’t sure the rebel ships could survive another attack run.

“Captain, the shields on the starboard amidships are struggling,” Tivan reported. “Their power signature is fluctuating like crazy.”

"Concentrate fire on that weak point!” Thomas broadcast to the fleet, transmitting the target zone. He swung Excalibur away from the attack run, dipping and dodging to bring it in line with the weakened shields. Burl opened up on the area, spewing blue energy into the destroyer.

Additional beams lanced through space along multiple vectors converging on the destroyer's vulnerable shield section. The barrier flared under the assault, struggling to distribute the overwhelming power. Through their sensors, Thomas watched the shields flicker, a few of the energy bolts passing through to the armored hull.

"Their shields are failing," Burl reported, his thoughts sharp with focus. "Targeting solutions locked on their primary reactor housing."

"All ships, maintain fire," Thomas ordered. "Don't give them a chance to⁠—"

Perhaps sensing defeat, the dreadnought released a devastating attack, larger than any it had fired before. Energy beams carved deadly paths through the void, forcing the rebel fleet to break formation or be annihilated. One of the rebel vessels—caught in the midst of the barrage—didn’t react quickly enough as it attempted to evade. Multiple red beams burned through its shields and split the ship in half before its reactor exploded.

Thomas gritted his teeth. They were losing too many good people to that damn dreadnought, but they couldn’t let up now. Not when they were so close to victory.

"The destroyer's shields are completely down on their starboard side." Gareth's thoughts carried urgent revelation. "They're trying to compensate, but⁠—"

"All ships, target that opening!" Thomas ordered. "Everything you've got!"

Quickly vectoring into position, they opened up on the destroyer’s exposed flank. Return fire from both the destroyer and dreadnought chased them through space. Fueled by anger and desperation, and the understanding that they had nearly reached the finish line, they maneuvered around the two ships for another run.

Midway into position, Thomas watched as the destroyer's hull split apart, internal detonations consuming the vessel from within. The explosion briefly illuminated space, adding more debris to the expanding battlefield.

“Yes!” Burl shouted.

“Whoooo!” Brennan's cry followed.

“All right, settle down you two,“ Thomas admonished before broadcasting to the rebel fleet. "We’re not done yet. Concentrate everything on that dreadnought.” Its weapons continued firing, keeping them from getting too close or making a straight-on attack run.

The dreadnought’s thrusters flared, its vector shifting as it came about, reorienting toward open space. It accelerated in that direction, rapidly gaining speed as its guns went silent.

“They’re running!” Roreth cried excitedly over the comms. “We won!”

“No,” Thomas replied grimly. “We can’t let them get away.” Once the dreadnought escaped their jamming field, they'd be able to call for reinforcements. Everything they'd accomplished here would be meaningless if an entire Draconite battle fleet arrived to finish what these ships had started.

"All ships, maximum thrust!" Thomas commanded. "We have to stop them before they can⁠—"

“Sensors are picking up wormhole formation,” Tivan reported. “Thirty seconds to transit!”

Desperately giving chase, their weapons blazing continuously, the rebel fleet aligned behind the massive craft. They poured everything they had into their engines, racing to catch up before it was too late. They hammered the massive vessel's shields, but the powerful barrier held firm, absorbing their desperate assault with stubborn resilience.

“Twenty seconds to transit," Tivan counted down. "Their shields are still holding. We're not doing enough damage!"

Thomas felt his crew's shared frustration as they pushed Excalibur's systems to the limit but despite their best efforts, it was becoming clear they simply didn't have enough firepower to breach the dreadnought's defenses in time.

"Wait," Gareth's thoughts suddenly rippled with concern. "Something's wrong with Starbright's power readings. Their reactor temperature is climbing rapidly!"

Thomas shifted part of his attention to the sword-ship's telemetry. The readings confirmed Gareth's observation. Starbright's reactor was indeed building to dangerous levels, but rather than backing off from the fight, the ship was accelerating toward the dreadnought.

"Roreth, what are you doing?" Thomas demanded over the comm.

"What needs to be done," the veteran pilot replied calmly. "Focus your fire on their aft shields. Make sure we don't miss this chance."

"Roreth, no!" Gareth protested as he realized the pilot's intention. "There has to be another way!"

"There isn't," Roreth answered. "And we all know it. I'm doing this with or without your help. Captain Drake, don't let our lives be wasted."

“We won’t, Roreth.”

“Ten seconds to transit," Tivan reported quietly. A wave of anguish and anticipation washed through the interface, but they all knew there was only one thing to do.

"All ships," Gareth broadcasted, his voice thick with emotion, "concentrate fire on the dreadnought's aft shields. Clear a path for Starbright."

The rebel fleet responded instantly, every weapon they possessed converging on a single point in the dreadnought's defensive screen. The barrier blazed brightly under their combined assault, finally beginning to buckle under the concentrated firepower.

“Five seconds," Tivan counted.

"Their shields are failing!" Burl reported.

“Four seconds."

"It's been an honor, Captain," Roreth transmitted. "Make it count!"

“Three seconds.”

“Thank you all for your sacrifice, Roreth. We’ll never forget you.”

Starbright's engines flared one final time as the sword-ship punched through the weakened section of the dreadnought's shields. The vessel's overloading reactor added its power to the impact, creating a catastrophic explosion that tore through the massive warship's engines and power systems. Secondary detonations rippled along its length as the chain reaction consumed it from within.

The wormhole collapsed as the dreadnought broke apart, its fragments tumbling through space. Thomas watched through their sensors, his heart heavy with the grief that flooded their neural connection, even as they all realized they'd prevented the Draconite from escaping.

But it was at the damn high cost of Roreth’s life and the lives of his crew, not to mention the original Sir Gareth’s sword-ship.

“They knew what they signed up for,” Gareth said, picking up on everyone else’s thoughts.

“Thomas,” Merlin's voice cut through the interface. "The station's rebel forces have successfully repelled the Draconite boarding parties. The Ursan servants aboard the disabled ships are actively assisting us. They see their chance at freedom and are attacking their former masters."

Thomas took a deep breath, forcing himself to focus on the task at hand. They'd won a significant victory here today, but there was still work to be done.

“Gareth, signal the others,” he said. “We need to secure those disabled ships before they can figure out how to reset their systems.”

“With any luck, the Ursan techs on board have already secured the ships,” Burl said.

“We can’t count on that,” Thomas replied. “I’m bringing us in to the nearest vessel. You’re all doing great so far, but this isn’t over yet.”


CHAPTER 26


Thomas guided Excalibur alongside the massive Draconite destroyer, its dark hull looming through their viewports like a slumbering leviathan. Silent and powerless, the warship still radiated menace. The legendary vessel's docking mechanism extended smoothly, tiny adjustments firing through the neural interface as Thomas sought the perfect seal.

"Hard lock confirmed," Burl reported through their connection. "We've got a solid seal, but something feels off about it. The mechanism isn't quite matching up like it should."

"Can we maintain atmosphere?" Thomas asked, already feeling the first hints of concern. They couldn't afford any delays or complications, not with so much at stake.

"Yes, but it's not ideal. We have to force compatibility."

"Figures," Garant muttered through the interface. “Excalibur’s old school.”

Thomas felt their merged consciousness beginning to fragment as anxiety built about what awaited them. He pushed aside his own doubts, letting confidence flow through their shared awareness. "Stay focused. We've come too far to let a mismatched airlock slow us down."

He disengaged from his pod, the neural gel receding reluctantly in response to his own hesitancy to break the connection between himself and Excalibur. As their shared consciousness separated, the others—Burl, Tivan, Garant, Gareth, and Brennan—followed suit.

Having anticipated this phase of the mission, they had donned combat eco-suits and magboots before the battle began. The lightweight material provided limited protection, but combined with their shield bracers it would give them a fighting chance in hand-to-hand combat.

"Everyone check your seals," Thomas ordered as they gathered near the cargo bay airlock. "The atmosphere over there might be compromised. And make sure your bracers are fully charged."

"Already done," Burl replied. "Though I'm more worried about what's waiting for us than whether I can breathe."

"The Draconite aren't known for surrendering gracefully," Gareth added grimly. "Even without power, they're dangerous. Maybe more so.”

“Perhaps, but so are we,” Garant said.

Thomas moved to the weapons rack, grabbing his fayrilite sword and an energy pistol. The weight of the blade at his hip had become a familiar comfort, though he still hoped he wouldn't need to use it.

Doubtful.

Around him, the others armed themselves similarly. They all picked up helmets that would provide them with light and an hour’s worth of air supply, in case the ship had vented its atmosphere.

"Brennan," he said, noticing the young pilot's hands trembling slightly as he checked his weapon. "You shouldn’t come with us. You’re vital to Excalibur. Stay here and guard her.”

"I’m no more vital than you, sir," Brennan replied firmly, squaring his shoulders. "I need to do this. I need to prove myself."

"You already did that in the battle," Burl said kindly. “We couldn’t have flown like that without you.”

"That was different. This is..." Brennan paused, searching for words. "This is more personal. Face-to-face. I need to know I can handle it. To show all of you I can."

Gareth studied the young pilot thoughtfully. "Just stay close to us. And remember your training."

Merlin's humanoid GOLEM stepped forward, its blue eyes gleaming in the dim light. "I will handle the manual opening of their airlock. Be prepared for immediate hostile contact. They may have guards waiting despite the power loss."

"How many crew would a destroyer like this normally carry?" Thomas asked.

"Approximately two hundred without their complement of fighters,” Gareth answered. "Though at least a quarter would be non-Draconite servants like Corrin.”

“They don’t like to get grease on their claws,” Garant hissed. Thomas noticed his rage against the dragonfolk was inching toward the surface the closer they came to direct confrontation.

"That's still a lot of Draconite to deal with," Tivan observed.

"They'll be scattered throughout the ship," Gareth replied. "And without power, they'll have trouble coordinating. Plus, they aren’t trained fighters. They think hand-to-hand combat is beneath them. Our biggest concern will be security forces near the bridge.”

They positioned themselves on either side of the airlock as Merlin began working the external controls. Thomas could hear the mechanism grinding as the GOLEM forced it to operate without power, the sound setting his teeth on edge. His heart pounded in his chest, adrenaline already coursing through his system in anticipation of what awaited them.

"Remember," he said quietly, "we're not just here to take the ship. We're here to liberate their captive slaves. To show them that resistance is possible and that change is coming."

"And to make the Draconite pay for a century of cruelty," Garant added, his voice hard.

"That, too," Thomas agreed. "But we do this right. We're not them. We don't kill unnecessarily. If any of them try to surrender, don’t take their lives."

The airlock mechanism gave a final protesting shriek, then fell silent. Merlin stepped back. "Ready?"

Thomas took a deep breath, tightening his grip on his weapon. "On my mark. Three... two... one..."

The GOLEM pulled the airlock open with a hiss of equalizing pressure. Beyond laid total darkness. Even the emergency lighting had failed. The air that washed over them carried a sharp, metallic tang that made Thomas' nose wrinkle.

"Smells like blood,” Gareth muttered. “I hope they didn’t execute the captives.”

“They’ll pay for it if they did,” Garant growled.

“Light it up,” Thomas said, activating the lamp on his helmet.

Thomas took point, shield bracer raised and ready as they crossed the threshold into enemy territory. The deck plates rang hollowly beneath their boots, the sound echoing ominously through the darkness.

The attack—energy bolts erupting from the darkness, their red light reflecting off the metal walls in a deadly light show—came without warning. Thomas' helmet lamp caught glimpses of floating debris and suspended droplets of blood as the bolts passed through them, creating an eerie strobe effect in the zero gravity.

Their energy shields flared as they deflected the incoming fire. Helmet lamps swept the corridor, trying to locate the attackers. "Multiple hostiles overhead and along the bulkheads!" Burl called out.

Thomas' light caught one of the Draconite crew wedged into a corner for stability. The soldier's scales gleamed briefly before another burst of energy fire forced Thomas to duck back into the airlock.

"Cowards!" Garant snarled, returning fire with his energy pistol. “Come and face me like a warrior!” His shot went wide as one of the attackers fired a burst that nearly overwhelmed his shields.

Thomas swung out from cover to fire on the Draconite he had spotted, well-aimed shots punching through his scales. Dark blood spilled from the wounds, coagulating into globules that drifted across the passageway.

The others regrouped as well, quickly turning the tide against the defenders, who used their clawed feet to hold themselves fast to the grated metal decking. They died that way too, torsos and arms flailing up and back while their bodies remained anchored.

The remaining Draconite broke under the onslaught and turned to run. Before they could take more than a few steps, points of light—bobbing beams from handheld lights—appeared behind the Draconite position, illuminating the darkness ahead. Thomas watched as several Ursan servants and technicians appeared, armed with blades and rifles likely gathered from the ship’s armory. Caught between Excalibur’s crew and the rebellious captives, the Draconite should have surrendered. Instead, they rushed the captives, only to fall in a hail of red energy bolts from behind.

The corridor fell silent. Multiple lights converged on Thomas and the others as a group of Ursan approached. One of them pushed off a wall, maneuvering through the zero gravity until he neared Thomas, gracefully stopping himself by bracing on the overhead.

“I assume you came to help us kill these scaled rats,” he said, maintaining his position with one powerful arm while holding a light with the other. "We knew we had entered a battle. Scuttlebutt was resistance fighters. When the ship went dark, we took that as a signal. Luckily, these bastards always have us rooting around in dark places, so we were already prepared.” He held up his light as he laughed. “They never knew what hit them.” He gestured to himself. "I'm Dorus, head of engineering maintenance. Or I was, until about twenty minutes ago." His expression hardened. "Now I'm whatever I need to be to help you take this ship."

“Hopefully, the same thing is unfolding on the other ships we disabled,” Tivan said.

“Believe me, it is,” Dorus added with a hint of amusement.

“I’m Thomas Drake. Commander of Excalibur.”

“Otherwise known as Sir Dragon,” Gareth added with a wry smile.

Dorus grinned. “Takes a dragon to kill a dragon, eh? We’d heard rumors Excalibur had returned. You’re standing here, and I still don’t quite believe it.”

“The airlock is back that way,” Thomas said. “You can take a peek inside.”

Dorus laughed again. “I’d rather finish killing dragonfolk, if you don’t mind.”

"How many Draconite remain in control?" Gareth asked, his magboots clicking as he moved closer.

"Most of the command staff barricaded themselves on the bridge," Dorus replied. "We've secured engineering and the crucial systems. Once we realized what had happened with the power failure, we moved quickly."

"What about the rest of the crew?" Thomas asked, watching as more freed captives arrived, moving through the corridors with surprising agility.

“They still have control of some sections," Dorus answered. "But we have the advantage in zero gravity. Most Draconite never bothered to train for it; they consider it beneath them." He pointed to one of the dead Draconite with his claws clutching the grated decking. “They can grab onto the deck, but it’s not the same.”

“Definitely not the same,” Thomas agreed. He had limited exposure to zero-g himself, and now that he wasn’t busy fighting for his life he had a moment to notice the strangeness of it.

"Can you get us to the bridge?" Gareth asked.

"Of course. But there’s sure to be resistance along the way. We’ve mostly cleared from the stern to the forward beam. Can’t have them fixing their ship, can we?”

Thomas grinned. “No, we can’t.”

"We can handle resistance," Burl said confidently.

"I don't doubt it," Dorus replied with a grim smile. "Follow me."


CHAPTER 27


They encountered their first major resistance two decks up when Thomas' helmet lamp caught a flash of scales in the darkness.

"Contact ahead!” Thomas shouted just as red bolts filled the corridor. His shield flared as he crouched, magboots keeping him stable while he returned fire. Several Draconite security guards emerged from side passages, their claws scraping against the deck as they grabbed onto the grating and then let go as they advanced.

But Thomas and his crew weren't fighting alone.

The captives pushed off the bulkheads, launching themselves through the zero gravity. The few stolen energy weapons they had blazed, catching the security guards more by surprise than wounding them. Without anything more than the deck to grab onto, several guards tumbled through the corridors from continuing impacts against the overhead and bulkheads.

"Keep moving forward!" Dorus called out, propelling himself from wall to wall with practiced ease. "Don't let them regroup!"

Thomas advanced steadily, his magboots providing stability that the clinging Draconite lacked. A warrior tried to lunge at him, claws extended, but the zero gravity turned what should have been an aggressive attack into an awkward drift. Thomas sidestepped and fired, his shot catching the Draconite in the chest.

"They're falling back!" Burl shouted, his helmet lamp tracking fleeing shapes in the darkness.

The former captives pursued with ruthless tenacity, their weapons finding targets in the chaos. Thomas watched in amazement as one Ursan rebounded off three surfaces in rapid succession, each push bringing him closer to his prey before a final shot ended his chase.

"Clear!" Tivan called out after several moments of fierce fighting.

"Everyone okay?" Thomas asked, sweeping his light across his team. Their armor gleamed in the harsh illumination, but no one appeared injured.

"I'm good," Brennan replied, though his voice shook slightly. "That was...intense."

"You did well," Gareth said, surprising them all with his encouragement of the absolved traitor. "Kept your head and maintained discipline. I’m proud of you." He bumped his fist against the kid’s shoulder, jostling him hard enough to almost break his boots’ magnetic hold on the deck. It left the kid grinning with embarrassment and no little amount of pleasure.

Smirking right along with Brennan, Thomas looked up at Dorus where he clung to a ladder rung near the overhead. "How much further to the bridge?"

The Ursan oriented himself with a push off the ceiling. "Three more decks up. You keep fighting like that, and we’ll all make it there in one piece.”

They pressed forward, the combined beams of their helmet lamps creating overlapping pools of light. The zero gravity made every movement feel dreamlike, their magboots clicking against the deck while equipment, liquids, and other detritus floated past them like strange constellations.

"Movement ahead," Tivan whispered suddenly, his light catching something at the edge of its beam.

Thomas raised his hand, signaling a halt. The corridor split into two here, one side opening into a fairly large compartment. Maybe some kind of security checkpoint or even a break room. Perfect for an ambush. The other split off toward the left.

"Dorus?" he asked quietly. “Which corridor leads directly to the bridge?”

“Both, but that one…” He pointed to the left one. “...will take us the long way around, and it goes right by the med bay. It’s likely pretty busy there right about now.”

“Well then, it looks like we have to walk straight into this trap they’re setting for us.”

“I think there’s something we can do about that,” Dorus replied, his hands moving in rapid signals the other captives understood. Four of them broke off, disappearing back the way they had come while the lead engineer continued speaking. “We know all the maintenance routes and ventilation paths. I sent my boys to flank them. They’ll knock when they’re in position.”

“What do we do?” Burl asked.

“Move forward slowly,” Gareth replied. “Make it look like we’re going to walk stupidly into their trap.”

Within a minute, a soft vibration sounded from one side of the passageway. A few seconds later, the other. “They’re in position,” Dorus confirmed.

“What now?” Thomas asked, glancing at Gareth.

“Charge!” he whispered, breaking for the open doorway.

Thomas and the others rushed forward right behind him, their magboots clanking against the deck. The compartment ahead erupted in red energy fire, but they were ready for it. Their shields flared as they dove for cover behind support pillars and protrusions in the bulkheads.

The Draconite clung strategically to the grated floor. Others were wedged into corners where bulkheads converged and met the overhead, rifles pointing directly at them. What they weren't ready for were the former captives bursting through ventilation panels on either side of the compartment. launching themselves from the openings with powerful kicks.

"Now!" Thomas shouted. As the former captives spun through the zero gravity, targeting the Draconite, he and his team rushed out from cover, adding their firepower to the chaos. Their coordinated attack forced the Draconite to respond in multiple directions at once.

Slow to react, their movements were awkward as they sought out a single target among the myriad attackers. One tried to find better cover, but without experience in zero-g, his claws caught in the grooved deck and he stumbled, losing purchase. Three of Dorus’ men converged on him as he floated away from the deck, arms and legs thrashing. Their shots overwhelmed him before he could find something…anything to grab onto.

"Above you, Burl!" Brennan called out. His helmet lamp caught a Draconite soldier shoving through an open overhead vent, rifle already tracking the big man.

Burl's reaction was instant. His shot caught the warrior in the chest, the impact sending the body tumbling through the compartment. More Draconite emerged from obscured positions, but the zero gravity that had concealed them now worked against them. Without proper training, they struggled to aim efficiently.

"They're retreating!" Tivan called out as several Draconite abandoned their positions, pushing off walls in desperate attempts to escape down the other corridor.

"Don't let them regroup!" Dorus commanded. Two of the freed captives launched in pursuit, rebounding off surfaces with ease as they chased their former masters.

Thomas advanced, his magboots providing the stability needed to maintain accurate fire. A wounded Draconite warrior snarled at him from behind a support beam, scales gleaming in the harsh lamplight. Before Thomas could target him, an Ursan dropped from above, his massive frame blocking the light for a moment before his weapon ended the threat.

"Clear the room!" Dorus ordered. They methodically swept the chamber with their lights, confirming no threats remained. The aftermath of the battle—bodies floating gently while droplets of blood formed perfect spheres that drifted like crimson stars—was surreal.

"Everyone okay?" Thomas asked.

"Fine here," Burl replied, checking his weapon's charge.

"Same," Tivan added. "Though that was closer than I'd like."

"You all fought well," Dorus said, pushing off a wall to maneuver near them. "But we need to keep moving. We’re almost there.”

"How much further?" Thomas asked.

“Not much, but I imagine they’ll have had time to prepare their defenses, and the motivation to hold them.”

"Then we’d better not keep them waiting," Gareth said.

They moved out, leaving the floating carnage behind. The freed men took point, their knowledge of the ship's layout proving invaluable as they navigated the darkened corridors. Thomas couldn't help but admire them. Being slaves to the Draconite hadn't broken their spirit. It had only forced them to become more resourceful.

They reached the final approach to the bridge—a long, straight corridor ending at a pair of sealed armored doors.

"No guards," Burl observed quietly, his helmet lamp sweeping the corridor. "That's not right."

"They must have fallen back onto the bridge itself," Dorus confirmed. "There’s no way we can get through those doors. They’re magnetically sealed. Without main power, they're locked tight."

"Can we cut through?" Thomas asked.

"Not without tools we don't have," Dorus replied. "But it might not be necessary.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the power’s out. We’re familiar with that particular weakness in the systems’ management software. We know how to reset the system manually. Bastards never even bothered to understand it themselves. They just expected us to fix whatever broke. Not this time.” He laughed. "My people in engineering are ready to turn the power back on. We just need to give them the signal."

Thomas studied the doors through his helmet lamp. The Draconite had to know they were coming. Whatever awaited them on the other side had been carefully planned. But at this point, they had probably adapted somewhat to the darkness and no gravity. Maybe he and his band of merry men could surprise them by doing the opposite of what the enemy expected.

"Do it," he said.

Dorus maneuvered to the bulkhead and braced himself to pound against it, sending a vibration through the ship’s frame. Additional rattles echoed from further away, repeating the signal to send it all the way to engineering. In less than a minute, Thomas felt the deck vibrate beneath his magboots as systems began powering up. Lights flickered to life along the corridor walls. The hum of the starship's systems began building around them. The familiar weight of gravity returned, and warm, breathable atmosphere began flowing from the ventilation system.

“What about the doors?” Tivan asked. “They must have some kind of secured access or…” The massive bridge doors slid open with a soft hiss. “…not,” he finished.

“Let’s move!” Thomas led the charge forward, expecting a final desperate resistance. Instead, they found only silence. Fresh light and initiating displays lit up a two level bridge, revealing a scene that made his stomach turn.

The return of gravity had dropped the bridge crew into awkward angles at their stations, while their formerly floating blood had splattered onto the deck, all of them dead from self-inflicted energy wounds.

The ship's captain had restrained himself to his command chair. His sword protruded from his chest, his scaled features set in a final expression of defiance.

"By the stars," Brennan whispered, his voice shaking.

"Cowards to the end," Garant spat. "They couldn't handle the idea of being defeated by the likes of us.”

Thomas turned to Dorus. “Do you know how to fly this ship, too?”

“Basic controls,” Dorus replied. “But don’t expect us to go charging into another battle.”

“Not right away,” Thomas answered. “We have something else in mind, and we could use your help.”

“You have it, Sir Dragon.”

Thomas started to correct him, but froze. He was beginning to like the title.

"What about them?" Tivan asked, gesturing to the bodies.

"We'll give them a proper burial in space," one of the former captives replied. “Out the airlock they go. Just like yesterday’s garbage. Every last one of them.”

"I'll have my people begin prepping the ship to get underway.” Dorus paused before adding, "And...thank you. For giving us this chance at freedom."

Thomas smiled. "Thank you for being ready to take it when it came. Now let's get this ship running. We've got a lot more work ahead of us."

"What should we call her?" Tivan asked. "Now that she's ours?"

Thomas glanced up as the primary viewscreen came online. Beyond the destroyer’s bow, he could see other rebel ships had docked with the remaining disabled vessels. Similar scenes—former slaves seizing their chance at freedom, throwing off a century of oppression—would be playing out across those ships.

“How about Liberation?” Thomas asked.

“That sounds apt to me,” Dorus said.

They'd won a great victory today. But Thomas knew this was just the beginning. Morgana would not take this defeat lightly. Her response, when it came, would be terrible to behold.

But for now, they had achieved something remarkable. They had ships. They had crews. They had hope.

And that was the most powerful weapon of all.


CHAPTER 28


Sir Turquine stood in Visceral's engineering compartment, his claws dug deep into the bulkhead plating to keep his feet planted on the deck in the zero-gravity environment. Dark grooves marked where he had shifted position, unable to remain still while the nanites burned through his veins like liquid fire. He watched impatiently as Lorteth examined yet another open panel filled with breakers and wiring.

“What are you doing now?” Turquine growled, the metallic rasp in his voice making Lorteth flinch.

"My lord, I'm still trying to trace the source of the power failure," the engineer replied, his claws trembling as they parted wires so he could look behind them. "Without power, I can't access the diagnostic systems. Each circuit has to be checked manually."

"Then check faster." Turquine pushed off the deck, letting momentum carry him to where Lorteth worked. He grabbed a support beam above the engineer's head, using it to hold himself in place. "Or would you prefer I provide motivation?"

"No, my lord! I mean, yes, my lord! I'm working as quickly as I can!"

“My lord?” Kesper's voice came through one of their personal comms units, distorted by interference. Normally they only used the devices during ground missions, but the situation now called for such improvisation. “The shuttle's systems are still functional. Probably because the ship was offline when…whatever it was hit us. The bay doors won't open without main power, and we have no forcefield to keep the atmosphere from venting, so we can’t get off Visceral. However, we do have sensors. I can see what's happening around us.”

Turquine's vertical pupils contracted to razor-thin slits. "Tell me."

Another hesitation. "It's...it's not good, my lord. Excalibur and the rebel fleet have destroyed what remained of our active forces.”

"And?" Turquine sensed Kesper holding something back.

"They're beginning to dock with the powered-down vessels, my lord. Excalibur is docked with one of our destroyers right now.”

A roar of pure fury erupted from Turquine's throat, echoing off the bulkheads. His hand shot out, grabbing Lorteth by the back of the neck. The engineer's claws scrabbled against the breakers, bare wiring and panel cover in front of him as Turquine lifted him effortlessly.

"Do you hear that?" he snarled, bringing their faces close enough that Lorteth could feel his breath. "While you waste time with your incompetence, they're stealing our ships!"

"My lord, please!" Lorteth choked out, his claws trying uselessly to maintain purchase on the electrical panel. "I'm doing everything I can! But I can't concentrate with you⁠—"

"Can't concentrate?" Turquine's grip tightened, drawing a whimper of pain from the engineer. The nanites sang at the sound, demanding more. "Perhaps I should help you focus by removing some unnecessary parts of your anatomy? Your arms, perhaps? Or would you prefer I start with your legs?"

"Sir," Cartigan hesitantly spoke up from where he clung to a nearby bulkhead. The wizard’s voice was tentative and soft as he tried his best to soothe. "If I may suggest...perhaps if we gave him some breathing space to work..."

Turquine's head snapped around, catching every detail of Cartigan's barely suppressed terror. The nanites surged at the wizard's interruption, demanding that he tear the Ursan apart for his insolence, but somewhere beneath the burning need for violence, a small voice of reason remained. He needed both Lorteth's technical skills and Cartigan's magic.

For now.

With tremendous effort, he released his grip on Lorteth's neck. The engineer immediately steadied himself, coughing and trembling.

"Work," Turquine commanded, his voice carrying deadly promise. "Or what comes next will make death seem merciful."

Lorteth resumed checking the panel. When he finished with it and pushed himself toward the next, Turquine didn’t follow. Though the nanites screamed for violence, he held enough sway to remain planted.

The comms crackled again. "My lord," Kesper reported a few minutes later, tension evident even through the distortion. "The disabled ships...they're coming back online. The rebels have somehow restored power to three vessels.”

"What?" Turquine spun toward Lorteth so fast his claws left furrows in the deck plating. "How is this possible? They can restore power but you cannot?"

"The other ships," Lorteth said quickly, shrinking back as far as he could while maintaining his grip on the bulkhead. "They have Ursan technical crews. The slaves must know something about this type of failure that we don't."

"What did you say?" he hissed, each word dripping with barely contained violence. The suggestion that mere Ursan slaves might understand their systems better than a Draconite engineer sent fresh waves of murderous rage through Turquine.

"I...I only meant...they work with these systems every day. They might have encountered similar problems before."

"Similar problems?" Turquine's enhanced muscles coiled, ready to strike. "Are you suggesting they know our ships better than we do?"

"No! No, my lord! Just that...they might have practical experience with certain technical issues. Things that wouldn't normally concern our much superior senior engineers."

Before Turquine could respond, the comm crackled again. "Sir, another ship just came online," Kesper reported. "They're moving into formation with the others. I count four rebel-controlled vessels now, not including the ships docked to the asteroid.”

The nanites exploded through Turquine's system. Instead of killing Lorteth like the nanites wanted, he pushed off from the deck with such explosive force his augmented strength sent him rocketing toward the compartment's exit.

"My lord?" Cartigan called out. "Where are you going?"

"Away. Alone. To think," Turquine snarled without looking back. "Keep working on the power. And pray you solve it before I return."

He shot through Visceral's corridors with unnatural speed, rebounding off bulkheads with bone-crushing force. He needed to hurt something. Someone. The rage was building to levels he could barely contain. For a moment, he considered finding another Flayer to kill. Their fear-scent was particularly intoxicating, and watching the light fade from their eyes provided momentary satisfaction.

But even through the haze of nanite-enhanced bloodlust, he recognized that he couldn’t wantonly kill off all of his crew. He needed them if they were going to escape this trap and destroy Excalibur.

Instead, he grabbed a support beam to arrest his momentum and extended his claws. With deliberate slowness, he drew one hand across his scales, digging in his claws and watching as dark blood spilled from the wounds, forming perfect little spheres in the zero gravity. The nanites healed the cuts, but the momentary pain helped focus his thoughts and provide some relief.

"Sir?" Kesper said in his ear. "I have more news."

Turquine dug his claws deeper, relishing the sharp bite of pain. "Report."

"The asteroid...it…it’s moving. The rebels must be using their captured ships to alter its orbit. They’re accelerating it from its original position."

Turquine dug his claws into his arms. "How long until they're beyond sensor range?"

"They..." Kesper paused, and Turquine could hear him adjusting controls. "We've lost contact, my lord. They've already moved too far for our shuttle's sensors to track them. We’ve been spinning away from them for some time, they were at the edge of the shuttle’s sensor range to begin with.”

The nanites exploded through Turquine's system like a supernova of rage. He slammed his fist into the bulkhead, the impact leaving a sizable dent in the reinforced metal. The pain of shattered bones barely registered before the microscopic machines repaired the damage.

"Keep monitoring," he ordered through clenched teeth. "If they reappear on sensors, I want to know immediately."

"Yes, my lord."

Turquine pushed off the bulkhead, letting momentum carry him backward down another darkened corridor. He pushed off bulkhead after bulkhead, drifting down corridor after corridor. He didn't know how long he drifted, lost in a haze of rage and self-inflicted pain. The nanites healed each cut almost as quickly as he made it, but the brief moments of clarity they provided were all that kept him from completely losing control.

Finally, a subtle vibration passed through the ship's frame. Turquine paused in the middle of another set of cuts, detecting the change immediately. Lights flickered to life as systems began powering up.

But it was too late. Far too late.

Turquine launched himself toward the bridge with violent acceleration, his enhanced muscles propelling him through the still-darkened corridors. His claws left deep gouges in the bulkheads as he used them to change direction, the screech of them on the metal echoing through the ship.

The bridge doors were sealed when he arrived, requiring him to manually force them apart with his augmented strength. The sharp grinding of protesting metal sent shivers through his ears.

As systems continued coming online, the bridge displays flickered to life one by one. The main viewscreen activated, showing nothing but empty space where the asteroid and rebel fleet had been. He launched himself into the command chair, pulling himself around to drop squarely in it just as artificial gravity returned.

"Sensors!" he roared. "Get me sensor data now!"

The bridge crew worked frantically at their stations, their claws clicking against controls. Their fear-scent filled the compartment, a heady mixture that made the nanites sing with anticipation.

"Long-range sensors coming online now, my lord," Vorex reported from his station, his voice trembling slightly. "But I'm not detecting any sign of the asteroid or the rebel fleet. They're completely gone."

Lorteth chose that moment to enter the bridge. "My lord, I traced the source of the power failure. It appears to have been caused by⁠—"

Turquine exploded from his command chair, crossing the distance to Lorteth in an instant. His hand closed around the engineer's throat once more, lifting him off the deck plating. “I should break your neck, after your incompetence cost us everything!”

"My lord, please!" Cartigan called out, entering the bridge right behind Lorteth. "Consider that a lesser engineer might never have restored power at all. We could have suffocated in the darkness!"

The nanites screamed for blood, urging him to crush Lorteth's throat, to feel bones snap beneath his grasp. But Cartigan's words penetrated the rage. The wizard was right; they could have died out here, their air slowly running out while they drifted helplessly through space.

With tremendous effort, Turquine released his grip. Lorteth immediately grabbed a nearby console to steady himself, gasping for breath.

“Vorex,” Turquine growled, turning to the helm station. "Can you determine which direction they went?"

"No, my lord. Without knowing their vector when they left sensor range, they could have gone anywhere. Trying to find them would be like searching for a specific grain of sand on a beach."

Turquine raked his left-hand claws across his right arm, slicing deeply enough to scrape against bone. He could see the confusion and disgust in his Flayer’s eyes as his blood spilled onto the armrests of the command chair, before the nanites healed the damage. Still, it was enough to sate his rage and the nanites’ bloodlust.

"Signal the Queen," he ordered. "I must inform her of what's happened here."

Vorex worked quickly to establish a connection. Kesper returned to the bridge as he did, silently bowing to Turquine before gaining his seat at the helm.

“Sir Turquine,” Morgana said, her image appearing on the main screen, expression neutral. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you. What do you have to report?”

"My Queen," Turquine began, forcing himself to maintain composure. "I regret to inform you that we've suffered a significant setback."

"Explain." Her voice carried neither anger nor concern. Yet.

“I joined the Third and Fifth Assault Flights on their attack of the Llanwyn Cluster resistance’s newest hiding place.”

“I see. General Strix reported that he’d lost contact with the flights. He suspected that perhaps the rebels were jamming our communications. Though, I would have thought Admiral Norvex would be the one to provide a report on the outcome.”

“He can’t, Your Majesty. Admiral Norvex is dead. Along with every other member of the Third and Fifth Assault Flights.”

Morgana surprised Turquine. Her expression became more curious than angry. “How did they manage that? And how did you survive?”

"The rebels employed some kind of weapon or device that disabled our ships' power systems. Nearly all our ships. Visceral was left drifting helplessly away from the battlefield. In the meantime, the rebels ambushed and destroyed those few vessels that remained operational and began boarding the disabled ones." He paused, the nanites surging at the memory of his impotence, threatening to drive him into a fresh rage. He didn’t dare cut himself in front of his queen. "They successfully captured a number of our ships before we could restore power."

"How many ships?"

“Eighteen, my queen.”

Turquine lowered his head, expecting an explosion of anger. Instead, Morgana retained her curious look. “I see you have your power restored.”

“Lorteth discovered the means to reset our systems.” He glanced over at the engineer. “He is a fine addition to my crew,” he choked out. “Although he failed to restore power before the rebels used the stolen ships to move the asteroid base out of our sensor range."

Amusement, not anger, flickered across Morgana's features. "Most interesting. And you say it was some form of weapon that disabled your ships?"

"We believe so, though the exact mechanism remains unclear. The Ursan servants aboard the captured vessels knew how to counteract it more quickly than Lorteth. I suspect they may already be aware of the vulnerability the enemy exploited.”

“It certainly appears that way.” Morgana's eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "How very illuminating. We've grown overconfident in our technology, while failing to properly understand its weaknesses."

"My Queen, I take full responsibility for this failure. I should have⁠—"

"No, my dear Turquine," she interrupted. “This is no fault of yours. Not this time. I’m actually pleased by these results.”

Turquine couldn’t help flinching with surprise. “Pleased, Your Majesty? We lost two entire assault flights today. And two-thirds of it is still operational, and in the hands of the resistance.”

“Yes, we've lost some ships, but consider what we've gained in return. The rebels have done us a favor by exposing these vulnerabilities, allowing us to evaluate and harden our systems against future attacks."

Turquine studied her image carefully, trying to understand. There was something in her tone that almost sounded like admiration for the rebels.

"The hunt continues," she continued. "Excalibur will appear again, and you will be ready. But next time, you'll know what to expect. Won't you?"

"Yes, my Queen," Turquine replied, the nanites stirring at the prospect of future violence. "I will not fail you again."

"See that you don't." Her image vanished, leaving Turquine alone with his thoughts and the constant burning of the nanites in his blood.

"Kesper," he called out. "Set a course for the nearest repair facility. We need to understand exactly what they did to us, and they’re bound to have servant technicians we can…persuade to provide the information.” He paused before adding, "And send word to our intelligence network. I want to know the moment Excalibur appears anywhere in the galaxy."

"Yes, my lord."

He settled back into his command chair. Somewhere out there, Excalibur was gathering strength, building a real fleet to challenge Draconite rule. But sooner or later, they would meet again.

And next time, he would be ready.


CHAPTER 29


"By the stars," Gareth projected, emitting equal parts wonder and satisfaction. “Would you look at that?”

Through Excalibur's sensors, Thomas watched Gryphon's Roost grow steadily larger, its cratered surface now surrounded by the various profiles of the captured Draconite warships. Their distinctive dragon-inspired designs had always been menacing, but now that they were under the control of the Rebel Resistance, he was able to see the beauty in the sharp angles and lines, the power in their predatory profiles.

Six destroyers and twelve corvettes moved with the station through space, eight of them connected to the asteroid’s docking arms, their engines glowing a brilliant blue-white as they tugged the rock away from its original position. The sight filled Thomas with a complex mix of pride, amazement, and melancholy. Pride at what they'd accomplished, amazement at how quickly everything had changed, but sadness for those who hadn't lived to see it.

“I never thought I would see the day,” Gareth continued. “And I certainly never expected to witness it like this.”

"The freed slaves are handling those ships beautifully," Thomas replied, noting how smoothly they moved in concert. "Dorus and his people really know what they’re doing. I guess all those years of maintenance taught them more than just how to fix things."

Gareth laughed. "The Draconite were so convinced of their superiority, they never imagined their 'lessers' might actually be learning while they worked. Watching them handle those ships with such skill...it's poetry in motion."

“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again,” Garant added. “The Draconite’s arrogance will be their undoing.”

Through their neural link, Thomas could feel the twin’s fierce satisfaction. His entire crew’s satisfaction. Their total, positive morale created a strange high within the interface, though he could sense the underlying fatigue and dismay.

“We paid a heavy price to prove it,” Tivan added.

A somber silence fell over the flight deck. The losses weighed heavily on them all—brave rebels who had given their lives to make this victory possible. Thomas felt Gareth's grief ripple through their shared consciousness.

"Four ships lost," Gareth said, his voice tight with emotion. "Including Starbright. Good pilots, good people. All of them irreplaceable.”

“They died as they lived," Tivan offered gently. "Fighting for what they believed in."

“Like our mother,” Garant added. "And they took a lot of the enemy with them."

"More importantly," Brennan spoke up hesitantly through their link, still careful about offering opinions, "their sacrifice won us something invaluable. Those ships will change everything."

"Brennan's right," Thomas agreed, sensing the young pilot's gratitude at the support. "The servants who crew them are highly skilled, deeply motivated, and know Draconite systems inside and out. We couldn't ask for better allies."

“An unexpected benefit, to be sure,” Gareth agreed. “We never factored them into our plans, but they’ll ease the transition to this new rebel fleet. It’s more than I could have hoped for.”

“I hope one day, I can earn your forgiveness,” Brennan said. “And my own.”

“You can’t undo what you’ve done,” Gareth replied. “And I don’t know that I can promise forgiveness. But today, you’ve earned my appreciation.”

“I’ll take it.”

Merlin's humanoid GOLEM spoke up. “Thomas, we're cleared to dock. Lestain is waiting in the command center with Kaelithan and Taliesin. Apparently they have some rather interesting news to share."

"Good news, I hope?" Thomas asked as he guided Excalibur toward the only remaining position for them to connect with the asteroid.

"Given how pleased Taliesin sounded, I would say so," Merlin replied. "Though he can be excitable about the strangest things. I once saw him spend three hours examining a broken power coupling, muttering about 'fascinating resonance patterns' the entire time. Or rather, the real Merlin saw this.”

Excalibur docked smoothly a few minutes later and the flight crew disengaged from their pods. As they made their way through the station's corridors, they passed rebels still in their exosuits, but with their helmets removed, working to gather the dead Draconite warriors who had floundered when confronted with zero-gravity ambushes. One group collected their weapons and ammunition, piling them into carts, while others stripped them of their armor and shield emitters. All of their equipment could be used by the rebels in one way or another.

Once the Draconite soldiers were stripped to their underclothes, they were lifted into carts themselves, unceremoniously piled on top of one another to be brought to an airlock for disposal.

For Thomas, the scene was surreal. Like something out of a movie. Despite himself, he couldn’t help feeling a measure of compassion for the dead Draconite. They were following orders, supporting their queen. It wasn’t their fault she had led them down this path. Then again, they didn’t need to follow her. Sir Orvix proved that. They accepted wrong instead of questioning it.

His conflicted thoughts were interrupted when the rebels noticed them and paused their grisly work, turning to cheer them. “Hail Captain Dragon!” they cried. “Hail Gareth! Hail Excalibur!”

Thomas’ heart raced at the praise, heat washing over his cheeks. He lowered his head, more embarrassed than proud.

“Don’t shy from their adoration,” Merlin whispered in his head. “Return their affection. Show them you are with them.”

Thomas looked up, locking eyes with the rebels he passed. He tentatively threw up an arm, shaking his fist in victory. The rebels cheered even louder.

“Very good, my boy.”

They reached the command center to find it buzzing with activity. Displays showed the positions of their captured ships, while technicians worked furiously at various stations, coordinating the massive undertaking of moving the asteroid through space. Lestain looked up from a console as they entered, his face breaking into a broad grin.

"The conquering heroes return!" he called out, crossing the room to embrace his cousin before turning to Thomas. "I have to admit, when you first proposed this plan, I thought you were completely mad. Using Brennan's betrayal to lure in the fleet? Rigging the station's reactor to generate that harmonic pulse? Moving the asteroid from its orbit? Pure insanity!" His grin widened. "But by all the stars in the sky, it worked! It actually worked!"

"I only had the beginning of a plan,” Thomas countered, watching the tactical displays track their growing fleet. “All of you helped me flesh it out into something risky but doable. And if the freed captives hadn't been ready to act, if the pulse hadn't disabled their ships, if any one piece hadn't fallen into place exactly right..."

"But they did,” Kaelithan interrupted. "You should have seen it from here, watching those mighty Draconite warships just go dark, one after another. I wish I could have seen the looks on their faces when they realized what was happening.” He chuckled. "I'd say it was priceless, but given how many ships we captured, I can put an exact value on it."

"Speaking of captured ships," Taliesin added from his own station, "the former captives are already communicating with us about the insights into Draconite systems they can provide. Did you know they've been keeping detailed records of every maintenance procedure, every system quirk, every potential vulnerability? Years of accumulated knowledge, all carefully memorized because everything they wrote down was reviewed by a senior Draconite engineer.”

“An engineer who didn’t know about the vulnerability,” Gareth laughed.

“Because they never wrote it down,” Lestain added with a grin.

"The Draconite never imagined their slaves might actually be learning while they worked," Garant said, his voice carrying both admiration for the captives and contempt for their former masters. "They never see any of us as anything more than living tools."

"Tools that just helped us steal eighteen of their warships," Burl pointed out with obvious satisfaction.

“On the topic of unexpected allies," Gareth said, his expression turning thoughtful as he looked at Brennan. "I have to acknowledge that keeping you alive was the right call. Your skill in the neural interface made a significant difference today." He shook his head. "I've never seen anything like it. You’re incredible."

Brennan shifted uncomfortably under the praise. "I just wanted to help make up for what I did. Even a little."

"You did more than a little," Thomas assured him. “None of this would have been possible without you.”

“And I want everyone to know it,” Gareth said.

"While I hate to interrupt," Taliesin spoke up, his excitement evident in his tone, "we have something rather remarkable to discuss.”

"More remarkable than capturing eighteen Draconite warships?" Thomas asked with a smile.

"Potentially, yes," Taliesin replied. "The asteroid's current velocity is impressive, but it won't be sufficient if Morgana decides to prioritize our destruction. However, I believe I've come up with a more permanent solution." He manipulated one of the consoles, bringing up a complex series of calculations on the main display. “I believe we can create a wormhole large enough to transport the entire station and our new fleet to a safer location."

"A wormhole that size would require tremendous power," Merlin observed, his GOLEM's eyes studying the equations. "More than even Excalibur's generator could produce."

“Indeed!” Taliesin exclaimed. "But what if we weren't using Excalibur's generator alone? What if we tied it into the station's reactor? The combined output should be more than sufficient!"

"Is that even possible?" Thomas asked.

"With some modifications, yes," Taliesin replied enthusiastically. "We'll need to create a specialized power transfer system, ensure proper field alignment, and account for quantum resonance patterns..." He trailed off at their blank looks. "It will take a couple of days to set up and test everything. We can't afford any mistakes. One misalignment could tear the station apart."

"Two days?" Gareth looked thoughtful. "That might still give us time to hit that clothing shipment as planned. The Draconite won't expect us to strike again so soon after this victory."

Thomas considered it. They'd achieved far more than he'd hoped for today. But maintaining momentum was important. And crossing the galaxy to hit the Draconite's supply lines would be a powerful statement.

"Let's see how the preparations go," he said finally. "If we can move the station safely and still make the intercept, we'll do it. But we shouldn’t risk everything we've gained today by rushing anything."

"Always the voice of reason," Lestain commented with a grin. "Though I have to say, your idea of 'reasonable' seems to include stealing entire fleets." The assembled group all got a laugh out of that.

“Tal, what can we do to help?” Thomas asked.

Taliesin’s eyes scanned Thomas. “You can get some rest. You might feel strong coming out of the battle high, but I promise you that when it wears off…you may need someone to carry you back to your quarters and tuck you in.”

Thomas started to protest, pausing when he noticed his heart rate slowing, his body gaining weight beneath him. Of course, Taliesin was right.

“All of the flight crew should get some rest,” Merlin added. “You as well, Kaelithan.”

“I will,” the wizard agreed.

“Merlin, I could use your assistance,” Taliesin said.

“Of course. We should also speak with the freed technicians. They might have members among them with expertise in wormhole generation systems.”

“Agreed.”

“I don’t know about the rest of you,” Burl said, yawning. “But I’m starting to feel that fatigue Tal mentioned.”

“Me, too,” Tivan said.

"Wake us if anything urgent comes up?" Thomas asked, fighting a yawn of his own.

"Of course," Merlin assured him. "Go. Sleep. You've earned it."

As Thomas and the others made their way back to Excalibur, his tired mind kept returning to the image of those captured Draconite ships now flying under rebel control. It was more than just a tactical victory. It was a powerful symbol of what was possible. The servants had seized their chance at freedom, turning the very instruments of their oppression into tools of liberation.

The corridor stretched before him as fatigue truly set in. But his exhaustion couldn't dampen the surge of hope he felt. For the first time since finding Excalibur, he felt like they had a real chance of winning this fight. The road ahead would still be difficult and dangerous, but they had ships now. They had crews. Most importantly, they had proven that the Draconite weren't invincible.

He parted from the others at the teleportal. When he reached his quarters, he fell onto his bed, not even bothering to remove his boots. As sleep overtook him, his last thoughts were of the future—not of what they'd lost, but of what they'd gained. And of what tomorrow might bring.

Just before consciousness faded completely, he smiled. Somehow, without quite meaning to, he'd managed to steal an entire fleet of warships. Vin would have loved that story.

The revolution had gained teeth today.

Real, dragon-sized teeth.


CHAPTER 30


The next day Thomas stood in Excalibur's galley, waiting while the nutrition cube dispenser formulated his breakfast cube, even though he’d slept almost long enough for it to be his dinner cube. As it hummed softly, he absently wondered what flavor it would be this time. Something savory? Sweet? The way he was feeling, he expected sweet, like their victory over the Draconite. Rested and pleased, he tapped a beat on the counter, as happy as he could remember being in a long time.

The cube materialized with a soft hum.

Before he could take his first bite, Merlin's humanoid GOLEM appeared in the doorway, its blue eyes gleaming with an intensity Thomas had come to recognize as excitement.

"Ah, there you are," Merlin said. "I've been looking for you."

Thomas raised an eyebrow. "You could have just projected into my mind like usual. Is something wrong?"

"I'm gathering all of the crew,” Merlin replied, ignoring the first part of Thomas’ response. “Gareth and Lestain have requested everyone's presence regarding an important matter."

“I see,” Thomas replied. "Should I be worried?”

"Not at all," Merlin assured him. “There are decisions to be made, and they’d like you to be part of making them. Shall we?"

Thomas shoved the nutrition cube into his mouth and bit down. Cookie dough ice cream. He was right about it being sweet. It tasted better than any cookie dough he’d ever eaten. “Lead the way,” he said, murmuring through the mouthful.

Thomas finished the cube as they made their way through Excalibur's corridors to the teleportal down to the cargo bay, "How are the preparations for the wormhole coming along?” he asked after swallowing. “Will we be ready on schedule?"

"The preparations are proceeding extremely well," Merlin replied. "Taliesin's calculations have proven expectedly accurate, and the power transfer system is nearly complete. We should be ready right on time."

“That’s great news.”

They reached the docking tube connecting Excalibur to Gryphon's Roost, where they encountered Taliesin, Dorus, and several other technicians running thick power cables from the station to the ship.

Dorus's face lit up when he spotted them. "Captain Drake! It’s good to see you. We're just finishing the primary power linkages."

“It’s good to see you, too, Dorus,” Thomas replied. He motioned to the cables. “How are we looking?”

"Better than I could have hoped," Dorus replied, his eyes bright with optimism. “A month ago I was fixing power couplings on a Draconite destroyer, keeping my head down, trying not to draw attention. Now?" He gestured to the sophisticated setup around them. "Now we're preparing to move an entire asteroid base through a massive wormhole. And the destroyer I thought would be my prison for life has become my liberation.” He laughed heartily. “Get it? Liberation?”

“The new name of the ship,” Thomas replied with a grin. “I get it.”

Dorus shook his head in amazement. "Everything's changing, Captain. Everything's possible now."

Thomas couldn’t help feeling touched by Dorus's passionate belief in their cause. "We couldn't do any of this without you and your people. You've given us capabilities we never expected to have."

"And you gave us the chance we never expected to get," Dorus countered. "I should get back to work. We've got a few more connections to complete."

Thomas and Merlin continued on to the command center, where they found the rest of Excalibur's crew waiting. Notably absent were Gareth, Lestain, and Sir Orvix.

“Thomas, it’s good to see you,” Amren said as he entered. He stepped forward, offering a hand, but Thomas took it and pulled him into a quick embrace, surprising the man.

“It’s good to see you, too,” he replied. “You look tired.”

Amren stepped back, smiling. “I’ve been helping search the ships for Draconite survivors,” he replied. “We found a few hiding out in maintenance compartments and storage areas.”

“Did they put up a fight or…”

“No, they surrendered. The Roost’s brig has gone from empty to full overnight. Merlin informed me of your exploits. Well done, Thomas.” Amren looked at the other flight crew members. “Well done, all of you.”

“Thank you,” Thomas said, glancing around. "Where are Gareth and Lestain? I thought they wanted to meet us here?”

"They're waiting for us in the mess hall," Merlin replied. "If you'll all follow me?"

“The mess hall?” Burl asked. “It sounds like it’s time for another banquet.”

“We’ve certainly earned one,” Tivan replied.

Merlin's only response was a slightly increased glow in the GOLEM’s eyes that somehow managed to look both mysterious and amused.

As they approached the mess hall, Thomas noticed the corridors were strangely empty. Usually, they would encounter rebels and some of the freed captives going about their duties, but now there was no one in sight.

“Definitely a banquet,” he agreed, glancing at Burl.

When the doors to the mess hall slid open, Thomas stopped short in surprise. Instead of the usual casual gathering space, the room had been transformed. The tables had been cleared to the sides, creating a wide central aisle. Along either side stood what Thomas took to be every member of the resistance, along with men from the docked Draconite ships arranged in neat rows.

At the far end of the aisle stood Gareth, Lestain, and Sir Orvix. All three wore formal robes that Thomas had never seen before, rich fabrics in deep blues and greens that must have been carefully preserved for special occasions.

"What is this?" Thomas asked quietly, but Merlin simply gestured for him to proceed forward.

"Captain Drake," Gareth called out, his voice carrying clearly through the hushed room. "Would you and your crew please step forward?"

Thomas exchanged uncertain glances with his crew before starting down the aisle. The assembled crowd watched them with expressions of reverence and anticipation that made him distinctly uncomfortable. He wasn't used to this kind of formal attention.

When they reached the front, Sir Orvix stepped forward, his massive frame somehow more imposing in the ceremonial robes. “Captain Drake," he said, his deep voice resonating through the chamber. "Would you please kneel?"

"What's going on?" Thomas asked, looking between the three in confusion.

Taliesin emerged from the crowd to join Sir Orvix at the front. "Do you remember our conversation about what it means to be a knight?" he asked. "About the qualities required? Courage, honor, justice, and the desire to do what’s right?”

"Of course, but⁠—"

"You've demonstrated all of those qualities and more," Taliesin continued. "You've acted with wisdom and compassion. You've shown incredible bravery in the face of overwhelming odds. Most importantly, you've given hope to people who had forgotten what hope feels like." He gestured to Lestain. "As leader of the resistance, he has as much right as Morgana to decide who deserves to be a knight.”

"Lestain?" Thomas asked, surprised. "Not Gareth?"

Gareth smiled and handed his ceremonial robe to Taliesin before stepping down to join the rest of Excalibur's crew. "My place is with Excalibur now. And I'll be honored to kneel beside you and the others."

"Sir Orvix was knighted by Arthur himself," Taliesin explained. "There's no one more qualified to perform this ceremony."

Thomas felt overwhelmed by the magnitude of what was happening. His heart pounded, throat tightening with emotion as he slowly lowered himself to one knee, bowing his head.

Sir Orvix drew a ceremonial sword, its polished blade gleaming in the light. "Thomas Drake," he began, his voice carrying the weight of centuries of tradition. "Do you swear to uphold the values passed down through Arthur to his knights? To pursue justice, demonstrate courage, and show respect to all beings? Do you swear to embody the chivalrous virtues in all your actions?"

“I…I do," Thomas replied, his voice thick with emotion.

"And do you swear to do everything in your power to restore Arthur's vision of unity and peace to Avalon?"

"I do."

The blade touched his right shoulder, then his left. "Then by the authority vested in me as a Knight of Avalon, and in the name of Arthur and his loyal servant Lestain, leader of the resistance against Draconite tyranny, I dub thee Sir Dragon. The Daeardrayke." Sir Orvix sheathed his ceremonial sword and drew another blade. Thomas glanced up to see his own fayrilite sword, but transformed. The blade now bore an intricate engraving of Arthur's dragon herald, the symbol gleaming with an enchanted light.

"Rise, Sir Dragon," Orvix commanded, presenting the sword.

Thomas stood on shaky legs, tears flowing freely down his face as he accepted the blade. The assembled crowd erupted in cheers, their voices echoing off the stone walls with thunderous approval. “Hail, Sir Dragon! Hail to the Daeardrayke! Hail, Sir Dragon!”

"What does Daeardrayke mean?" he asked Merlin quietly as the cheering continued.

"It means earth dragon in the old tongue," Merlin replied. "A fitting title, I believe.”

"I like it," Thomas said, smiling through his tears.

One by one, the rest of Excalibur's crew knelt to receive their knighthoods. Of all the crew to be knighted, it was Amren who had the most emotional reaction. He wept openly, eyes turning skyward. “I kept my promise, father,” Thomas heard him whisper.

Garant and Tivan went forward together, speaking the names of their parents as they were knighted. Burl summoned Grenyth during the ceremony, while Kaelithan looked on with approval.

Gareth was last to be knighted, gifted with the longest and loudest cheers of them all. Once the noise died down, Lestain put up a hand, keeping the gathering in place. Taliesin nodded to Merlin’s GOLEM, which came forward.

“As you know,” he said to the assembly. “Wizards follow a different path than knights. That doesn’t make their accomplishments any less valid or valuable.” He turned the GOLEM toward Kaelithan. “If you would please step forward.”

Kaelithan looked surprised. He came forward as Sir Orvix passed a wrapped item from beneath his robes to the GOLEM.

“Kaelithan, it is my understanding that as Grenyth’s student, you were never afforded a proper graduation to master.”

“No,” Kaelithan agreed. “But, only a master wizard can name another master.”

“I may not be able to cast spells,” Merlin replied. “But I possess all of the knowledge of magic of my original self, and am also afforded the title of master wizard.”

“It’s true,” Taliesin agreed. “Arthur decreed it himself.”

“Your actions have proven you an exemplary wizard, especially in the domain of illusion. Without your efforts, none of the Knights of Daeardrayke would have escaped Draconia, and the surprise attack against the Draconite would have ended in disaster.”

“I…I don’t know what to say,” Kaelithan mumbled, overwhelmed by the moment.

“Don’t say anything,” Merlin replied. “I’ll do the talking.” The GOLEM’s eyes brightened in amusement as he unwrapped the item Sir Orvix had handed him, revealing an alabaster staff etched with intricate runes. A small crystal sat at the end of it that Thomas recognized as the same type of gem as the collectors on Avalyeth.

“It…it’s beautiful,” Kaelithan said.

“You’ll have to complete the enchantments yourself,” Merlin replied. “But they’re all prepared for you, Master Kaelithan.” The GOLEM fell to a knee and lowered its head as it held the staff out to Kaelithan, resting it horizontally in both hands.

Kaelithan stared at it a moment longer before stepping forward and taking the staff in hand. Immediately, magical energy lit up the crystal at the tip, igniting the runes around the staff and bathing Kaelithan in a bright blue glow.

The assembly murmured in awe and wonder before cheering loudly. When Kaelithan stopped channeling magical energy into the staff, the runes maintained a soft inner glow.

“Thank you, Merlin,” he said. “It’s an honor to receive this from you.”

“The honor is mine,” Merlin replied. “Grenyth would be very proud of you.”

More cheering followed. Thomas approached Kaelithan, putting his hand on his shoulder. “Well done, my friend. You deserve it.”

“As do you,” Kaelithan replied, looking at the others. “All of you. I can’t believe this is real. I can’t believe this is happening.”

“We’ve come a long way in a short time,” Burl said.

“That we have,” Kaelithan agreed.

“I know you mentioned a banquet,” Merlin said, the GOLEM stepping up to them.

“We wouldn’t want you to be disappointed,” Lestain added beside him. He clapped his hands, and the formal atmosphere quickly gave way to celebration. Tables were rearranged, food and drink appeared, and music began playing from somewhere. The newly-knighted crew and their master wizard found themselves surrounded by well-wishers offering congratulations.

"I still can't believe this," Thomas said to Merlin as they watched the celebration unfold. "I never imagined anything like this when I first found Excalibur."

"You've earned it," Merlin replied. "All of you have. And this is more than just a ceremony. It's a symbol. The Knights of the Daeardrayke will become a rallying point for the resistance. People need heroes to believe in, especially now."

Thomas gripped his newly-engraved sword, feeling the weight of responsibility that came with his new title. "Then we'll have to make sure we live up to their belief in us."

"You already have," Merlin assured him. "But I have a feeling your greatest achievements still lie ahead."

The celebration continued long into the night, but Thomas found himself frequently touching the dragon herald on his blade, reminding himself that this was real. He had come so far from the troubled young man who had stumbled upon a mysterious ship on Earth. Now he was Sir Dragon, not just a Knight of the Daeardrayke, but the Daeardrayke himself, sworn to restore Arthur's dream to Avalon.

It wasn't a responsibility he had ever expected or sought out. But as he looked around at his fellow knights, at the freed captives and resistance fighters who had put their faith in them, he knew it was a responsibility he would do anything to live up to.


CHAPTER 31


Through the neural interface, Thomas felt the combined awareness of his flight crew as they guided Excalibur into a delicate hover just above the surface of Gryphon's Roost. The legendary vessel maintained perfect position despite the complex network of power cables now connecting it to the asteroid's reactor core. Those cables represented both their greatest hope and their greatest vulnerability. Without them, they couldn't generate a wormhole large enough to transport the entire station and their captured fleet.

But one wrong move could snap those vital connections.

“Power levels look good,” Tivan reported. “But something feels off about the reactor. Like it's...struggling somehow.”

“Those cables make me nervous.” Burl’s statement carried a mix of excitement and worry. “One wrong move and we snap our only connection to the station's power.”

“Taliesin said everything was ready,” Gareth pointed out, trying to sound confident despite his uncertainty bleeding through their link. “The modified wormhole generator should work.”

"Should?" Brennan's anxiety rippled through their connection. “That's not very reassuring.”

Thomas studied their situation through the neural interface. The ships of the newly captured fleet that weren’t connected to the asteroid were organized in a delta formation immediately beneath the rock, while the connected ships had cut their main thrusters and were actively firing forward vectoring thrusters, doing their best to slow the station now that they were ready to leave this sector of the Llanwyn Cluster. It was a very time-consuming way to reduce velocity, but it was much too complex to try to rotate the entire station to get the mains facing the opposite direction.

“I’m starting the power transfer,” Thomas projected. “And setting coordinates for the Annwyn Nebula.”

Lestain had chosen the Annwyn Nebula both because of its distance from their current position—over a thousand light years away—as well as its relative remoteness. Plus, the gasses of the nebula would help hide the asteroid from both visual and sensor contact.

He felt another flutter of anxiety ripple through their neural link. Nobody had ever tried to make a wormhole as big as the one they were about to attempt. If they failed, the best case would be remaining here, an easier target for the Draconite to locate. Worst case, they could be crushed inside the wormhole, should it collapse before they were all the way through it.

“Something's wrong with the connection,” Tivan warned. “The power intake keeps spiking and dropping.”

“Can we fix it?” Thomas asked.

“Maybe, but⁠—”

The power cables suddenly flared with blinding light. The whole ship shuddered as the energy flow unexpectedly backed up, sending alarms through the interface even as Brennan smoothly adjusted their vector to keep the ship aligned with the station, the tether intact.

“What the hell just happened?” Thomas asked as the alarms faded out.

“Power surge,” Tivan reported tensely. “We almost lost containment.”

“We need this to be stable or everything falls apart. Can you figure out what's causing it?”

“I’m working on it.” Tivan's consciousness focused on monitoring the power. “There's something weird about...wait.” His thoughts carried sudden alarm. “I think if we try pushing this much power through the reactor, it might blow. We need to stop.”

“We've come too far to give up now,” Thomas replied, projecting the data flow to Excalibur, allowing engineering to view them. “Tal, what do you make of the readings?”

It was nearly a minute before Taliesin replied. “I think I see the problem.”

“Explain it to me like I’m a five-year-old,” Thomas requested before the Fae could launch into engineer-speak.

“The reactors are both breathing out at the same time,” Taliesin said. “When the station exhales, the ship needs to inhale, and vice versa.”

“Can you fix it?”

“Not quickly. But you should be able to directly influence the reactor and create the flow pattern. Think of the reactors like beating hearts, and get them pumping in unison.”

“Okay,” Thomas answered. “You heard the man. Brennan, concentrate on keeping us steady with the station. Tivan, watch how the reactor responds. Gareth, be ready to cut everything if it goes bad. The rest of us will focus on our breathing technique.”

Their minds merged more completely as they focused on their tasks. Through the neural interface, Thomas began to sense the power flowing into the reactor and its response. The ship shuddered again, more alarms blaring in warning, but he ignored them. He didn’t understand the technicalities, but he could feel the interaction of the systems, like a twisted wire that needed to be smoothed out. With multiple additional minds helping him absorb the incoming data, he focused on smoothing the connection, matching the pulses and removing the wrinkles.

“It's settling down,” Tivan reported after several tense moments. “The reactor's steadying out.”

“Power flow's smooth now,” Gareth added. “Whatever you did, it's working.”

Thomas allowed himself to relax slightly, though he knew they weren't safe yet. “Alright, let's do this before something else goes wrong. Start forming the wormhole.”

The generator powered up, drawing on energy from both ship and station. A deep vibration ran through Excalibur's hull as space itself began to warp before them.

“Power's building,” Tivan reported. “Almost there…”

Space twisted violently as the wormhole began to form, reality tearing open before them as a portal in the void. A small portion of the Ammryn Nebula became visible through the hole in spacetime. The sight was mesmerizing.

“The wormhole is stable,” Tivan reported. “We’re ready.”

“Liberation, you're up," Thomas connected to Dorus onboard their captured destroyer. "Take point and clear the path."

"Acknowledged," Dorus replied. The massive vessel moved smoothly forward, its engines painting blue fire against the darkness. The rest of their fleet followed in formation.

Through their neural link, Thomas could sense the tremendous strain on their systems.

“Something's wrong,” Tivan again warned.

Thomas felt it through their merged consciousness. They were running out of power, even with the augmented delivery from the station. The edges of the portal were trying to collapse inward. The void itself resisted being held open at such an impossible scale.

“We need more power!” he said. “We have to hold it steady!”

Their thoughts flowed together as they fought to stabilize the wormhole. The neural interface let them work as one, each mind contributing to the desperate effort.

“Diverting from non-essential systems,” Gareth projected.

The wormhole stabilized, but it had shrunk too much for the asteroid to easily pass through. “It’s not enough,” Thomas said. “Tal, what’s going on?”

“I believe there’s some resistance from the nebula side,” Taliesin replied. “It’s interfering with my original calculations. More power should do the trick.”

“We don’t have any more power.”

“Contact Lestain, ask him to increase the output to one hundred ten percent.”

“Is that safe?”

“No. But it’s too late to turn back now.”

Thomas opened a channel to the Roost’s command center. “Lestain, we need you to increase the power from the station reactor. The wormhole isn’t large enough. We need a hundred and ten percent.”

“That can lead to a meltdown if we maintain it too long,” Lestain replied.

“We don’t have a choice.”

“Increasing power.”

The wormhole expanded as more power arrived from the station, but the change threw off their synchronized flow, forcing Thomas and the others to focus on keeping it smooth.

“The fleet's almost through,” Burl reported. “Just a few more ships…”

The strain was incredible. Warning signals flashed constantly through their shared awareness.

“Kaelithan,” Taliesin said. “We need you. Can you create a containment field around the cables? Without it, they might burn up and sever the connection.”

A jolt of anxiety coursed through Thomas. He hadn’t considered that.

“On it,” Kaelithan replied. Through the command pod transparency, Thomas could see the wizard raise his new staff, power flowing into him through it, amplifying his natural draw. On the sensors, he felt the magical energy begin surrounding the cables, holding in the energy coursing through them, forcing the lines to remain intact.

“Last ship's through,” Brennan announced. “Our turn.”

“Take us in,”Thomas ordered. “Nice and steady.”

Excalibur glided forward, the glowing power cables trailing behind them like luminous tentacles. The asteroid followed, guided by the ships still docked to its surface.

The familiar disorientation of wormhole transit hit them, amplified by the unprecedented scale of what they were attempting. Through their neural link, Thomas could sense the mounting pressure on both ship and station.

“Power's dropping again!” Tivan's thoughts carried sudden panic. “The reactor can't keep up!”

“Rerouting everything we've got,” Gareth projected, his consciousness straining with the effort. “But it's not enough!”

The wormhole corridor shuddered violently. Through their sensors, Thomas caught glimpses of the asteroid's bulk following them through the tear in space-time. The power cables connecting them blazed like miniature suns as they channeled more energy than they were ever meant to handle.

“We're losing it,” Burl warned. “The whole thing's coming apart!”

“No,” Thomas growled, pushing his consciousness deeper into the interface. “We're too close. Hold it together!”

Their merged awareness strained against the forces threatening to collapse the wormhole. Thomas could feel every fluctuation, every surge as they fought to maintain stability. It felt like he was on fire as they pushed Excalibur's systems beyond their limits.

“The power cables are failing.” Tivan’s urgency set Thomas on edge. “They can't take much more!”

“They don't need to,” Thomas replied. “Look!” The exit point was tantalizingly close, but the wormhole was collapsing behind them like a tunnel caving in.

“Almost there,” Brennan's thoughts carried desperate hope. “Just a few more seconds!”

Those seconds stretched as they raced the wormhole's collapse. Thomas felt the power cables starting to melt, their connections weakening under the tremendous strain, only Kaelithan’s magic keeping them together. But before they could snap completely, Excalibur burst into normal space.

The asteroid followed, spewed out of the collapsing wormhole with a silent flash that nearly blinded them. For a moment, they all sat in stunned silence, their merged consciousness still humming with residual tension.

“Did we...did we actually make it?” Burl projected in disbelief.

“Look at that.” Brennan's thoughts carried pure wonder as he directed their attention outward. The Annwyn Nebula stretched before them in breathtaking glory. Vast clouds of stellar gas painted sweeping patterns of purple and gold across space, while newborn stars burned like diamonds scattered across cosmic silk.

The sight was unlike anything Thomas had ever seen. “It's incredible,” he breathed, beginning to calm after the harrowing passage.

“And more importantly, we're free of the Draconite,” Gareth added, his satisfaction rippling through their link. “They'll never find us here.”

“That was so close,” Lestain said, “I think I need to go change my britches. Good work, everyone.”

Thomas shifted their attention to more immediate concerns. "What about that shipment? Do we still have time to disconnect from the station and get to the intercept point?"

“No need to manually disconnect,” Taliesin replied. “Look behind you.”

Thomas glanced at the sensors and then looked back over his shoulder. Through the swatch of transparency at the back of the flight deck, he watched as Tal released the containment field. The cables disintegrated, instantly severing the link.

“Convenient,” Garant commented. “That would have been a bloody⁠—”

“Don’t say it,” Tal bit out. “I’m already struggling to keep my digestive juices in my belly. I don’t need you giving me a mental picture of⁠—”

“As for the shipment…” Merlin cut him off, breaking the sudden tension. “...the tuathin fabric convoy will be passing through our target intercept point in twelve hours. If we move quickly, we can still make contact with the informants and get into position for the ambush.”

"It'll be tight," Gareth projected thoughtfully. "But we should be able to make it. The question is, should we risk it so soon after this?"

Thomas considered it carefully. They'd just pulled off an incredibly dangerous maneuver. The crew was tired, the ship's systems had been pushed to their limits. The sensible choice would be to rest and recover. But the opportunity to strike another blow against the Draconite, to show that distance wouldn't stop them from hitting vital targets...that was too valuable to pass up.

“I want to go for that convoy,” Thomas said. “Are you all with me?”

The strain of maintaining that massive wormhole had left them all mentally exhausted. But there was also determination there, a shared desire to prove themselves worthy of their new titles as knights.

“We’re with you, Captain,” Gareth replied for all of them.

They were tired, yes, but also eager to prove that Excalibur and the Knights of the Daeardrayke could strike anywhere. Anytime.

The Draconite would learn that lesson soon enough.


CHAPTER 32


Thomas felt the combined awareness of his flight crew as Excalibur emerged from the wormhole into the Faedan System. Their shared consciousness immediately expanded through the sensors to map their surroundings. Thankfully, there was no sign of any other traffic. Their destination within the system, the Sidhe world of Falias, also remained out of sensor range, a short burst from their current position.

“So far, so good,” Thomas said. “We’re clear.”

“Excellent news,” Amren replied. “The last thing we need is some random patrol spotting us before we can even get underway.”

“Kaelithan…” Thomas was anxious to get the show on the road. “You know the drill. If we’re going to slip Excalibur down to Falias’ surface, we’ll need a disguise.”

“A small Sidhe merchant vessel should do the trick.” Kael raised his staff, beginning to collect magical energy to cast the glamour.

“Kaelithan, hold off on that spell, please,” Merlin requested.

“Why?” Thomas asked. “Something wrong?”

“I don’t believe casting an illusion over Excalibur is our best approach to gaining access to Falias.”

“Why not? It worked on Draconia.”

“Yes, my boy, it did. But the situation here is considerably more complex. The Sidhe sided with Arthur during the war. They fought bravely against Morgana's forces and paid dearly for that loyalty when we lost. The Draconite grip on them is far tighter than their control of the Druids. After our recent victories, they're likely to be especially vigilant. Using magical disguises might actually draw more attention than going without them."

“He raises an excellent point,” Amren said. “The Sidhe possess a natural attunement to magical energies. Even though few train to become full wizards, many can sense magical effects instinctively. It wouldn’t be shocking for the Draconite to have forced such sensitive Sidhe to keep an eye out for us. Or for them to have informants and spies that might identify a glamoured Excalibur.”

Thomas considered their words, growing frustrated. “Why didn’t you mention this earlier? We could have made a better plan to get to the planet’s surface.”

“There was no need,” Merlin replied. “I already have a better plan. One that doesn't require any magical deception at all."

Confusion rippled through the interface, Thomas’ the most apparent. “What are you talking about?”

“There’s a gift for you in the small hangar behind the cargo bay,” Merlin replied, “courtesy of Lestain. A token of his appreciation. Given our recent acquisition of those Draconite vessels, he thought we might need something less conspicuous for this mission. It's nothing fancy, but it will get you planetside without drawing attention and without magic.”

"My cousin is full of surprises," Gareth said lightly, though Thomas caught a hint of annoyance at not being consulted. "Though he might have mentioned it before now.”

“My apologies,” Merlin said. “I told him I didn’t think you would appreciate further subterfuge, but he insisted I keep it as a surprise until we arrived in-system. It seats four comfortably, so I suggest Thomas and Amren go, along with the twins. Their Sidhe heritage will make it easier for you to blend in.”

Thomas understood Gareth’s annoyance, and shared it to a point. It was hard to be too mad when it would help them further their goals. “Merlin, is there any way I can assign a co-commander to the ship to handle operations while we’re gone?”

“Of course, my boy. Just name the knight in question. Once you do, they will remain in command until you return or until they leave their pod.”

“What happens if they need to leave their pod?”

“They will not have the same permissions when they return. Critical systems, primarily weapons, will be locked out until you enter the command pod again.”

“I see. That’s a strange design, isn’t it?”

“Excalibur was made for Arthur, and only Arthur. It’s a failsafe to prevent the ship from being able to cause damage in the wrong hands.”

“How would the ship find someone worthy who wasn’t worthy?”

“You’ve already seen how allegiances can change, my boy. For better or for worse.”

“Good point,” Thomas replied. “Gareth, will you accept command?”

“Gladly,” he answered.

“No offense to you, Burl,” Thomas added. “Gareth just has more experience.”

“I would have done the same,” Burl answered. “We’re all in this together.”

“In that case, Amren, Tivan, Garant, you’re with me. The rest of you, wait here for our return, and be prepared to act if we run into any trouble.”

“Of course, Sir Dragon,” Orvix replied. “We’ll be ready.”

Thomas and the twins exited their pods, joining Amren as they followed Merlin’s humanoid GOLEM from the flight deck, through the teleportal to the armory. They dressed in simple away clothes—boots, pants, and an elementary shirt beneath a blade-resistant long coat, plus the shield bracer—every piece similar to what they’d worn on Draconia. Thomas wanted to strap his sword around his hip, but settled instead for a concealed dagger. Much less conspicuous, yet enough to defend himself with if they got into a confrontation on the planet’s surface.

They continued from the armory, making their way back though the teleportal to the cargo bay. The hidden doors leading to the hangar slid open as they approached, revealing Lestain’s gift.

The shuttle was clearly an older model that had seen better days. Its hull bore the scars of hard use, but he could see it had been well-maintained. The design was elegant but unremarkable—the kind of small transport that wouldn't draw a second glance in most places.

“Amren, can you fly this thing?” Thomas asked.

“Not quite the same as my old ship, but I’m sure the controls are similar,” he replied. “I don’t anticipate any complications.”

“I just hope we don’t run into anything Sidhe that we can’t handle,” Tivan said as he eyed the shuttle. “We may be half Sidhe, but we’ve never actually been to a Sidhe world.”

"Our mother taught us what she could about the culture," Garant added quickly, his voice tinged with eagerness. "How they maintain harmony between nature, technology, and magic, rather than seeing them as distinct forces. I think we’ll be okay.”

“Did you know the energy collectors on Camelot were a Sidhe design?” Tivan asked.

“Arthur integrated the best of all the worlds into his capital,” Merlin said.

“I assume we’ll need credentials to pass through orbital defense,” Thomas said. “Identification, and probably coin at least.”

"Already taken care of," the GOLEM replied. "Lestain has provided everything you'll need. Their operatives have used similar credentials to reach out to the same contacts before.”

“I guess he thought of everything, then,” Thomas said with a grin.

“Your contact will be at the Golden Leaf gaming hall in the entertainment district,” Merlin added. “Seek out a man named Llaryn. Average height, with a scar across his left eyebrow. The recognition phrase is 'The stars shine brightest in winter.' The response should be 'But summer holds their warmth.'"

"And if Llaryn doesn’t give the correct response?" Tivan asked.

"Then you leave immediately," Merlin replied firmly. "The Draconite have informants everywhere. One wrong word could bring their entire security force down on you."

“We definitely don’t want that,” Thomas said. “Are you coming with us, Merlin?”

“As before, it creates too much additional risk.” The GOLEM reached into a small storage compartment and removed a ring—a simple silver band etched with runes—which it held out to Thomas. “I helped Kaelithan make this. Put pressure on it from two sides and the enchantment will send a signal back through Kael’s staff. We’ll know you’re in trouble, and will be able to locate you.”

Thomas accepted the ring, sliding it on his finger. It was too big at first, but shrank itself for a snug fit. “Thank you both.”

“Of course, my boy," Merlin answered. "We'll maintain our position here until your return."

Thomas motioned to the shuttle. “Shall we?”

The four men boarded. The seats were arranged side-by-side in two rows, with the pilot controls in the front row.

“Not that different from my aunt’s Kia,” Thomas said with regard to the arrangement.

“What’s a Kia?” Garant asked.

“I’ll explain on the way,” Thomas replied.

Amren quickly ran through a pre-flight sequence. The shuttle's systems hummed to life around them. “All systems are go,” he said.

“Merlin, open the bay doors,” Thomas ordered.

Excalibur’s hull opened up as the shuttle lifted smoothly from the deck and took off. Through the viewport, Thomas watched Excalibur grow steadily smaller behind them until it was lost among the stars. Without the support of his vessel, he suddenly felt very exposed. But there was no turning back now.

“Coordinates are set,” Amren said. “Ready to burst.”

“Let’s do this,” Thomas replied.


CHAPTER 33


Thomas quickly spotted the planet Falias through the forward viewport as Amren decelerated from the short burst. It didn’t take long for the Sidhe homeworld to grow from a distant jewel to a blue-green orb wrapped in wispy white clouds.

Much like Draconia, the orbit around the planet was heavy with traffic, though here he found more of the massive druidic merchant vessels and smaller, dark Sidhe haulers and traders than had been present in Draconite space. There were plenty of smaller, personal vessels like their shuttle as well, simple ships that allowed quick hops between the four habitable planets within the system.

Most concerning were the angular black shapes of Draconite patrol ships. Their dark shapes stood out sharply against the more elegant vessels around them, a clear reminder of who held real power here. Thomas flinched as one swept past too close for his comfort.

“Relax,” Amren said. “They don’t know us from anyone else here. The last thing the Draconite likely suspect is for us to be riding around in a beat up shuttle on the other side of the galaxy from our last encounter.”

“I know you’re right,” Thomas replied. “But this thing doesn’t even have guns, does it?”

“I’m afraid this time, the lack of firepower is the truth,” he agreed, referencing his lost ship’s hidden weapons modules. His hand twitched on the shuttle’s control stick as he made minor adjustments to their approach vector. Small holographic displays surrounded him, showing their position relative to the heavy orbital traffic. “Orbital Control should contact us shortly. What’s our cover story?”

"Simple merchants meeting with a trading partner for a purchase,” Tivan replied from behind Thomas. Despite his casual tone, Thomas could hear the underlying tension in his voice.

“To be picked up at a later date,” Garant added. “Which explains our tiny ship.”

“What are we trading for?” Thomas asked.

“How about spices?” Tivan suggested. “Mother always said we Sidhe had the best.”

“Can you name a popular Sidhe spice?” Amren asked.

Tivan considered before shaking his head. “No, actually. The dragonfolk don’t use spices. They don’t have taste buds for them.”

“They don’t even cook their meat,” Thomas added. “I bet Lestain left us a good cover story. He took care of all the other details.”

“Probably,” Amren agreed, releasing the throttle to tap on the ship’s control surface. A new hologram appeared in the form of a document, listing their cover story as spice merchants, there to purchase a spice called tagerin. The document also contained their identification codes.

“I was right,” Tivan said, pleased with himself.

As if summoned by their review of the cover story, the comm system crackled to life. "Unidentified vessel, this is Falias Orbital Control." The voice was crisp and professional, carrying the almost songlike accent Thomas associated with Sidhe. "Transmit credentials and state your purpose."

Thomas held his breath as Amren uploaded the identification data Lestain had provided. He tried to distract himself by studying details of the orbital infrastructure through the forward viewport. Massive docking stations serviced dozens of ships. He counted fifteen defense platforms with weapons batteries, and noted the abundance of small, wedge-shaped Sidhe patrol ships.

"Control, this is merchant vessel Shaldron requesting permission to land in Aelindral," Amren replied smoothly, his voice carrying just the right mix of respect and casual confidence. “We’re meeting a local merchant to barter tagerin export.”

The seconds stretched as they waited for a response. Thomas found himself studying the Draconite patrol ships with growing unease. Their very presence felt wrong here, like seeing attack dogs prowling through an art museum. They moved through the orbital lanes with casual arrogance, other vessels giving them a wide berth.

"Shaldron, credentials confirmed," the controller finally replied. "You are cleared for landing at the Aelindral spaceport, Bay Two-eight. Transmitting approach vector now." A new holographic display appeared, showing their designated flight path. "Be advised that all cargo must pass through customs inspection before entering the city proper."

"Understood, Control. Following assigned vector."

They began their descent, the shuttle's hull heating up as they hit the upper layers of Falias' atmosphere. Briefly, the viewport filled with ionized plasma before clearing to reveal a stunning expanse of clouds below them. The shuttle bucked slightly as they passed through the cloud layer, and Thomas's breath caught in his throat as he got his first real look at Aelindral.

The Sidhe city was beyond anything he could have imagined—a perfect fusion of nature, magic, and technology that defied easy description. Prismatic towers of shimmering crystal and alloy stretched toward the sky, their surfaces constantly shifting as they caught and refracted light. But these weren't simple buildings; they were conduits for a planet-wide energy grid, their very structure designed to channel and distribute power in ways that merged magic with technology.

“Amazing,” he breathed, unable to hide his awe.

"Our mother used to tell us about this place," Tivan said softly, leaning forward between the seats for a better view.

"Look there," Garant pointed to where glowing tendrils of light snaked between buildings. The luminous pathways pulsed in an ever-shifting web of light that connected the entire city. "The whole city is connected through those pathways. Mother said they carry both power and information."

“The whole city is also heavily guarded," Amren added grimly, nodding toward several security checkpoints visible even from their altitude. Draconite warriors in black armor stood out sharply against the ethereal beauty of the city, their very presence a reminder of their conquest and subjugation. "The Sidhe paid dearly for supporting Arthur. Even a century later, they remain under constant guard. For as beautiful as the city is, in many ways it remains a prison.”

As they descended toward the spaceport, Thomas could see more details of daily life in Aelindral. The walkways connecting different levels of the city were in constant motion, some speeding up foot traffic while others remained static for those who preferred a slower pace. Smaller vehicles that reminded Thomas of flying carpets wove between the towers, carrying passengers on predetermined routes.

The Draconite presence was visible everywhere. Security checkpoints dotted the major thoroughfares, and patrol drones moved between the spires in regular patterns. Thomas could see how the Sidhe flowed around the Draconite like water around rocks, always maintaining careful distance.

Thomas expected the spaceport to be on the outskirts of the city where there was more apt to be the open expanse needed for ships of all sizes to touch down. He was surprised when he glanced at their designated flight path and saw they had nearly reached their destination—a massive spire twice as large in diameter as any other, but hardly what he would consider a place to land starships.

As they drew closer, he saw that the crystalline spire was arranged in a series of interlocking docking bays. The levels spiraled down in an elegant double helix, each bay with a docking arm.

"Now that's something you don't see every day," Amren murmured from the pilot's seat as he guided them toward their assigned bay.

“I can’t even believe it’s real,” Thomas replied. “We’re in Two-eight, right? I assume that’s near the bottom.”

The guidance projection shifted, zooming in as they approached the spire. It displayed a spiraling pathway around the tower until they reached their bay.

“Sure looks that way,” Amren said, motioning to the display.

Thomas watched the other bays as they circled downward. Each was a perfect diamond carved from living crystal, its walls rippling with patterns of light that reminded him of auroras on Earth. Some bays held large merchant vessels, their size somehow made graceful by the ethereal surroundings. Others contained sleek passenger liners or private yachts.

Their assigned bay was almost at the bottom, sized for smaller merchant vessels like their shuttle. Amren guided them into the bay, where crystalline arms jutted out from the side to allow docking, and an anti-gravity field allowed the ship to remain floating as he aligned the shuttle with the arm.

Once they were a few meters behind a similarly sized but much newer vessel, a magnetic field activated their docking arm. It jerked the shuttle slightly as it latched onto its hatch. Amren tapped the control board to shut down the engines.

Thomas stood and stretched, eager to be off the ship and into the city itself. It had looked so amazing from the air, it had to be even more awe-inspiring up close.

Amren opened the hatch, and they exited through the docking arm into a short corridor that fed into a crystalline doorway etched with runes. Ahead of them, a finely-dressed Sidhe stepped up to the blue wall inside the doorway and vanished through what was obviously a teleportal.

They followed their fellow arrival, stepping through the portal onto a concourse with a number of lines for arrivals. A Sidhe official waited at the end of each line, along with a Draconite guard.

“Can I panic now?” Thomas asked Amren out of the side of his mouth, subtly jerking his head toward the guard.

“They don’t know what we look like,” he replied.

“That’s not completely true. Sir Turquine saw our faces. He may have told them what we look like.”

“Turquine is dead,” Amren countered in a whisper.

“We encountered Visceral during the fighting, remember?” Thomas replied. “It could have been Turquine.”

“Doubtful. Anyway, we can’t turn around and leave without looking even more suspicious,” Amren pointed out.. “We have to take our chances. Just remember, they can smell your fear.”

They picked one of the lines. It flowed smoothly, bringing them to the official at the front within a few minutes. Thomas did his best not to worry about the Draconite guard or to seem too conspicuous about avoiding eye contact with him.

"Purpose of visit?" the official asked, his dark, elegant features focused on the datapad in his hands.

"Trade," Amren replied smoothly. "We’re meeting a seller to deal for tagerin.”

The official grunted in disinterest, making a note. "Duration of stay?"

"Two days at most."

Thomas glanced at the Draconite guard. The guard immediately shifted his gaze, yellow eyes meeting his. Afraid to look nervously away, Thomas maintained the stare for as long as he dared before glancing at the official. The Draconite shifted slightly, as though he was considering taking some kind of action against them, but then settled as if he didn’t want to be bothered.

"Very well." He tapped a few more commands into his pad. "You'll need to present a cargo manifest and value declaration before proceeding into the city. The customs office is through there."

“What if we don’t have anything to declare?” Amren asked. “We’re here to buy.”

He gestured past the customs area to larger doors at the far end of the concourse. “The exit is that way. There’s an aetherskate station if you need it, but you can get almost anywhere in the city in a few minutes on the movers.” He finally looked up from his data pad. "Welcome to Aelindral."


CHAPTER 34


As they stepped out of the spaceport into late afternoon sunlight, the air was crisp and clean. Thomas took a deep breath, savoring the sweet scent that reminded him of spring flowers. Aelindral stretched before them, its crystal spires gleaming like polished jewels against a soft lavender sky.

"The moving walkways the official mentioned," Amren said, pointing to a series of wide pathways that weaved between buildings at various levels. The beings outside—mostly Sidhe, with a minority of various types of Fae and an occasional Ursan—stepped on and off them with practiced ease. Some used them to accelerate their own walking speed, while others stood on the walkways, allowing themselves to be carried.

“We have something similar in airports on Earth,” Thomas said. “But they use belts and break a lot. And the standers tend to block the whole thing so the walkers can’t get past them.”

“Why don’t the standers just move to one side, like here?” Tivan asked, pointing to the organized movements of the multiple crossing walkways. “Seems simple enough.”

“Us Earthers can be…oblivious to one another sometimes.”

“I don’t think that’s an affliction reserved solely for Earth,” Amren said. “I would imagine the culture dictates the procedure, more than the technology.”

“That’s probably true,” Thomas agreed.

“These walkways are using energy and enchantment,” Garant said. “It’s amazing.”

“With all this technology, I can’t believe the good guys lost,” Thomas mentioned, keeping his voice low when he noticed a Draconite patrol on one of the walkways.

“The Sidhe aren’t a militant race,” Amren explained. “They had no offensive capabilities at the time Camelot was destroyed. If they’d had years to apply their knowledge to warships, things might have turned out differently.”

“How do we figure out which pathway leads to the entertainment district?” Thomas asked.

“Do you require assistance?” a soft male voice said from overhead. Thomas glanced up as a floating orb of light descended to their eye level. It immediately reminded Thomas of his first meeting with Merlin.

“We’re trying to get to the entertainment district,” Thomas replied. “Which walkway is it?”

“All of the walkways are color-coded,” the orb answered. “Follow the silver line heading away from the spaceport. Or, I can escort you if you’d like.”

Thomas glanced at Amren, who shook his head. “I think we can figure it out.”

“One more question,” Thomas asked. “What are you?”

“I’m called a Luminal Spirit. A guide for visitors to Aelindral. What are you? You resemble an Ursan, but⁠—”

“We need to get going,” Amren said, urging them away. The orb remained in place as they headed for the silver walkway.

“That was close,” Thomas said, glancing back at the Spirit. “I hope I didn’t just get us outed by an AI tour guide.”

“I don’t know if the Draconite can monitor these spirits,” Amren answered. “That’s why I didn’t think it wise to allow it to escort us.”

“Good thinking.” Thomas tensed internally, worried he had messed up their chances here because of casual curiosity. There was nothing he could do about it now.

They made their way to the nearest access point. Thomas hesitated briefly before stepping onto the moving surface, but found it surprisingly stable beneath his feet. They moved to the side, allowing the energy to carry them deeper into the city.

"Keep your eyes open," Garant warned quietly. "I've counted three Draconite patrols since we left the spaceport."

Thomas had noticed them too. The Sidhe gave them a wide berth, their carefully neutral expressions masking whatever feelings they might have about their jailers.

As they traveled, Thomas continued marveling at the city's seamless blend of nature and technology. Living vines wrapped around crystal pillars, their leaves glowing softly with bioluminescence. Entire gardens sprung up at regular intervals, brightly colored flowers bathing in a sea of light and energy and emitting pleasant, calming scents.

Beneath the surface beauty, he could sense an underlying tension. The Draconite presence—security checkpoints, automated drones, and regular patrols—was everywhere. The Sidhe were like beautiful birds trapped in a gilded cage.

They knew they’d reached the entertainment district when the surrounding spires gave way to smaller, domed structures. Some were lined with multiple entrances, inviting beings into smaller, individual shops, while others occupied an entire dome, advertised with garish holographic signs promising food and fun. There was no indication that any of the establishments held more adult-oriented entertainment. There were no strip clubs or casinos to be found, and Thomas wondered if they were hidden out of sight or tucked into their own section of the city. Not that he wanted to visit them. The idea that a place the size of Aelindral might not have such vice boggled his mind.

They stepped off the moving walkway. Tivan approached another Luminal Spirit. “Excuse me, we’re looking for the Golden Leaf.”

The orb descended slightly. “Of course. Step back on the silver line and follow it until you see the large hologram of a golden leaf. Step off the walkway and enter the establishment.”

Garant laughed while Tivan groaned at the orb’s response. “Got it, thank you.”

“I guess we should have ridden the walkway a little further,” Thomas said.

They rejoined the silver line, riding it a few hundred meters before the hologram of the golden leaf came into view. They stepped off the walkway once more, onto a broad plaza decorated with intricate mosaic patterns that shifted beneath their feet. The gaming hall's entrance was flanked by tall crystal columns that hummed with barely audible harmonics.

The interior of the Golden Leaf was dimly lit, creating an intimate atmosphere despite its immense size. Various gaming areas were separated by curtains of shimmering light, while floating crystals provided soft illumination. The air carried hints of exotic incense and the sound of quiet conversation mixed with occasional bursts of celebration from winners. Thomas noticed there were no chips to place and no coin changing hands as a result of the contests. The players were there solely for the competition and camaraderie.

A host—tall, dark, and slender like most Sidhe, with elegantly pointed features and silver-white hair—approached. "Welcome to the Golden Leaf," she said, her voice musical. "How may I direct you today?"

"We're looking for Llaryn," Amren replied smoothly. "We were told he frequents this establishment."

The host's expression remained perfectly neutral, but Thomas caught a slight hesitation before she spoke. "Ah yes, Master Llaryn. He can usually be found in the Luminra chambers. Would you like me to show you the way?"

They followed her through the gaming hall, passing areas dedicated to various forms of entertainment. Some games looked similar to Earth classics like pinball, while others were completely alien. One chamber held what looked like a three-dimensional chess match being played with constructs of pure light.

The host led them to a circular doorway that emitted a soft blue glow. "Master Llaryn prefers the private chambers," she said, gesturing through the entrance. "You'll find him inside."

The chamber they entered was dome-shaped. Two men—both Sidhe, one with the promised scar above his left eyebrow—sat at a small table near the center. They studied a complex holographic display floating above the table's surface, which vanished the moment Thomas entered.

"The stars shine brightest in winter," he said as he approached, to hopefully set their minds at ease. Llaryn’s companion had shifted his hand toward his pocket, as if to retrieve a weapon.

The scarred man—Llaryn—looked up slowly, his pale eyes studying each of them in turn. "But summer holds their warmth," he replied after a moment. He gestured to the empty chairs. "Please, join us."

They settled into the offered seats. Up close, Thomas could see that Llaryn's companion was slightly younger, with lighter coloring that suggested mixed heritage. Both men carried themselves with the poise common among the Sidhe.

"I understand you may be interested in certain…opportunities," Llaryn said, his voice barely above a whisper.

"We are," Thomas confirmed. He paused, organizing his words to keep them as vague as possible, while equally loaded with meaning. "We were told you might be able to help make arrangements.”

"Perhaps. To be honest, we weren’t expecting to make any deals today.”

“Nor did we,” Amren said. “But as they say, it’s always best to strike while the iron is hot.”

That drew a grin from both men. “If we’re to do business, we should get to know each other better. Are you familiar with Luminra?"

“We are,” Tivan said, motioning between himself and his twin. “A little. It’s a light-shaping game, right?”

“That’s right,” Llaryn confirmed. “Light and harmony. Energy and balance.”

“We don’t really have time for games,” Thomas said.

"On the contrary," Llaryn's companion interrupted smoothly. “If you’d like to do business, then you do have the time. Our wares are exclusive. We need to know who we’re trading with. And one can learn much about potential partners through friendly competition."

"We didn't come here to play games," Amren said, his tone growing sharp.

"Then perhaps you came to the wrong place," Llaryn replied. "This is, after all, a gaming hall." His pale eyes fixed on Thomas. "One short game. That's our price for the information you seek."

Thomas could feel Amren's frustration building beside him. The warrior started to rise, but Thomas caught his arm. "Wait," he said quietly. He studied Llaryn's expression, seeing something there beyond simple gamesmanship. "We'll play."

"Excellent choice," Llaryn said, standing gracefully. He gestured to a doorway that hadn't been visible moments before. It was now outlined in soft blue light. "Shall we?"


CHAPTER 35


They followed Llaryn and his companion through the doorway into a larger chamber. The domed space was dark at first, but as they entered, patterns of light began to dance across the walls and floor like living constellations.

"The game is simple in concept but complex in execution," Llaryn explained, moving to a pedestal near the chamber's edge. He retrieved four pairs of thin gloves studded with small crystals. "We work together to shape the light, creating harmonies that match given themes. We also compete to see who can contribute most effectively to those harmonies."

"Two against two then?" Thomas asked, accepting a pair of gloves.

"Indeed." Llaryn's companion—who still hadn't offered his name—took position opposite Thomas and Amren. “Since this is your first time, we'll stick with something basic. Forest harmony."

The chamber dimmed further as floating motes of light appeared throughout the space. They hung in the air like fireflies, waiting to be shaped. Thomas slipped on the gloves, feeling a subtle vibration as the crystals activated.

“Follow our lead,” Llaryn said. “The first minute will be warm up.”

The motes of light suddenly came alive, swirling through the air in complex patterns. Thomas watched as Llaryn made a graceful gesture, causing several points of light to coalesce into what looked like a glowing tree branch. His companion added more elements, the lights flowing like water under his direction.

"Don't just watch," Amren muttered. He raised his hands, the gloves allowing him to grab and shape the light. His military upbringing showed in his movements as he constructed rigid, geometric patterns.

Thomas tried to follow suit, reaching for nearby motes. The light responded to his touch, but resisted his attempts to force it into specific shapes. He could feel the crystals in his gloves vibrating more intensely, almost like they were trying to guide his movements.

"Don't fight it," Llaryn advised, his own creation growing more complex. "The light wants to flow naturally. Guide it, don't command it."

Thomas relaxed his grip. Controlling the light, he realized, was similar to controlling Excalibur. He could do that. He let the light move more freely through his fingers. Immediately, it began forming more organic shapes—leaves, vines, delicate branches—that merged with the larger pattern taking shape in the center of the chamber.

“Impressive,” Llaryn commented. “Are you sure you haven’t played before?”

“Never,” Thomas replied.

But it wasn't just about creating beautiful shapes. As they worked, Thomas began to notice how the light responded differently to each player. Llaryn's movements were precise and elegant, each gesture adding exactly what was needed to enhance the harmony. His companion focused more on connecting different elements, creating flowing transitions that united separate pieces into a greater whole.

Amren struggled, his mindset working against him as he tried to impose order. But Thomas found himself falling into an almost meditative state, letting instinct guide his actions. The light sang beneath his fingers, forming patterns he hadn't consciously intended but that fit perfectly into the growing harmony.

"Interesting," Llaryn murmured as he watched Thomas work. "You have a natural affinity for this."

Before Thomas could respond, the chamber itself came alive. Waves of energy rippled through the air, threatening to disrupt their carefully crafted patterns. Thomas had to constantly adjust his movements, adapting to the changing conditions while maintaining the overall forest theme.

"Time," Llaryn's companion called out after what felt like both minutes and hours.

The chamber brightened slightly, allowing them to better see the results of their work. A glowing forest canopy hung in the air before them, each branch and leaf shimmering with inner light. Thomas could see where his contributions—some places flowing smoothly, others showing obvious different styles—merged with the others.

"Well played," Llaryn said, studying the final result. "Especially for newcomers to the game. Though I believe we've won this round." He turned to Thomas with newfound interest. "You adapted quickly...Daeardrayke."

Thomas tensed at the use of his title. Beside him, Amren's hand moved subtly toward his concealed weapon.

"Peace," Llaryn said quickly, raising his empty hands. "We meant no deception. The game shows us much about those we play with—their nature, their goals, their true selves. We needed to be certain."

"Certain of what?" Thomas asked carefully.

"That you are who we hoped you would be," Llaryn's companion replied. "We've heard rumors of Excalibur's return, but rumors are dangerous things to trust in these times."

"And now?" Amren asked, his tone guarded.

"Now we know you're genuine," Llaryn said. "The way you shaped the light—not forcing it to your will, but working with it, guiding it toward a greater purpose…” He smiled slightly. "The game never lies."

Thomas had no idea how shaping the light had allowed them to see who they were, but he wasn’t going to question it. Not if Llaryn and his companion could deliver.

"So you'll help us?" Thomas pressed.

"Better than that," Llaryn replied. "We'll take you to meet someone who can do far more than organize.” His expression grew serious. "But we must move quickly. The Draconite have been increasing their patrols lately, making it harder to move freely through the city."

"More patrols than usual?" Amren asked sharply.

"Much more," Llaryn's companion confirmed. "They're searching for someone." He gave Thomas a meaningful look. “I imagine it’s the same on all the planets they control.”

"All the more reason not to delay," Llaryn said. He moved to a section of wall that looked no different from any other, but a doorway appeared at his touch. "This way. There are passages underground that the Draconite don’t know about.”

"Lead on," Thomas said.

They followed Llaryn through the door into a stairwell that opened into a basement beneath the Golden Leaf. A few workers moved amidst the boxes and crates organized beneath the gaming hall, shifting supplies from one part of the floor to another. They paused as Llaryn approached, hands moving to their hips, only to relax when they saw it was him. Thomas locked eyes with one of them as they passed. The worker nodded respectfully and sidled up beside him.

“I am Lokram,” he said. “And you are?”

“Thomas.”

“The Daeardrayke,” Tivan added.

Lokram’s eyes widened. He smiled broadly. “Welcome, brother. Let me show you the way.”

He moved in front of Llaryn and his companion, whistling to two additional workers up ahead. They hastily moved boxes from part of the stone floor, revealing a seam. Hooking a rope beneath a small crack, they strained to lift the stone block and reveal another stairwell beneath.

“Where does this go?” Thomas asked.

“Anywhere in the city we need to be,” Llaryn replied. “Do not be concerned, you are with friends.”

He led them onto the narrow metal steps. Thomas looked to Lokram as he began to descend. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you, brother,” Lokram replied.

The stairwell dropped at least twenty meters before flattening out into a narrow corridor gleaming with the same crystalline properties as the rest of the city. But these passages felt older, their patterns more subtle and complex. Thomas couldn't help wondering how much of the Sidhe's true power remained hidden from their conquerors, waiting for the right moment to emerge.

As the stone block sealed behind them, Thomas touched the ring Merlin had given him. He didn't activate it, but its presence was reassuring. Whatever came next, they weren't alone.

The revolution had spread further than they'd imagined. Now it was time to see just how deep those roots went in the shining spires of Aelindral.

"You said there was someone we needed to meet," Thomas said as they hurried through the hidden passage. "Who exactly are we going to see?"

Llaryn glanced back, his expression unreadable in the crystal-lit dimness. "Someone who remembers when Arthur last came to Falias,” he replied. "Someone who has been waiting a very long time for Excalibur's return."

The implications of that statement sent a shiver down Thomas's spine as they pressed deeper into the hidden heart of the Sidhe city.


CHAPTER 36


The crystalline tunnels beneath Aelindral pulsed with an otherworldly glow as Thomas and his companions followed Llaryn through a series of passages that quickly turned the underground tunnels into a maze. Each step they took echoed softly against the polished floor, creating harmonics that resonated with the light itself. The walls weren't simply illuminated; they appeared alive, responding to their presence with subtle shifts in color and intensity that made the tunnels feel like the circulatory system of some vast, sleeping entity.

The air carried a sharp, mineral tang mixed with an electric charge that made Thomas' skin tingle. Droplets of condensation gathered on the crystal surfaces, catching the ambient light and scattering it like countless tiny prisms. The overall effect was mesmerizing, almost hypnotic.

“This is amazing,” he said, reaching out to run his hand along the wall, mesmerized as color dragged from his fingers, similar to the game of Luminra.

"These tunnels predate the Draconite,” Llaryn explained as they walked. He traced patterns along one wall as well, leaving trails of colorful light that slowly faded. "They were originally part of the city's power distribution network, channeling both energy and information through the crystalline matrix. Our fleets fell back to Falias when we lost at Camlan, and with the spirit of Arthur’s dream of Avalon broken, the will to stand against Mordred’s fleet was lost. On the first day of the occupation, as Draconite soldiers descended into the city, the resistance was born. We took to these tunnels, and have used them since to organize and plan beyond the enemy’s eyes and ears, to meet and move in secret. The dragonfolk suspect the tunnels exist, but the ways in are well-hidden.”

“When you say their eyes and ears, do you mean the Luminal Spirits as well?” Thomas asked, thinking about his interaction with the orb.

“Why do you ask?” Llaryn said, pausing in the passageway.

“I asked one of them for directions. It recognized that I wasn’t an Ursan or a Sidhe. It asked me what I was.”

Llaryn glanced at his companion, who shrugged. He looked back at Thomas. “It’s likely nothing. The Draconite do review logs from the spirits at times, but such a minor interaction would surely escape their notice.”

Thomas nodded, allowing himself to relax. “That’s good to know, thank you.”

They came to a junction where multiple passages converged like the spokes of a wheel. The floor was inlaid with an intricate pattern of crystalline veins that spread outward in fractal patterns, reminding Thomas of frost on a window, but these patterns moved and shifted, carrying pulses of energy deeper into the earth. In the center of the room rested a larger version of the portal they had passed through in the spaceport.

“This is a leystone gate,” Llaryn said, approaching the portal. It was inactive at the moment, a doorway with nothing in the center.

“Mother told us about these,” Tivan said. “But I never thought I'd actually see one. The Sidhe use them to move instantly between different places on the planet.”

"Your mother taught you well," Llaryn's companion confirmed with a slight smile. "Though most were destroyed after the occupation. The Draconite prefer methods they can more easily monitor and control." His expression darkened. “And as you know, their tolerance of magic has only decreased over time.”

“How does it work?” Thomas asked as Llaryn’s companion approached the portal.

“Entering the gate transforms you into pure energy,” he replied. “You can move through the energized veins of Falias as a beam of light, and emerge at your destination gate in an instant.”

Llaryn’s companion put his hand to the center of the doorway, surprising Thomas when what had appeared to be a straight path through rippled like the surface of a pond before transforming into a doorway of pure light.

"Quickly," Llaryn urged.

Thomas stepped through first, fighting down his instinctive hesitation. There was a moment of complete disorientation, of weightlessness combined with a sensation of movement in all directions at once. His stomach lurched, but before he could properly process the feeling, his feet again found solid purchase.

He emerged into what looked to him like a small closet, barely large enough to contain the connecting gate, despite it being half the size of the one they had entered. He had to quickly move aside as the others followed him through. Llaryn’s companion exited last, the portal closing behind him with a soft tinkle that reminded Thomas of wind chimes in a gentle breeze.

“Where are we?” Amren asked.

“A supply closet,” Garant replied, picking up a canister of cleaning detergent from a shelf against the wall.

“Are we on a starship or something?” Tivan asked.

“Not exactly,” Llaryn replied. He stepped to the door in front of them and turned the handle, opening it for them.

Thomas led the way out, momentarily confused by their new location. Ahead of him, an unbroken line of crystalline windows stretched from floor to ceiling, offering a view of multiple spires joining the one they had transported to. From this height, the moving walkways looked like rivers of light flowing between the towers, while the aetherskates danced and shifted above the walkways like colorful fish.

The living space around him exuded a serene and otherworldly elegance, seamlessly blending modern comfort with the ethereal aesthetics of the Sidhe. The walls shimmered with a subtle iridescent glow, as though they were made from living material rather than stone or metal. Plants thrived in every corner, their vines weaving gracefully along the edges of furniture and walls, their leaves and flowers seeming to pulse faintly in time with the barely audible hum of energy that resonated through the space. The air carried a strong floral fragrance.

The furniture was as artistic as it was functional, the room dominated by elegantly curved pieces that looked as though they had been grown rather than crafted. A sprawling sofa, upholstered in a soft, moss-like material offered comfort and refinement. A low table in the center was carved from a single piece of luminous, organic crystal, its surface etched with intricate, glowing patterns that shifted and danced like water ripples.

The overall effect was one of tranquil luxury that belied the truth of its inhabitants existence, whoever those inhabitants were.

A golden prison, but still a prison.

“Llaryn,” a woman’s voice said, dragging Thomas away from his mesmerized survey of the apartment. His head snapped to where she stood, near a doorway leading deeper into the apartment. Tall and graceful even by Sidhe standards, she wore light, pale yellow robes woven as if from sunlight, their fabric shifting and flowing with her slightest movement. Her eyes were a speckled blue that made Thomas think of stars reflected in still water. The golden tone to her hair suggested mixed heritage.

"Lady Aelan," Llaryn said with a slight bow, genuine respect evident in his tone. "Is he awake?"

She nodded. "He's expecting you." Her gaze settled on Thomas with an intensity that made him want to look away, like staring directly into the sun. "All of you."

She turned and gestured for them to follow, leading them through a set of ornate doors decorated with intricate spiral patterns.

They entered a bedroom that somehow managed to feel both opulent and austere. Crystal formations grew from the walls, their light dimmed to a soft glow that created pools of shadow in the corners.

An elderly man sat propped up in a massive bed. His nearly bald head and heavily wrinkled and sagging features presented a sharp contrast to the richness of the fabrics surrounding him. Despite his obvious age, his eyes were sharp and alert as they studied the newcomers.

"Sir Tristan," Llaryn said formally, inclining his head deeply. "I've brought them as foretold.”


CHAPTER 37


Thomas heard Amren's sharp intake of breath beside him. "It can't be," the warrior whispered, his normally composed voice thick with emotion. "Sir Tristan? Can it really be you? Here, all this time?"

The old knight smiled slightly, the expression softening the deep lines etched into his face. "And where else would I be, son of Bedivere?” He paused to laugh. “I know what you’re thinking. Dead, hmm?”

Amren stood with mouth agape, too stunned to reply. All he could manage was the barest shake of his head.

“The Draconite have been searching for Iseult and I since Camlan,” he continued. His voice carried the weight of years, but retained an underlying strength. “What better hiding place than in one of their most tightly controlled cities? In all this time, it never occurred to them that Sir Tristan, second of King Arthur’s knights, could transform himself from a warrior to a respected yet reclusive Sidhe merchant."

"But...how?" Amren asked, still struggling with disbelief. He took an unconscious step forward, as if drawn by the presence of living history before him. “How can you still be alive?”

"I escaped following the surrender, though few saw me retire from the field, and those who did would never admit it. I reunited with my beloved here in Aelindral where the people took us in. This place, its natural energy, slows the aging of the body. But it can’t stop the inevitable. Iseult passed recently. I'll join her soon enough. The weight of years grows ever heavier."

“Have you been leading the Sidhe resistance all this time?” Thomas asked.

“From the day I arrived here,” Tristan replied, his gaze distant as if seeing through the years. “Someone had to keep hope alive. Someone had to show them that while we were bent, we would never be broken. My sons helped. Both fine warriors, as worthy as any who served under Arthur's banner. They’re dead now." He sighed mournfully as his eyes shifted to Llaryn's silent companion, softening with grandfatherly affection. “The quiet one is Tryvane, my grandson. And Lady Aelan is my daughter-in-law, his mother."

Tryvane inclined his head. “Quiet, but not mute,” he said softly. “It’s an honor to meet you properly, Sir Dragon.”

“Likewise,” Thomas replied. He turned back to Tristan. “How could you be expecting us? Have you spoken to Nimue recently, too?”

Tristan laughed so hard it turned into a harsh cough. “Ah, Nimue. Now that’s a name I haven’t heard in a very long time. A fair guess, but no. My daughter is a seer. She has the gift of foresight, although some also call it a curse.”

“It is what you make of it," Lady Aelan countered. “I saw you coming some time ago, though the details were unclear. Deciphering visions is often like trying to recall a dream upon waking."

Tristan pushed himself up straighter in the bed. "I have something for you, Daeardrayke. Something I've kept safe for a very long time." Despite his obvious frailty, there was steel in his voice.

"Father, please," Aelan said softly. "You're not strong enough."

"I'll be dead soon," Tristan replied with surprising sharpness. “You know that I need to do this.”

The old knight slowly rose from the bed. His movements were slow but determined as he made his way to a section of wall that looked no different from any other. At his touch, previously invisible seams appeared in the surface, a hidden door materializing and sliding open to reveal a small closet beyond.

He vanished into it, and emerged a moment later carrying a shield unlike anything Thomas had ever seen. Its surface shimmered between silver and deep sapphire, like moonlight rippling on the scales of a mythical beast. Etched across the shield’s face was the unmistakable form of a dragon, its wings outstretched, its claws poised as if ready to spring to life. The intricate patterns of its body shifted subtly, the lines almost breathing with energy. At the heart of the dragon’s head, embedded where its eye should be, gleamed a dark gem.

“A soulstone,” Thomas realized aloud.

It pulsed faintly, a smoldering ember of power, giving the dragon an almost sentient presence. The symbol felt as though it were alive, its presence radiating authority and ancient strength.

"This shield once belonged to Arthur himself," Tristan said, his voice thick with emotion.

Ancient memories played across Sir Tristan’s features as he explained. "Arthur gave it to me for safekeeping the last time I saw him.” He paused, collecting himself. “For many years, I didn’t understand why. Now, I understand. It's yours, Sir Dragon.”

Thomas accepted the shield reverently, feeling an odd vibration pass through his arms as he did. The soulstone in its center pulsed once with light, responding to his touch before settling back into its inky dark color. The metal was surprisingly warm. "I...I don't know what to say.” He looked up at Sir Tristan. “This is…I don’t deserve this.”

“You command Excalibur,” Tristan said. “Arthur would have wanted you to have it, I’m sure.”

"You'll need it before your fight is over," Lady Aelan added cryptically.

He glanced at Lady Aelan and then back at Sir Tristan. “Thank you,” He turned his head toward Amren. “You’ll have to teach me how to use it.”

Amren grinned. “I have little training in the shield. But perhaps Lancelot’s tutorials can help.”

“I understand you intend to strike a Draconite convoy out of Ailill,” Tristan said, regaining Thomas’ attention.

“That’s right,” Thomas replied. “A tuathin shipment. Our goal is to disrupt Draconite supply in a way that enriches the people they’re oppressing, and draws more attention to our cause.”

“A noble intent,” Tristan agreed. “But⁠—”

“Don’t do it,” Aelan interrupted.

“Why not?” Thomas asked, switching his attention back to her.

“I have seen that path in my visions. It leads only to darkness.”

“How can that be?” Amren asked. “Surely, the Draconite have no idea we would be targeting a textile shipment, of all things. That’s in part why we chose it.”

“The ambush itself may be a success,” Aelan replied. “Visions aren’t only things that are seen, but things that are felt. Sensed. If you go forward with your attack, it will lead to a disruption in harmony. It will lead to pain and death.”

“How do we know the same won’t happen if we don’t?” Garant asked.

“We cannot know the path unseen,” Aelan said.

“So you’re saying it could be worse than the path you saw,” Amren said.

“Or it could be better. Nothing is definite, but should you attack the convoy, there is a known possibility of a terrible outcome.”

“We came here seeking aid for the attack,” Amren said. “Tactical insight, and perhaps direct help taking the cargo ships. Not to be dissuaded from our path.”

“As you probably learned from Nimue,” Tristan said, “foresight can be powerful. Yet the future remains mutable. Aelan fears for yours, but the choice remains your own.”

Thomas frowned, the shield suddenly feeling heavier in his hands. "If we call off the convoy attack, what should we do instead? We can't just let the Draconite continue as they always have, unopposed. We need to strike back, to show the galaxy that there’s hope.”

"There are other ways," she replied, her robes shifting like smoke around her. "Other battles to be fought. Morgana seeks an object of great power, one that could tip the balance of power permanently in her favor. Perhaps that’s where your focus should be."

“We’ve heard of the object she’s seeking,” Tivan said. “But we don’t know what it is. We only know that it may be found in the Wastes.”

“Do you know what it is?” Garant questioned.

“It sounds like the Holy Grail," Thomas said.

“The Holy what?” Tristan asked.

“An artifact of great power, from the legends of Arthur on Earth, where I’m from. I doubt it’s the Holy Grail, but this quest to find whatever it is reminds me of it.”

“I don’t know what the item is,” Lady Aelan said, her voice distant. "My visions show only that it is powerful, and it is important. You must find it before she does. The fate of more than just Avalon may depend on it."

Thomas glanced at Amren. This wasn’t how he had expected their visit to Falias to go. At all. He had come here certain of the path ahead, and now all he felt was confused.

Tristan settled back into his bed, clearly exhausted by the effort of retrieving the shield. His face was pale, but his eyes remained bright with purpose, and he sensed Thomas’ inner conflict and unease.

“If your decision is to go ahead with the attack on the convoy, my warriors will support you,” he said. “But I would be remiss if I didn’t offer you my opinion. I would abandon this mission and take up the quest for the Holy Grail, if I were you.”

Thomas nodded. “Your opinion means a lot to me,” he said. “And⁠—”

Lady Aelan let out a pained gasp, her expression suddenly sharpened with alarm, her eyes going wide as she looked toward the windows.

“Mother?” Tryvane said, moving to her side.

"You need to leave," she said urgently, turning to Thomas. "Now. Return to your ship and flee Falias immediately."

"What? Why?" Thomas asked, confused by the sudden shift.

"Because of that," Tivan said grimly, standing near one of the windows and pointing to something in the distance.

Thomas joined him at the window, his heart sinking as he recognized the distinctive profile of Sir Turquine's shuttle descending toward the spaceport.

So much for the spirit’s log going unnoticed.

“We need to go,” he said. “Now.”


CHAPTER 38


The Draconite shuttle sliced through Falias' atmosphere, its dark hull absorbing the golden light of the system's sun. On the flight deck, Sir Turquine loomed behind Kesper's pilot seat, his massive frame towering over the smaller Flayer. Each breath sent fresh waves of nanite-enhanced rage coursing through his veins as he watched the Sidhe city of Aelindral emerge beneath the thinning clouds.

The city made Turquine’s belly coil with disgust. Crystals. Towering spires. Ribbons of light. So much magic. So much order. So much color and light and harmony. Weakness masquerading as strength. He would show them true strength. True power.

"My lord," Kesper said, his voice carefully neutral as he guided the shuttle’s descent. "We're being hailed."

Turquine's vertical pupils contracted as he studied the elaborate traffic patterns around them. "Handle it," he growled impatiently.

The pilot quickly transmitted their credentials, specially prepared codes that identified them as a high-priority Draconite vessel. The response was immediate, granting them emergency clearance to land. As they descended, Turquine caught glimpses of the city's darker undertones—security checkpoints scattered throughout the walkways, armed Draconite warriors standing guard at key intersections, automated drones patrolling in overlapping patterns. If Excalibur and her crew were here as his informants suspected, there was no way they would slip his grasp.

Through the viewport, the massive crystalline spire that housed the spaceport dominated their view. Its double-helix design spiraled upward in an interplay of engineering and magic, each level containing multiple diamond-shaped bays for ships to dock. The entire structure pulsed with power that made Turquine's nanites surge uncomfortably beneath his scales.

"Take us to the restricted level," he commanded, forcing down another wave of nanite-induced rage. "Top of the spire."

"Yes, my lord."

Kesper guided them into an open bay reserved for official Draconite vessels near the summit. The docking arms extended smoothly to meet them, their crystalline surfaces rippling with magical energy that made Turquine want to tear them apart with his bare hands. As they settled into position, he caught movement near the bay's entrance. A group of armed Draconite warriors approached, led by a tall figure in ornate black armor.

"Stay with the ship," Turquine ordered Kesper. "Be ready to launch immediately if needed."

"Yes, my lord," Kesper replied, remotely opening the shuttle’s hatch for Turquine to step out. He had to duck to exit, his massive frame barely fitting through the opening. The bay's crystalline walls pulsed in time with his heartbeat, their magical resonance like a high-pitched scream. He forced down the urge to start destroying everything around him to escape the noise.

The armored figure leading the welcome party dropped to one knee as Turquine approached. "My lord Turquine,” he said, his head bowed in a properly submissive greeting. "I am Sir Kallax, commander of Draconite security forces on Falias.” His voice carried the cultured accent common among higher-ranking Draconite officers. “We're honored by your presence."

Turquine's pupils contracted to razor-thin slits as he studied the other warrior. Kallax's scales were a deep forest green, marked with scarification that told the story of numerous kills in combat. His armor bore additional marks of rank and achievement that suggested he was no mere bureaucrat. Someone who had earned his position through blood and violence. Not someone to be immediately dismissed.

"Save your honor," Turquine growled. "I'm here for Excalibur. What have you found?"

Kallax rose smoothly, though Turquine noticed how he kept his head slightly lowered with a warrior's respect rather than a servant's fear. "We've uncovered no sign of the vessel itself, my lord. However..." He hesitated briefly, and Turquine could smell the sudden spike of anxiety in his scent.

"Speak!" The word emerged as more snarl than speech, making several of Kallax's warriors take involuntary steps backward.

Kallax produced a data pad from a pouch at his belt, his movements precise and controlled despite Turquine's looming presence. "One of the Luminal Spirits encountered an unusual individual in the streets earlier today. Someone who didn't match any known species profile."

The device projected a holographic image into the air between them. The figure was unmistakable. Turquine would never forget the faces of the beings who had joined Lancelot in freeing Taliesin from the Lair. He would never forget the face of the one who was not-quite-Ursan. The informants were right. They had done well.

The nanites exploded through his system at the sight, screaming for blood. He subconsciously raked his claws into his palm, the pain helping calm him.

"That's him," he snarled, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper that made even Kallax tense. "Where was this taken? When?"

"The spirit encountered him near the spaceport nearly an hour ago," Kallax replied, maintaining his composure despite the waves of murderous intent radiating from Turquine. "He asked for directions.”

"Where was he going?" Turquine demanded.

"The Golden Leaf," Kallax answered. "A gaming hall in the entertainment district. I have aetherskates ready to transport us there immediately."

“If you’ve seen no sign of Excalibur, then how did they arrive?” Cartigan asked.

“A shuttle. It’s in bay Two-eight below.”

“Have you searched it?” Turquine asked.

“No, my lord. We awaited your arrival.”

Turquine growled in approval, turning to where Cartigan waited behind him with the other Flayers. "Cartigan, Vorex, Galok, you’re with me. The rest of you, search their ship.” He turned back to Kallax. “If Excalibur appears, you are to prevent its escape at all costs."

"It shall be done, my lord," Kallax replied.

They moved to the edge of the bay, where several rectangular platforms hovered. The devices rippled with barely contained magical energy that made Turquine's nanites recoil in revulsion. Each platform, decorated with intricate runic patterns that pulsed with power, was large enough to carry four standing riders.

The nanites burned hotter at mere proximity to the magical transports, but they were the fastest way to reach their target. He refused to show weakness in front of Kallax's warriors. He stepped onto one of the platforms, immediately feeling a magical field try to lock him into place. The nanites exploded through his system in violent protest, every nerve ending screaming against the foreign energy trying to contain him. His muscles spasmed as the two forces warred within his body.

They launched from the spaceport, the aetherskates leaving trails of colored light as they wove between the crystal spires. The city spread out below them in all its ethereal glory, but Turquine barely noticed the view. Each second was agony as the enchantment struggled with his nanite-enhanced physiology. His muscles seized repeatedly, trying to reject the magical restraints that kept him secured to the platform. Every breath felt like inhaling broken glass.

The pain only fed his rage, the nanites transforming his agony into pure murderous intent. By the time they reached the entertainment district, his consciousness had narrowed to a single burning point of violent purpose. He barely waited for his aetherskate to slow before leaping off, his claws leaving deep gouges in the platform's surface as he landed.

The entertainment district was a riot of color and movement. The Sidhe's attempts at creating beauty—living vines wrapped around crystal columns, floating lights danced in intricate patterns—were everywhere. He despised everything about it.

Turquine found the Golden Leaf's entrance, marked by an oversized hologram of its namesake rotating slowly above ornate doors. He didn't slow to appreciate the artistry or allow Kallax, Cartigan, and his Flayers to catch up. He stormed through the doors, forcing patrons to scramble out of his way. Their fear-scent filled the air, the nanites singing with anticipation.

"My lord!" The host—a tall, elegant Sidhe female whose professional demeanor cracked at his approach—tried to intercept him. "Welcome to⁠—"

Without breaking stride,Turquine backhanded her, sending her crashing into a decorative crystal formation that shattered on impact. His senses had already picked up a familiar scent, faint but unmistakable. He followed it through the gaming hall, past chambers filled with light-manipulation games and other Sidhe entertainments.

Cartigan and the other Flayers rushed to catch up to him. Patrons fled before them, their panic adding to the intoxicating mixture of fear and anticipation that filled Turquine's consciousness.

The trail led to a circular doorway outlined in blue light. The room beyond was empty, but the scent was strongest against the far wall.

"They were here recently," he growled, running his claws along the wall. The nanites surged beneath his scales, demanding violence. "There's something..."

With a roar of pure fury, he drew his massive sword and struck the wall. The crystalline surface shattered spectacularly, revealing a hidden passage beyond. Shards of crystal rained down around him as he kicked aside the debris.

“A secret tunnel," Kallax said in surprise, moving to examine the opening. "We'd suspected their existence, but⁠—"

"Shut up and follow me," Turquine snarled, already moving into the passage. The confined space made the nanites burn hotter, urging him to start tearing down the walls around them.

They emerged into a basement storeroom where several workers were moving crates. The servants froze at their appearance.

“Can I help you, my lord?” one of them asked, approaching Turquine.

“The not-Ursan and his companions,” Turquine snarled. “Where are they?”

“My lord, I don’t know what⁠—”

Turquine's response was instantaneous. His sword moved in a blur of enhanced speed, nearly cutting the speaker in half. Blood sprayed across the crates as the body collapsed

“A pity,” Turquine growled. “Perhaps one of you knows the answer to my very simple question.”

The other Sidhe surprised him by not cowering in response to his violence. Instead, they drew daggers from their boots and stood against him with the courage of conviction. He couldn’t help respecting their stupidity, even as he and the Flayers sprang into action.

Within seconds, the basement floor was slick with blood. Turquine’s nanites sang with satisfaction as he surveyed the carnage, but the brief violence had only whetted their appetite. He needed more.

But the trail ended there.

He stalked around the room, seeking any trace of where their quarry had gone. Nothing. The scent simply vanished, as if they had disappeared into thin air.

"My lord," Cartigan said hesitantly, keeping his distance from Turquine's obvious rage. "Perhaps they used some form of magical transport? The Sidhe are known to have such capabilities."

"Search every corner and crevice," he ordered, his voice carrying a dangerous edge that made them scramble to comply. "Find me something. Anything."

They searched for several minutes, but found nothing beyond conventional storage areas and a regular stairwell leading back up to street level. Finally, Turquine was forced to admit they had lost the trail. His fury built with each passing moment, the nanites screaming for blood. Even fresh cuts across his arm failed to offer relief. He glanced at Kallax, using all of his remaining free will to prevent himself from lashing out.

Turquine ascended the stairs back to street level, emerging into late afternoon sunlight. Around him, the Sidhe city continued its daily routines, its inhabitants going about their business while trying to pretend the Draconite presence was normal.

"Sir Turquine," Kallax said, approaching cautiously from behind. "What are your orders?"

Turquine turned to study the security commander, considering. "Put your forces on high alert," he decided. "I want every district locked down. When you locate them, do not engage. They’re my prey.”

“Of course, my lord. At once.” Kallax moved away, already speaking rapidly into his comm unit to relay the orders.

Turquine's lips pulled back in a predatory smile that exposed razor-sharp teeth. Let them hide. Let them think they are safe. They can’t remain hidden in shadows forever.

He would tear this city apart piece by piece if he had to. The nanites would not be denied their feast much longer.


CHAPTER 39


Thomas turned to Sir Tristan, King Arthur’s shield heavy in his hands. He opened his mouth to ask how they were going to smuggle such an obvious artifact through the city, but the words died in his throat. The massive bed was empty, its covers thrown hastily back. His gaze shifted to the hidden closet. Its door stood open once more. The soft sounds of metal on metal drifted from within, accompanied by labored breathing.

"No," Lady Aelan whispered, her voice tight with distress. She moved past Thomas to the doorway, her pale yellow robes flowing like captured sunlight. "Father, please. You can't."

Thomas followed her into the closet. The space was larger than he'd first realized, its walls lined with racks of weapons and armor. Ancient banners hung between the displays. Each bore the dragon herald of Arthur's knights, though the colors had faded to ghostly echoes of their former glory.

Sir Tristan stood before an ornate armor stand, methodically securing ancient plate to his frail frame. The armor itself—silvered metal inlaid with flowing patterns that caught the light like liquid moonlight—was a masterwork of craftsmanship. Despite his obvious physical weakness, his movements carried the fluid ease of countless repetitions burned into muscle memory. Even now, Thomas could see the warrior he must have been beneath the ravages of time.

"My life is over," Tristan said without turning, his voice carrying quiet conviction but obvious strain. "I've waited so long, holding on through sheer stubbornness, wondering if I would live to see Excalibur's return." He paused to secure a shoulder plate that looked too heavy for his thin frame. The metal clicked smoothly into place. "Now that I have, I find myself quite ready to die. But I would very much like to see the ship one last time before I go."

"You'll never make it to the spaceport," Aelan argued, moving to help him with a stubborn buckle. Her hands trembled slightly. "The strain alone could kill you. Please, you don't have to do this."

"I will die as I lived—a knight of Avalon." He finally turned to face them, and Thomas was struck by the fire burning in his ancient eyes. Age may have withered his body, but his spirit remained undiminished. He raised a gentle hand to Aelan’s cheek. “You’ve been a wonderful daughter to me. A safe and comforting shore. The business is yours now. I know I’m leaving it in good hands.”

Aelan’s tears ran over his hand. She repeated his gesture, putting her soft palm on his wrinkled, stubbled cheek. “I’ll miss you dearly, Father. But I’ll remember you with pride, and continue the fight for as long as it takes.”

Tristan nodded, too resolved to shed tears. “I know.”

They each lowered their hands. Tristan’s gaze settled on Thomas, studying him with the tactical assessment of a veteran warrior. Thomas felt himself standing straighter under that penetrating stare, suddenly very aware that he stood before one of Arthur's legendary knights.

"Do you have a proper weapon?" Tristan asked after a moment.

"Just a dagger," Thomas replied. "We didn't want to draw attention walking through the city with swords strapped to our sides."

Tristan nodded in understanding and moved to one of the weapon racks. He passed his hand over several blades before selecting one with a simple leather-wrapped hilt and unadorned crossguard. The metal sang softly as he lifted it from its mounting.

"Not as fancy as Arthur’s sword,” he said, offering it to Thomas hilt-first. "But it's a fine weapon. I took it as a trophy from a Draconite commander following the Battle of the Seven Moons." His expression grew distant for a moment. "He didn't need it anymore."

Thomas accepted the weapon reverently, testing its balance. Despite its obvious age, the sword felt alive in his hand. The blade caught the light strangely, seeming to bend it rather than reflect it. "Thank you.”

“Now we just need to find you a way out of here,” Aelan said as they exited the chamber.

Thomas held up his hand, showing them the ring Merlin had given him. “I can summon Excalibur. They can pick us up.”

"That won't work," Llaryn said. "There's nowhere in the city for a ship to land except the spaceport, and that’s assuming they can even reach the surface. The Draconite forces are on high alert by now, their orbital defenses at the ready. And you probably noticed on the way in—they’re quite substantial.”

“He’s right, Thomas agreed. "We need another way out."

"The leystone gates," Tryvane said. "We can use them to return to the tunnels, then make our way to the spaceport through the underground network. We can get you into the spaceport undetected.”

"And then what?" Thomas asked, adjusting his grip on his new sword.

"We have a merchant vessel in high orbit," Llaryn explained. "Well-armed despite its appearance. We get you there on a shuttle, then rendezvous with Excalibur once we're clear of the system.”

“I think that’s the best chance we have,” Amren agreed. “Sir Dragon?”

Thomas nodded. “Let’s do it.”

Lady Aelan moved to embrace Tryvane, her expression a complex mixture of pride and sorrow. "Be careful," she whispered before glancing at Sir Tristan. "Both of you."

“This isn’t goodbye, Mother,” Tryvane replied, returning her embrace. “We will be victorious.”

Aelan turned to Thomas. “Know that you have allies here on Falias, whenever you need us."

"Thank you," Thomas replied. "For everything."

They gathered at the leystone gate. Tristan's armor gleamed in the apartment's ethereal light, somehow making him look both more fragile and more formidable. The old knight stood straighter, as if the familiar weight of steel and enchantment had restored some measure of his former strength. But Thomas could see the slight tremor in his hands, the way his breathing had grown more labored just from the effort of donning his armor.

Tivan and Garant positioned themselves on either side of the ancient warrior, ready to support him if needed. Their Sidhe heritage was more apparent now as they stood in this place of power, their features taking on an otherworldly cast in the crystal-light.

The gate activated with a soft chime. Its surface rippled, creating rainbow-hued reflections that danced across the chamber walls. One by one, they stepped through, the familiar disorientation giving way to solid ground as they emerged back in the underground junction chamber.

The crystalline tunnels felt different now, more alive. Thomas could feel it humming through the soles of his boots as Tryvane knelt and pressed his palm to the luminous floor. Power surged through the surrounding veins, creating expanding ripples of light that raced away down multiple tunnels like ocean waves.

"What did you do?" Thomas asked.

"Sent a signal," Tryvane replied, rising smoothly. "We'll need help to reach the spaceport."

They waited in tense silence, but not for very long. Two Sidhe resistance fighters emerged from the gate, their faces set with grim determination. Each wore simple armor and carried a curved mid-length blade much like a shortened scimitar.

More fighters began to arrive in small groups of three and four. Each looked first to Llaryn and then Thomas, offering slight nods before gathering nearby. Thomas watched in growing amazement as their numbers swelled.

“Llaryn,” Lokram said, appearing through the gate. His eyes looked hollow, his face pale. “I just came from the Golden Leaf. Our watchers there are dead. Sir Turquine. He killed them all. I only survived because I was helping bring fresh shoth chips to the kitchen.”

Thomas’ stomach twisted. He’d hoped Visceral had come under a new commander. The confirmation of Turquine’s survival wasn’t good news.

“Did he find the entrance to these tunnels?” Llaryn asked.

“No, thank the stars. He lost patience first. He…he’s changed.”

“What do you mean?” Amren asked.

“He appears stronger, but also more violent and full of rage.”

“Turquine? How can that even be possible?”

“He looked to me as if he could barely stop himself from murdering his own after he finished with our watchers.”

A chill ran down Thomas’ spine. No doubt, the enemy knight was eager for vengeance, after what had happened to him first at the Lair, and then at Gryphon’s Roost.

More fighters continued arriving until nearly a hundred had gathered. The chamber hummed with nervous energy and anticipation. Many stared at Thomas and his companions with barely concealed awe, while others focused on Sir Tristan with expressions of deep respect.

"The tunnels will take us beneath the spaceport," Llaryn explained to Thomas and his crew. “We often use the gates there to reach our ships and make the journey to the Caress, a merchant vessel orbiting the planet.”

“Are we likely to encounter resistance?” Amren asked.

"Hard to say for certain,” Llaryn replied. "But with the Draconite on high alert, we shouldn’t expect to escape the spaceport without bloodshed.”

They moved out, following crystalline passages older and more complex than the ones they'd traveled earlier. The walls pulsed with ancient power, responding to their presence with subtle shifts in color and intensity. The resistance fighters moved with practiced stealth despite their numbers, their boots making almost no sound on the crystalline floor.

Thomas found himself impressed by their discipline. These weren't just angry civilians playing at rebellion. They were trained warriors who had been preparing for this moment for a long time.

Soon, they came to another chamber, this one smaller and roughly hewn from the bedrock. Another gate dominated the center of the chamber, though this one more closely resembled the gate Thomas had encountered in the spaceport.

"This will take us directly to the spaceport’s second level,” Llaryn explained. “Most of our shuttles are docked there. The Draconite will be watching for any sign of activity, so be on your toes. We'll be exposed as soon as we emerge.”

"Then we go through ready for a fight," Tristan said, drawing his sword with easy grace. "It's been far too long since I've had a proper battle."

Thomas noticed the old knight looked stronger now, as though he had been saving the last of his life force for this moment. He gripped his borrowed sword tighter, Arthur’s shield suddenly heavy on his arm. Around him, the resistance fighters checked weapons and adjusted armor. The air crackled with tension and anticipation.

Tryvane approached the gate, reaching out to activate it. The inner oval immediately began to glow.

“This will drop us into the center of the second level,” Llaryn said. “We’ll have the element of surprise, but it won’t last long.” He turned to Thomas. “Sir Dragon, would you like to lead the charge?”

Thomas’ heart pounded, surprised by the question. Before he could gather himself to respond, Sir Tristan stepped forward.

“Please, Sir Dragon,” he said. “Allow me this honor.”

Thomas almost refused, but the look in the knight’s eye gave him pause. “Very well, Sir Tristan,” he answered instead.

“We’re right behind you, grandfather,” Tryvane said.

Thomas readied his sword, Amren and the twins their daggers.

“We must see the Daeardrayke and his knights back to Excalibur,” Sir Tristan announced to the warriors surrounding them. “The future of Avalon depends on it. For Excalibur!” He thrust his sword high into the air.

“For Excalibur!” the warriors cried.

“For Avalon!” Tristan shouted

“For Avalon!” they called back.

“Down with the Draconite! Down with Morgana!”

“Down with the Draconite,” they shouted. “Down with Morgana!”

In an instant, Sir Tristan looked to Thomas as though he were fifty years younger. He nodded to Thomas, raised his blade, and vanished through the gate.


CHAPTER 40


Thomas followed Llaryn, Tryvane, Amren, and the twins through the gate, emerging into chaos. The spaceport's second level concourse stretched around him, its walls amplifying the sounds of combat into a deafening cacophony of clashing metal and battle cries. The faceted surfaces caught and reflected every movement, creating a dizzying kaleidoscope of violence that stretched into infinity.

Sir Tristan stood at the center of the mayhem, his ancient armor catching the chamber's ambient light. The years fell away from him with each strike, transforming him from a frail elder into the legend he had once been. His blade moved with precision born from countless battles, finding gaps in armor that Thomas didn’t even know existed. Three of Kallax's guards already lay dead around him, their black armor scored with perfect cuts that had severed major arteries or found vital organs.

“Attack!” Amren shouted as more resistance fighters poured through the gate behind them.

Thomas instinctively raised Arthur's shield as a guard charged him. He tensed, expecting the incoming blade strike to send shivers down his arm and try to push him off balance. Instead, runes on the inside of the shield activated, the enchantment absorbing the kinetic energy. At the same time, energy from his bracer coursed over the front of the shield, deflecting the blade. Thomas didn’t have time to give the reaction any thought before countering instinctively. His borrowed sword felt alive in his hands when he struck, the metal singing as it cleaved through the guard's armor with surprising ease.

The guard fell, but Thomas had no time to process his first kill of the day. Two more warriors were already moving to engage him, their weapons ready as they coordinated their attack. He gave ground carefully, using Arthur's shield to maintain his defense while looking for an opening.

"Flayers!" Tivan's warning carried across the chamber, sharp with fear.

Thomas caught glimpses of Turquine's elite warriors—their scarification patterns marking them as clearly as any uniform—as they entered the fray. They moved with terrifying speed, their nanite-enhanced strength evident in the way their blades sheared through normal armor as if it were parchment. The resistance fighters met them with desperate courage, but the difference in skill and armor was immediately apparent.

"Stand fast!" Tryvane called out, his blade blurring as he engaged one of the Flayers. "We must protect Sir Dragon!"

Sir Tristan's voice rose above the chaos, carrying the weight of a century. "Come then, you who serve the usurper! Let me show you how a true knight of Avalon fights!"

The old warrior advanced simultaneously on two Flayers, his sword whistling through the air as he moved. The first Flayer attempted a powerful overhead strike, but Tristan wasn't there when the blade fell. He had shifted aside with perfect timing, his counter-strike finding the vulnerable spot beneath the Flayer's arm where the armor joined. The enhanced warrior fell with a surprised grunt, dark blood spilling across the crystal floor in expanding pools.

"Grandfather, your left!" Tryvane's warning came just as another Flayer tried to flank the elderly knight. But Tristan had already anticipated the attack, spinning with impossible grace to meet the new threat. Their blades met in a shower of sparks.

Thomas wanted to help, but he had problems of his own. The two guards had been joined by a third, their coordinated attacks forcing him to constantly adjust his position. He raised the shield instinctively, feeling rather than understanding how to angle it to deflect their strikes. The borrowed sword felt lighter with each swing as muscle memory from Amren's training took over.

One guard overextended slightly, creating the tiniest opening. Thomas seized it immediately, his blade sliding past the warrior's guard to find the gap between gorget and chestplate. The guard fell clutching his throat, but his companions pressed their attack with renewed fury.

"Thomas, drop!" Amren's voice carried such command that Thomas complied without thinking. A blade whistled through the space where his head had been. He rolled and came up striking, catching his attacker across the thigh. The guard stumbled, creating an opening that Thomas exploited with lethal efficiency. His sword found the weak point under the warrior's arm, ending the fight instantly.

The third guard fell back, clearly reassessing his chances. Before he could retreat, Amren appeared behind him. The guard managed to partially turn, but Amren's attack was perfectly timed. His blade found the gap between helmet and shoulder armor, and another Draconite warrior fell.

Across the expansive room, Llaryn fought back-to-back with Tryvane against one of the larger Flayers. The resistance leader moved gracefully, his curved blade keeping the enhanced warrior at bay. But the Flayer was learning their rhythm, analyzing their style. Each exchange brought him closer to finding an opening.

"They keep coming!" Garant called out, helping a wounded fighter find cover behind a pillar. More of Kallax's guards were pouring into the chamber from multiple entrances, while the remaining Flayers pressed their attack. The resistance fighters were taking heavy losses, their bodies joining the fallen Flayers and guards on the crystalline floor.

Thomas had no time to respond. Another Flayer had locked onto him as a priority target, the warrior's ritual scars seeming to writhe as he approached. Thomas raised Arthur's shield, noticing how the dragon herald caught the light. The Flayer's first strike pounded against the dragon, the enchantment flaring to absorb the attack. The enhanced warriors were incredibly strong.

The Flayer pressed his advantage, each strike carrying enough force to shatter normal armor. Thomas gave ground steadily, letting Arthur's shield absorb the brutal impacts while looking for an opening. The enhanced warrior's style was different from the guards—more aggressive, more precise, and far more lethal. There was no wasted movement, no flashy displays. Every attack was meant to kill.

"Your shield won't save you," the Flayer growled.

Thomas didn't waste breath responding. The Flayer was trying to distract him to create an opening. Instead, he focused on remembering Amren's lessons. Wait for the right moment. Let the enemy's aggression work against them.

The opening came after a particularly powerful overhead strike. The Flayer had put slightly too much force behind it, expecting Thomas to try blocking it directly. Instead, Thomas slipped aside. The enhanced warrior stumbled forward, off-balance for just a moment.

It was enough of an opening. Thomas' sword swept up in a perfect arc, finding the gap where helmet met armor. The Flayer's head tumbled free, his enhanced body taking two more steps before collapsing.

Freed of his attacker, he had a chance to look around. The room had become a swirling melee of individual combat groups, the crystalline walls amplifying every clash of metal and cry of pain. The resistance fighters were holding their own, but they were taking heavy losses, too. For every guard or Flayer that fell, two or three resistance members joined them on the blood-slick floor.

Across the room, Llaryn and Tryvane were still engaged with their Flayer. The enhanced warrior had adapted to their coordinated style, using his superior strength to force them apart. Llaryn was clearly tiring, his movements becoming fractionally slower with each exchange.

Thomas started forward, hoping to aid them. Before he could take two steps, a Draconite guard engaged him from his flank, nearly catching him by surprise. He barely caught the edge of the incoming blade with the corner of the shield, but it was enough. The Draconite, not expecting the shield to react the way it did, left himself overextended. Thomas slammed him in the snout with the shield before driving his blade past it, deep into his gut before wrenching it free.

By the time he looked back to Llaryn and Tryvane, it was too late. Llaryn had finally missed a block, the Flayer's blade opening a deep gash in his side. The resistance leader stumbled, trying to maintain his guard while blood soaked his tunic.

“No!” Tryvane's voice carried equal parts anguish and fury. He redoubled his attack, trying to draw the Flayer's attention, but the enhanced warrior had already seized his advantage. His blade whipped past Llaryn's weakened defense, driving deep into the man’s chest.

Without hesitation, Tryvane’s grief fed into lethal purpose. His blade became a blur of motion as he pressed the attack on his friend's killer. The Flayer found himself suddenly on the defensive, struggling to adapt to this new intensity.

Tryvane's fury manifested in a devastating sequence of attacks. His blade was everywhere at once, each strike building on the previous one to create openings. The Flayer who had killed his friend was clearly surprised by this sudden change and was forced to give ground as he tried to adjust his defense.

“Die, you bastard!” Tryvane roared, his blade slicing through the Flayer's guard to open a deep gash across his chest. The enhanced warrior stumbled back, dark blood flowing from between his scales. Before he could recover, Tryvane pressed forward with another combination. The final strike took the Flayer's head clean off his shoulders.

Near the room's center, Sir Tristan continued to demonstrate why he had been one of Arthur's legendary knights. Any hints of his advanced age had faded as he simultaneously engaged multiple guards. His blade wove intricate patterns of death, each movement precise and economical. Guards fell before him like wheat before a scythe, unable to match his decades of experience.

"Is this the best you can offer?" Tristan called out, his voice carrying clearly despite the chaos. "You disgrace the armor you wear!"

More guards poured into the chamber, but the resistance fighters had found their rhythm. What they lacked in enhanced armor, they made up for in coordination and desperate courage.

Thomas found himself fighting alongside Amren. Together they drove through a group of guards, their blades finding weak points with deadly efficiency.

"Keep moving!" Amren called out, dropping another guard with a quick thrust. “Keep fighting!”

The twins fought nearby, in the effective pattern Thomas had seen multiple times before. They moved in trained rhythm each attack flowing naturally into the next. Guards fell before their coordinated assault, unable to keep up.

The resistance fighters pressed their advantage, their training and coordination making up for their opponents' better equipment. Finally, the last guard fell to Sir Tristan's blade. The room grew quiet except for the sounds of labored breathing and the moans of the wounded. Dozens of bodies littered the crystalline floor, their blood creating macabre patterns that reflected in the chamber's faceted walls.

"The shuttles," Thomas said, already moving toward the docking bays. "We need to⁠—"

A piercing alarm cut him off. Warning lights began flashing throughout the room. Loud thunks echoed off the crystalline walls.

“They’ve activated the docking clamps,” Tryvane growled, fires of vengeance still raging behind his eyes. “These shuttles aren’t going anywhere.”

“What are we supposed to do?” Thomas asked, the thrill of victory giving way to panic.

Tryvane’s head twisted toward the portal in the center of the concourse. “It’s still active!” he exclaimed, as though he expected otherwise. “This way! Hurry, before they shut it down!” He ran for the portal.

“Where are we going?” Thomas asked, joining Amren and Sir Tristan running after him.

“The top level,” Tristan said. “The Draconite ships can’t be locked down. There are no clamps up there to prevent anyone from holding up their ships.”

Thomas could have laughed at the irony, but he was too busy running.

“Expect more resistance,” Amren called out. “Be ready!”

“Let them come,” Tristan said. “After all these years, let them meet my blade one last time.”

Tryvane slowed when he reached the gate, allowing them to catch up so he wouldn’t be caught out in the middle of the level alone. Sir Tristan, on the other hand, found another speed despite his advanced age, taking the lead and once more diving into the breach.

Thomas glanced at Amren, who nodded as they reached the portal. “I’m with you, my friend.”

And then they were through.


CHAPTER 41


Thomas emerged onto the upper level of the spaceport, his boots sliding slightly on the polished crystal floor. Sir Tristan stood in front of him, head swiveling to drink in the scene. His lack of action immediately told Thomas the level was clear of guards, at least for the moment. After the heavy resistance they'd encountered below, the empty bay felt wrong. Like a trap waiting to be sprung.

The resistance fighters poured through the portal behind him. He saw now how badly they’d suffered during the fighting. Of the hundred warriors who had started with them below, barely twenty remained. The rest lay dead or dying in the bloody level they'd fought through to reach this point.

His gaze swept the massive docking bay, taking in the intricate network of crystalline structures and machinery that allowed ships to connect with the spaceport. Turquine's shuttle dominated the space in the chamber ahead.

"The gate," Tryvane said urgently beside him, his voice tight with grief over Llaryn's death. “Hurry! We need to destroy it.”

The surviving resistance fighters exchanged uncertain looks. Thomas had the feeling that destroying one of the portals for them would be like him knocking down the Eiffel Tower or the Washington Monument.

"What are you waiting for?" Tryvane demanded, his patience cracking as he sensed their reluctance. His next words came out harsh and sharp: "Destroy it now, unless you all want to fight another endless stream of guards.”

The fighters sprang into action, teaming up to pull the gate from its mooring in the deck and knock it down onto its face. They struck it with their swords, breaking the enchantments and rendering it inoperable, ensuring the enemy couldn’t use it to reach them.

“We’ll take that one,” Tryvane said, motioning to Turquine’s shuttle, unaware of who it belonged to.

“Can you fly it?” Amren asked.

“Well enough, I imagine,” he replied. “We don’t have much choice.”

They ran for the ship, the resistance fighters racing to catch up behind them. Seeing potential freedom ahead filled Thomas with a sense of relief and excitement, but he felt an equally strong measure of trepidation. After what had happened down below, this felt way too easy.

They had nearly reached the shuttle when his fears were realized. A thick wall of fire erupted from nowhere, stretching from floor to ceiling in front of them. The flames burned an unnatural blue, radiating intense heat that forced them all to a sudden halt. The magical barrier completely blocked their path to the vessel.

“Cartigan,” Amren immediately spat beside him.

Thomas spun around, already knowing what he would find. His heart sank as he saw Sir Turquine stepping off an aetherskate. The wizard and two additional Flayers flanked him. Behind them, Sir Kallax and a group of his guards descended on additional skates.

“We were so close,” Thomas heard one of the remaining resistance fighters say. He could sense their sudden fear.

He shared it.

"Something's wrong with Turquine," Amren whispered.

Thomas eyed the massive Draconite. There was obvious tension in his frame, his body stiff, his eyes narrow.

“It must be the energy coursing through the spire,” Tryvane said. “It’s always had a strange effect on nanites. Enhanced Draconite rarely come here.”

“Going somewhere?” Turquine roared, his mouth spreading to reveal his razor teeth. He vibrated with barely contained rage and pain. “Not. This. Time.”

He threw back his head and released a roar of pure violence that echoed off the crystalline walls before drawing his enormous sword and charging forward, with frightening speed.

Sir Tristan stepped out to meet him, his ancient armor catching the light as he moved to intercept. Despite his age, there was no hesitation in his stride, no fear in his bearing. He looked every inch the legendary knight he had once been.

“We need to kill Cartigan," Amren said urgently. “We take him out, then we make a run for the shuttle."

“I have a soulstone,” Thomas replied. “Cover me.”

He adjusted his grip on his sword and began moving toward the Ursan wizard. Behind him, Tryvane placed his hand against one of the room’s walls. It bloomed with multi-colored light that flowed across the level. Turquine snarled in response, losing some of his momentum just as Sir Tristan arrived.

The Draconite struggled to deflect Tristan’s first attack, nearly too slow with his blade to parry. He roared in response, recovering quickly and countering the strike, but Tristan had already moved into a position to block, catching the sword and turning it aside. He backed away, resetting the fight as Turquine turned to face him.

“So, you live after all,” Turquine said. “The years haven’t been kind.” He huffed with pained laughter.

“Shut up and fight, Turquine,” Tristan replied.

“Gladly.”

Turquine drove forward while Tristan defended, the Draconite’s nanites still weakened by the energy Tryvane had summoned to the crystals.

Thomas lost sight of them then, advancing on Cartigan while chaos erupted around him. The surviving resistance fighters cried out as they engaged Kallax and his warriors, their blades flashing in the crystalline light. Tivan and Garant moved as one to take on one of the Flayers, while Amren squared off against the other. The sounds of clashing metal and battle cries echoed off the walls, creating a deafening symphony of violence.

Cartigan's eyes widened as Thomas approached. The wizard's hands moved in complex patterns as he gathered magical energy, launching a barrage of energy missiles. Thomas raised the shield, his arm tingling as the soulstone absorbed each impact.

When Cartigan saw the shield, real fear flashed across his features. He doubled his attacks, trying multiple different spells. Thomas didn’t know what the intent of their magic was. He felt the constant tingle in his arm, but nothing could penetrate the shield's protection. The soulstone drank in each spell like a black hole consuming light.

Thomas had nearly reached the wizard when he caught movement in his peripheral vision. One of the Flayers had broken free of Amren and was charging his flank. Blade raised for a killing blow, he moved so fast Thomas barely had time to react. Spinning instinctively, he desperately brought the shield up to block rather than attack. The soulstone flared unexpectedly, releasing all the magical energy it had captured in a devastating burst. The Flayer's scales blackened and cracked as the power washed over him, leaving him a burned out husk. The body collapsed beside Thomas, sending up a cloud of ash when it hit the floor.

Turning back to Cartigan, Thomas found the wizard frozen in horror at this display of power. He advanced once more, ready to finish him off.

"How can you serve Turquine?” he demanded, furious about the whole idea of an Ursan siding with not just the Draconite, but Turquine. “How can you protect him, help him torture and kill your own kind?"

"You don't understand," Cartigan replied, his voice cracking. "It's all I've ever known. All I’m meant to be. They raised me to serve..."

"The servants in the military quarter on Draconia were raised to serve,” Thomas countered, drawing closer. “But they still rose up when they saw a chance for freedom. You’re a slave, Cartigan. A tool to be used against your own people.”

“No,” Cartigan countered, shaking his head. “That’s not true. Turquine⁠—”

“What? Respects you? Cares about you? Treats you with kindness? As a friend? I seriously doubt that.”

Cartigan’s eyes began to water, tears of conflict and pain running down his cheeks as Thomas reached him.

“I bet you’ve spent your entire life living in fear,” Thomas said, raising his blade to strike. “Feeling like you don’t belong. Wanting to be accepted.”

Cartigan locked eyes with him. At that moment, Thomas saw the truth about the wizard.

He saw himself.

“I know,” Thomas continued. “I’ve been there. You may have chosen that path before. But you can choose a new path.”

“I…I can’t," Cartigan whispered, holding the eye contact. “It's too late.”

Thomas lowered his sword. “No,” he said softly. “Believe me. It's never too late.”

The wizard's face crumpled. He gestured sharply, and the wall of fire blocking their path to the shuttle vanished. "I can't believe I'm doing this," he choked out.

A cry of pain cut through their moment of connection. Thomas spun to see Sir Tristan impaled on Turquine's massive sword. The ancient knight's armor was splattered with blood. Turquine kicked him away with casual brutality, the old warrior's body sliding limply across the crystal floor.

The Draconite commander turned toward Thomas, his vertical pupils contracting to slits when he saw Cartigan standing with him. Pure rage twisted his features as he started forward, his overwhelming anger at the betrayal seeming to overcome whatever pain and weakness the room’s energy had caused.

Cartigan raised his hands, trying to slow Turquine's advance, but the massive Draconite pushed through the magic as if he were a living soulstone. He swung his blade at Thomas, who barely caught it on his shield. The impact vibrated up his arm despite the enchantment, pushing him off-balance.

Before Turquine could strike again, Amren slipped in between them, his blade slashing across the commander's wrist. Dark blood sprayed as the damage forced Turquine to drop his sword, which Amren kicked away. But to Thomas' horror, the wound began healing almost instantly.

"Run!" Amren shouted, already moving to engage Turquine again. "Get to the shuttle!"

Thomas knew if he left now, Turquine would kill his friend. But Amren seemed to read his thoughts.

“Thomas, go!” he repeated while Turquine almost casually moved to retrieve his sword. "The greatest honor a knight can have is to die in service of his liege, just as Sir Tristan did. Now, it’s my turn. Remember me, when the legends are told.”

He turned toward Turquine as the massive Draconite picked up his blade, his wrist fully healed.

Turquine laughed, the sound more mechanical than organic. “Pathetic. You’re all pathetic. I'm going to kill every last one of you.” His eyes landed on Cartigan. “I’ll kill you slowly, traitor.”

"Go!" Amren shouted again, never taking his eyes off his opponent.

Thomas turned and ran for the shuttle, Cartigan at his side. The twins and Tryvane were already on their way to the craft. None of the other resistance fighters remained.

Thomas glanced over his shoulder to see Amren fighting with everything he had, his blade moving faster than ever as he struck Turquine again and again. But even when he found vulnerable spots in Turquine's armor, the wounds sealed almost instantly, all of his efforts in vain.

But he was giving them time. A chance to escape.

They reached the shuttle's sealed hatch. Cartigan stepped forward, quickly entering the access codes. The hatch's locking mechanism clicked and the door slid open.

A Flayer waited inside, blade drawn. His eyes widened in shock at seeing Cartigan with Thomas. Before he could react, the wizard's magic took hold of him, throwing him violently from the shuttle. He crashed against the crystalline wall behind them and fell to the deck, slowly recovering.

They rushed into the ship, Tryvane closing the hatch behind them, remaining there with the twins to ensure the Flayer didn’t get back onboard.

“This way,” Cartigan said, leading Thomas to the flight deck. The moment they burst into the small forward compartment, Thomas could see the battle raging outside. Amren was on his knees, his face bloody, one leg twisted at an awkward angle. He held only one dagger now at the ready as Turquine moved in for the kill.

Cartigan gained the helm, rapidly tapping controls to bring the ship to life. “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” he said again. “Strap in.”

Thomas fell into the seat beside Cartigan, still watching Amren and Turquine. As if sensing his eyes on him, Amren turned his head toward the shuttle, offering a nod of respect. Thomas nodded back, tears running down his face as the massive Draconite's hand closed around his friend's throat, lifting him off his feet.

"No," Thomas whispered.

With casual brutality, Turquine snapped Amren's neck. The warrior's body went limp as Turquine roared in triumph. With barely a twitch, he hurled Amren's corpse at the shuttle, where it thumped against the forward viewport, giving Thomas a clear glimpse at the broken body before it vanished below.

"Get us out of here!" Thomas shouted, fighting back tears of rage and anguish.

Turquine started toward them, his scaled features twisted with fury. The thrusters fired and they shot forward, rocketing past him and out of the spaceport into Falias' lavender sky.

Thomas collapsed into the seat, the full weight of what had just happened crashing down on him, leaving him sobbing silently. Sir Tristan. Amren. So many others. All dead so he could live. He wasn’t worth all of this. The cost was impossibly high. Too high.

But as the shuttle climbed toward space and a rendezvous with Excalibur, Thomas resolved to turn his pain into singular focus. He would make the Draconite pay. He would end their reign of tyranny. Whatever it took, however long it took.

For now though, all he could do was watch Aelindral's crystal spires recede below them as they fled toward the stars, Turquine's roar of rage still echoing through his mind.

[image: ]


Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed the book! For more information on the next installment in the series, please visit mrforbes.com/thestarshipinthestone4
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